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TWO DEMONS
I'N AMBER

The ship that roaned the sea of stars descended from heaven
toward the bl ue-green eden bel ow, as always, |ooking for the
snake.

In the colorful term nology of Sector Mapping, the world be-

low and its solar systemwere in the area | abeled in the common
| anguage of interstellar comerce as Rai nbow Bridge, after the
sounds used to translate the X-Y plotting coordi nates on a nmap.
The words used for the synbols had no intrinsic neaning, and
there was no indication that the union of these accidental words
woul d be prophetic.

For nine days the snall, crossbow shaped scouting ship had

lain off the planet, while its carefully laid satellites, like the eggs
of a giant bird, had circled and crossed every square mllineter
of the planet's surface, photographing and nmappi ng. O her eggs of
a different sort had been sent first to the atnosphere to sanple
and test it and then gently to the ground in selected spots, and
even on and under the great seas that, froma height, seened to
engul f and dominate the continental |and masses. Al of these
sent a steady stream of data back to the nother ship, where
conmput ers conpil ed, checked, sorted, doubl e-checked, and

eval uated the fl ood of information received fromits children

The process could, in fact, have been totally automated, but

very smart beings had | earned over the years that you woul d

never remenber to programit for all eventualities, and that ships
with their owm artificial intelligence and full evaluative skills
1
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ultimately never seened to have both a sense of aesthetics and
the horse-trader's know how that could tell the neasurably right
fromthe conmmercially right. The ship could do it all on its own,
but a second opinion froma different breed was always required.

The breed of living evatuators that acconpanied the swift scout
ships into those blank spots on the star charts known only by
their colorful coordinates nmight have feathers or scales, fingers
or tentacles, m ght have been hatched froman egg or grown

froma pod; it mght be nale, female, neither, or all of the
above, and white it usually breathed oxygen, it mght well be
more confortabl e breathing water or nethane or a half dozen

ot her substances. For all that, it was a single breed, distin-

gui shed not by its formor race or birthright but by the fact that
those of that breed called scout had to be of a singular nmenta
bent -

It was a fact that all scouts were mad; the debate still raged

as to whether the demands of the job drove them mad or whet her
they were mad at the start. In their pasts, nost races had seened
to have a very snall nunber of the breed no matter how different
they otherwi se were; these were the pathfinders, the w | derness
expl orers, the ones who pushed on alone into bl anks on the

maps. It had been suspected that some factor—anything from
genetic engineering to just too nuch civilizati on—aould breed
them out of existence, and it was true that a few races now

dom nated the field, but, sonmehow, whenever soneone discov-

ered a new bl ank on sone map, a scout always seened to be
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t here.

Thi s one happened to be nanmed Cymak, a bipedal creature of

the basic Cass Il shape, with two arns and two | egs and a thick
torso. He al so happened to have lunpy, nottled skin the col or

of rotted sewage, which was so thick sonme bullets wouldn't pen-
etrate it, and a triangul ar-shaped head that seened to bob about
as if it were on a spring rather than a segnented neck. His
ancestors, before the age of synthetics, had fed on giant insect-
i ke creatures by punching holes in themwhile they still lived
and sucking out the fluids. He called hinself and his physica
race Xymant hs, which, of course, basically translated as "human
being," like nmost of the exotic names that intelligent life forms
call ed thensel ves. For termnms like racial origin and planetary
nanes the interstellar tongue deferred to the |ocal one. O her- S
wi se there woul d be several hundred "human bei ngs" who con-
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sidered all but their own kind "nonhuman," and al nbst all of
themwould refer to the nother worid of their races as "Earth."

The triangul ar head bobbed and weaved |i ke an unattended
jack-in-the-box in the wind, as it |ooked over the data digests on
the screens. So far, the data | ooked good. So far, in fact, it

| ooked too good. Worlds well within the carbon-based life zone
that contained a readily bal anced oxygen-nitrogen m xture within
hal f a per cent of optinumalong with the proper water bal ance
were quite rare. Normally you took what you found and then
brought in an Exploiter Teamto reengineer the world into some-
thing useful, or, even nore frequently when these kinds of worlds
were found, there was already sone formof higher life calling

it home.

Not here. There were vast forests and dense jungles all right,
and high nountain ranges, and it was perhaps a tad too vol canic
for absolute perfection, but so far the surveys had shown no
signs of an indigenous race of sentient beings. Ch, you could
find the basics there—ereatures that took the ecol ogical position
of insects, sone high-level herbivores and the inevitable carni-
vores preying on themand pruning their herds, and sone rather
odd ocean life as well, but nothing to show that anything higher
than that had ever evol ved here.

O course, as Cymak knew wel |, you could never be a hun-

dred per cent sure, even if you stayed a nonth. Intelligence cane
in the oddest packages and didn't always fit the conventiona

mol ds. More than once he, and alnost all the other scouts, had
certified a worid as "exploitable," only to have Exploiter Teans
| ater discover rather nasty surprises down there. That was what
Expl oiters got paid for.

Cymak's job was to check the obvious. Structures, signs of
environmental alteration, patterns that would show speci es dom

i nance, that sort of thing. If there was any kind of real intelli-
gence on this worid, it wasn't the conventional sort.

"There is an anomaly," the ship's conputer reported to him

"I had a nunber of passes nmade when it showed up, just to

make certain, and sent in the highest resolution photographic

gear once it was isolated. It is on the east coast of the smaller
continent in the northern hem sphere. It is definitely an artificia
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structure.”

"Just one?" The Xymanth responded.

"Yes. One structure on the entire planet."

That was bad. Wirse than a horde of screaming natives, in
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fact, because one could often do sonmething even with a primtive
popul ati on—but a single structure probably indicated that some-
body el se had found the place first.

"l dentification?"

"Unknown. That is, the structure is of no known type either
in the Exchange or in the Mycohl or Mzl aplan groups. In fact,

did not report it imrediately because the readings it gave off

i ndi cated mal functions in my own equipnent.”

"Put up your best shots on the screens.

the scout instructed.

The screens blinked and then showed vari ous passes in ful

three dinensions. Cynek i medi ately understood the ship's

probl emthe artifact was unlike anything he'd ever seen before.
In fact, the five views presented to himdidn't even | ook much
i ke each other.

"These are not five separate structures? These are all views
of the sane single object?"

"One object, same coordi nates. You can see why | suspected

a

defect. | checked for all known types of shielding and found

nothing in die registers. As far as | can determ ne, there was
nothing to filter or distort the shots you see. The material and
basi c di mensi ons, at |east, are consistent."

The first view showed a structure that resenbl ed nothing so

much as a great anber-colored crystal of fine quartz perhaps
forty meters long, its various facets showing clearly, its far end
apparently rounded, its near end coning to a nultifaceted taper
ending in a point. The second shot showed sonething the sane

size and color, but nowit seened concave, as if the top were
turned inward. The third shot resenmbled the first, but the snmooth
sides of each facet were different, as if the damed thing had
sonmehow turned. On the fourth there was no point, but rather a
yawni ng cavity that seenmed to reach back half the I ength of the
thing. The fifth was the npst disconcerting, with the object

seem ngly segnented into quarters, with each turned slightly off
the other so that the facet walls were broken up and did not

mat ch.

"Well, sonething is causing distortion,'

the Xymant h not ed.

"Unl ess that thing is alive and ki cking. Conposition?"

"Every analysis cones up with indistinct data,

the conmput er

told him "AH 1 can tell you is that it is solid, appears to have
sonme of the properties of glass or glassine plastic, that it is
opaque, and that the substance does not appear to exi st anywhere

el se on the planet, either artificially or naturally. There are in-
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dications of a low yield energy source there but little else. It is
effectively dead to all renote analytical tools. There are no sig-
nals emanating fromit otherwise, so it is not a beacon, and if

it is some sort of downed vessel from an unknown civilization,

it is not broadcasting anything we can monitor even as a distress
signal, although in any event | would find it inconceivable that
such a structure could have flown or even been carried here by

any known means of transport or propul sion."

"Life scan?"

"I get no life-formreadings that are not consistent with the

natural life of the planet. If anyone's home, they either do not
mat ch any known type of life or they are very well hidden inside
that thing."

"In other words," the scout muttered, "you, the npbst so-

phi sti cated and know edgeabl e devi ce any known technol ogy can
create and programto answer any question and hazard exacting
theories on al nost any eventuality with a command of facts and
data and a thought speed inconprehensibly better than my own—

you are telling ne, essentially, that my guess is as good as yours.
Ri ght ?"

"Probably better than mne," the ship responded. "I do not
have nearly your capacity for wild flights of inagination."

"So it's not a spaceship, not a cargo nodule, not a house
built with materials found on the planet, either. So howdid it
get there?"

"1 would not presume to guess. It has been there quite a

while, though. It is definitely buried in rock and soil to a fair
depth, and there is no sign of construction or nmelting or other
alterations. A good bet is that it has been there a very long tine,
and that the rock and soil have formed around it. It has not,
however, been overgrown by the surroundi ng vegetation or cov-

ered by vol canic ash or debris. This indicates that there is sone
ki nd of maintenance function within it that still works. Again,

if one had to speculate, it would appear nost likely that the thing
contains a system somewhat anal ogous to ny position in this

ship. It is entirely possible that the whole structure is some sort
of artificial intelligence in a shell, and indeed that may be al
that it is."

"Entirely plausible. You are certain, though, that it is of ex-
traptanetary origin and not nerely an unusual feature?"

"Positive. The energy pul ses show a cl ear-cut power source
of sonme kind, and there is sone intake and exhaust of gases.

6 |l ack L. Chal ker

Not a sufficient amobunt to indicate that the whole structure has

fall atnosphere, but enough to suggest that at |least a small part
of it has. It would be interesting to get close enough to anal yze
the gases it expels."

"Then let's get close enough. Roll in a renpte unit and let's
see just what it's made of and what its reactions nmight be to an
approach. How long will it take?"
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"l have al ready constructed and progranmed such a unit, an-
ticipating your actions. However, it is now past dark down there
inits area, and | would suggest a daytinme foray. Get sone food
and rest. In the nmorning we shall test this thing's nmettle.”

The probe dropped fairly close to the object, in part to see if
that woul d provoke any reaction fromit. No scans or other trans-
m ssions were detected, and the probe settled to its point just
slightly off the ground and proceeded slowy toward the artifact
as Cymak and his nonitoring conputer watched on the screens
above.

From ground level, the |ong, exposed end, which sonetines

| ooked |i ke the rough end of a crystal shard and sonetines |ike

a depression, |ooked very nuch the latter, alnobst a tunnel ringed
by sixteen even facets of crystalline substance |eading back to a
single black point that mght or m ght not have been an entrance
of sone ki nd.

The probe did not at first try an approach to that point, but
instead rose up and did as nmuch of a survey of the exterior as it
could. The initial neasurenents held up; it was a hair over forty
meters in length, seem ngly enbedded or wedded to the bed-

rock, the exposed portion a bit under four nmeters high from
ground | evel. There were no observabl e or neasurabl e openi ngs,

but it did seemto "bl eed" gases in the broken, or entry, end,
alnost as if it were sonmehow sel ectively porous. The regi on of

at nrospheric bl eed or exchange went in a bit over six neters and
then stopped abruptly.

"Definitely sone sort of atnospheric chanber,” the ship told
him "It mght be the entire inhabitable life zone within the
object, or it mght be the only one that requires it. At the far
end are two isolated spots giving off heat—not a |ot, but defi-
nitely indicating a cool ant nechani smand that's it."

"See if you can take a sanple and analyze it,"
gested, nore fascinated than worri ed.

Cynmak sug-

The probe settled down on top of the structure, anchored itself
THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 7

on three tight suction feet, then extended a small-core drill and
attenpted to take a small sanmple. It didn't happen. Al the dril
did was whirl around and begin to nelt in the frustration of
goi ng agai nst sonething harder than its bit, even though the bit
was nmade of the hardest substance known to the Xynmanth.

"Whatever it is, it's not quartz," the conputer comented.

"Cbviously. Well, it's alnpbst certainly an exercise in futility,
but run through all the tests and see if we can come up with
anyt hing. "

Burning, controlled blasting, |aser, and other tests proved

equally futile, proving Cynmak correct. The conputer spent four
hours doing everything it could to the object and at the end of
that tinme they knew just as much as they had before they began

"One thing is certain—+f we could figure out its conposition
and duplicate it, we'd have the perfect enclosure and buil ding
material," Cymak said. "Something built with this stuff would
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be the first construction that really would | ast down through the
ages. "

"I amnot at all certain it is the material," the ship responded.
"I just took another series of measurenents and they differ
slightly fromour earlier ones. Not in gross proportions—we are
tal king slight changes here—but definitely different. In fact, |
have now conpleted a third pass and it is different still, yet the
surface is not nmoving at all. It is very nmuch as if the object is
i ndeed changing its shape slightly and al nbst constantly, yet |
can not directly neasure such a change in progress. It is al nost
as if the thing were not—quite—totally in our universe. As if

our physical laws don't quite apply to it."

The Xymanth was surprised. "You nmean—anot her universe?
That it has sonehow poked into our universe wthout quite | os-
ing contact with its own?"

"In layman's terns, that is about it. If it were not quite in
phase with us, either tenporally or in sone other dinensiona

| evel, that would explain why it seens inpervious to all that we
have tried to do to it."

"I's that possible?"

"l have never heard of such a thing, but at a guess, faced with
reality, | can find no other theory that nmight explain all its prop-
erties. W know very little of the geonetry of parallel universes.
We exceed the speed of light and travel as far as we do because

we know sonme of the properties and topol ogy of one, but here we

may be touching a different one. That theory explains nuch,
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if true, although |I have never heard of such an intersection ac-
tually being discovered. It would certainly explain the properties
and characteristics of this object, as well as how it got here.
Whoever or whatever built this thing did not fly it here, they
sinply nmoved it to a parallel intersection point and shoved it
through. To what purpose, however, | cannot specul ate."

The Xymant h t hought about that for a moment. **1 mght haz-
ard a guess. What is our |ogical next nove?"

"Why. to try to gain entry, of course."

"Yes. | amremninded of the noi hryx traps of my own people.

Webl i ke constructs that one |lays upon the ground, partly con-
cealed, with a one-way entrance. The not hryx cones al ong,

crawls in the entry, and is trapped there. The trapper then cones
along later and the neal is |ocked inside, fresh and preserved.

A random probe froma curious race able to do this on a far

| arger and nore sophisticated scale night serve the sane pur-

pose. It is sinply here, attracting attention by virtue of its being
unli ke anything el se, waiting for the unwary or the overly curi-

ous to crawl inside."

"A fascinating theory. Shall we test it?"
"By all neans."

"I't might be fruitless no matter what. If the thing is out of
sync with our space-tine matrix, then transnissions fromwthin
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it may be inpossible."

The Xymanth had thought of that. "If so, it will be nost

di sappoi nting, but then we will transnit what we have and | eave
it tothe nmlitary and the Exploiter Teanms to deal with. Pro-
ceed.”

The probe nmoved forward again, then down, facing now that
forward region that |ooked |ike quartz shards from above, but
Iike a gaping mouth fromlevel ground. The ship re-angled a
repeater so that signals broadcast horizontally fromthe probe
m ght be caught and retransmitted upwards, then sent the probe
carefully on its way toward the bl ack spot at the center of the
shard wal | s.

"My sophisticated neasuring devices are going nad," the

ship reported, "but the basics are hol di ng. Atnospheric pres-

sure constant, tenperature rising but slightly, visual breaking up
on direct but holding well with the repeater. D stance, however,
is skewed. According to ny readout we have already traversed

the length of the object and yet we are just now approaching the
entrance. "

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 9

"I't would be a pretty elaborate joke if it took us in and im
medi ately expelled us out the other end," Cymak commented.
"A single door."

On the screens that "door" now | oonmed wide, its edges reg-

ular, but the blackness was not a hole into the interior but rather
a tough-1ooking menbrane. The probe stopped perhaps centi -

meters fromthe surface and extended a small silvery handlike
probe to first push against the seal and then to use its three
"fingers" to attenpt to sanple the naterial. It did not get ne
chance to do the latter, for at its touch the nenbrane seened to
rotate counterclockw se and fall back

"An iris," the ship noted. "At least we are wel coned in."

"Yes," agreed the scout, "but welconed in to where? Can
that be the interior of the thing? It is huge."

"As | surmised, the object is not fully within our contin-

uum" the ship comented with sone satisfaction. "The con-

stancy of our signal transmssion is the only bridge we now have
to wherever the probe actually is. | cannot get accurate nea-
surenents; the figures shift wildly now, far greater than the ex-
terior neasurenents, yet | believe ny instrunents are actually
functioning. They were sinply never designed to neasure sone-
thing this alien to our experience."

It was a great chanber nade of the same quartzlike material

as the exterior, but it was irregular, with great colums of crysta
rising fromfloor to ceiling like majestic towers, each illumninated
with a cold inner light that was crinson in some, golden in

others, and blue and green and col ors wi thout nanmes that Cymak
coul d speak. The overall effect was quite beautiful

The fl oor was uneven, alnost a miniature rolling terrain, the
ceiling no nore regular than the floor, and the walls seened to
curve this way and that, all catching the light fromthe col ums
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and bl ending, twisting, and distorting it into rai nbows of color
that were not still but slowy withing back and forth, in and
out.

"It is not the light sources that are pul sing or changing," the
ship noted. "Rather the walls, floor, ceiling, even the colums
are subtly shifting in size and shape as we go through. | believe
that to be an illusion produced by our inability to see and nea-
sure such conditions accurately. This geonetry has been here-
tofore theoretical in nature. My best guess is that ny initia
theory was wrong; this thing does not exist outside of our con-
tinuum but rather in a multitude of continua sinmultaneously, ours

10 Jack L. Chal ker

included. | think it is a tesseract of sone sort, although how one
woul d build such a thing and nake it real and accessible is
beyond any know edge our world possesses."

"Far nore interesting than how is why soneone woul d build
it," Cymak comrented, fascinated. "And, for that matter,

who. "

"There are inner chanbers. | am having problens with trans-

m ssions now on a |level and scale for which ] mght not be able

to conpensate for very long. Still, we will explore so |ong as

we have sone sort of control and line to the probe. | fear, though,
that if transmssion is cut for any tine, even a few nanoseconds,
we m ght | ose any chance of recall. W will try the nearest

central chanber and see what we might see." The probe went
forward, the images beconing jerky on the screen, nore |like a
succession of still frames than a noving picture, as it crossed
into the new chamber.

"Less illumination here," the ship reported. "I think I

Conversation stopped. Cymak felt his breathing stop too as
the contents of the smaller center chamber suddenly canme into
sharp focus.

It was a dark room with but two great pillars in the center
Both were illumnated fully by inner yellow light, but this tine
they were not at all transparent. Suspended within the col ums
like insects in anber were—things.

Cynmak had never been religious. H s people had too nany

gods, |ike nost races, none of whom had done anything partic-
ularly for those who invoked them or asked their blessings, but
i n whose nane a | ot of wongs were often commtted. Now,
however, he was begi nning to reeval ual e those opi ni ons.

The Enpire controlled thousands of worlds upon whi ch hun-

dreds of races had settled, both before and after they had been
absorbed into the Enpire. The races were of every conceivabl e
shape and form and type; they breathed water and net hane and
lots of other junk as well, and some were so alien fromthe rest
that they were barely conprehensible to outsiders. And yet,
somehow, all had devel oped at one time in their past theol ogies
and cosnol ogi es, many as different as night and day and even
nmor e i nconprehensible, but with a curious single conmnalty
anong them that had fascinated and puzzl ed ant hropol ogi sts
fromthe start.
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The pair in the colums were that commnalty in the flesh.
Each stood perhaps two and a half nmeters high. Their feet
THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 11

were great cloven hoofs; their legs, slightly bowed, were cov-
ered with thick purplish hair to the mdriff, while their chests
were bare, dark and hard-1ooking, alnmost |ike bone rather than
skin. The arnms cane down from great, broad shoul ders and

seemed much too long, furred like the legs, but termnating in
great clawed hands. The faces were skel etal masks, grinning
horrors with broad, clownish nmouths, snoutlike nostrils, and

| arge, dark eyes that seened al nost as bl ack as space, set off by
thick purple brows angled down toward the bridge of the nose
form ng a connected, thick V shape. Fromtheir heads grew

ugly, m sshapen horns.

Their descriptions varied slightly fromrace to race and even
fromculture to culture within a race, yet none would have had
any nore difficulty than Cymak in instantly recognizing them
for what they were

"By the gods of ny ancestors,” he breathed. "Denons

The ship's conmputer was equally inpressed intellectually, but
did not carry the burden of having grown up in a sentient cul-
ture, acquiring along the way a bit of nerves about nonsters and
bogeynen,

"They are not quite identical, other than the obvious differ-

ences in the homlength and shape and the fact that the one on

the left is a bit shorter and thinner," the conputer noted clini-
cally. "The briefs they are wearing nmake it inpossible to tel

for certain, but there is a possibility that they are a mated pair.
Cal m down, Cymak—they are definitely enbedded in the stuff

and certainly not about to conme to life."

The Xymanth, however his rational mnd insisted that he'd

simply happened on a mmj or discovery, could not shake the feel-

ing that he had instead intruded on a tenple of the truly super-
natural . The strangeness of the object, its Il ess than solid nature,
its bizarre shiftings, and now denobns

Al nost every race had such denons, and al nost w thout ex-
ception they represented all that was truly evil and nal evol ent
in the universe. This pattern also held true anong the races of
the Mzl aplan, as he well knew, even up to the Mzl aplan them
sel ves, who had set themselves up as gods. Only the Mycohl
regarded the ancient and apparently universal denon figure as
an agency of good. but the Mycohl had al ways been perverse-

"This is a discovery of nonunmental proportions,” the ship
ent hused. * * For centuries we have | ooked for traces of the denobn

12
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figures as eariy conmon visitors to the races of ancient days,
but in vain. Now, here at last, is proof that they exist—that de-
nmons are a real, unknown, perhaps very advanced race. W shal
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go down in the history books for this, Cymak!"

"Break it off," the Xymanth said with firmess. "Pull the
pr obe out —Aow. "

"But | want to—

' 'Do as | say.

"Very well," the ship responded with a very human si gh.

"Get hold of yourself, though. You have travel ed farther and
seen nore and fought nmore than any two others alive or dead.
You can not allow yourself to be undone now by silly supersti -
tions and psychol ogical |eftovers fromyour chil dhood."

"They are evil\" Cynmak snapped. "Renenber that! Al nost
universally they are the synbols of pure evil! And that, too,
must have a reason, an origin in antiquity that has been passed
down to us as a warning!"

"Bvil is relative- Besides, the Mycohl consider them good."

"And what sort of society and val ues do the Mycohl repre-
sent? That evil should worship evil is hardly shocking. No, pack
it up and get it ready for transm ssion w thout delay."

"So you are not so frightened of two apparently dead ancient
ones that you will not report it."

"I dare not ignhore it. It is unlikely that we could destroy it or
cover it up, and if! don't stake this planet, then a Mycohl scout
or a Mzlaplanian group will stunble upon it. | just pray that
those who cone after to study this will not |oose a horror upon
us all that has been kept bound here for mllennia. So, sound a
recall and prepare the report. We will do no nore work here
oursel ves."

"Very well. | would not worry so much, though. It is by now

mere archaeol ogy, nere objects of study. That pair is | ong dead
and preserved here as in a grave site. If we accept, as is gener-
ally agreed, that nmenories of denons anong so many different
races so far apart were caused by sone ancient visitations, it
must have been tens of thousands of years ago. No one except
priests, psychics, and psychotics has seen a denmon in the flesh
since then."

"It is not a grave site," Cymak responded firmy. "G aves

are seal ed anong those who use them They are not nmmintained

i n chanbers of an unknown technol ogy still active and respon-
sive to visitors. And ten thousand years ago this was a far dif-

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 13

ferent pl ace—ertainly geol ogi cal | y, and pr obabl y
climatologically as well. Qur figures show a mnor ice age in
between. Yet there it sits. still active, still working, with its

terrible inhabitants frozen there, not buried in rock or overgrown
by vegetation, its door open in full operational condition. That
thing is alive, at least as much as you yourself are alive, and

perhaps nmore so. Still alive, still active, still functional, and
smart enough to keep from bei ng buried or enbedded or under-

cut or overgrown through the centuries. | fear this is a discovery
I will rue until ny death."
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"Perhaps. It will certainly shake things up, anyway. Al is
prepared and organi zed. Do you wish to reviewit before |I trans-
mt?"

"No, | know what a good job you do. Send it, but append
this fromnme. Say, 'l, Cymak, Scout of the Exchange, send you
evil from Rai nbow Bridge.' Say-say, 'Here be denons.' "

BOX 1| :
EXCHANGE
THE BLUE TEAM

Soap Opera
for Spacers

JONAH
AND THE WORM

The Erotics had zeroed in on himnow, but while he'd watched

their dancing with enthusi asm and wondered once again what it

must feel like to have a tail like that, he wasn't at all interested
in the foll ow up.

One of them maybe senior, nosed out the rest and headed

over toward himwith all the sass and sexy noves she had. She
had all of them He watched her cone, resigned, and drained

the last of his drink. No loss there; in a place where everybody
was drinking and popping all the wong stuff, he was limted to
fruit juice.

Up close, she was no less erotic but far |ess human; what

seenmed al nbst a stage costune fromafar took on a far different
cast when you could see that it was no costume but truly her. In
the capital of the central worid of an enpire enconpassing hun-
dreds of races spawned by incredi bly divergent evol utionary
forces, she nonethel ess seened artificial, unreal, |ike some kind
of animated stage prop created by some bizarre artist.

Which, in a way, was just what she was.

She was al nbst as tall as he was, taller with that thick nmane

of hair rising fromher head and sweepi ng behi nd, although he

was, to be sure, rather short and thin hinself. Her skin was |ight
brown, her face and torso out of sone adol escent nale's fanta-
sies, the eyes unnaturally large, the lips too thick and sensuous,
the face and formperfect, the breasts ridiculously oversized and
far too large to be as firmas they were, the nipples ever erect.
17
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The brows, however, were thin and angl ed upwards; the bl ush
and eye shadow were not cosnetic but part of her, and above
the outer edge of each eye, about m dway between the eye and
the hairline, were tiny, perfectly rounded short horns.

She had no navel; about where the navel should have been was

a covering of short, incredibly soft darker brown hair that went
down to her feet. Her hips were a bit odd-shaped and supported
two thick | egs that were sonehow both equine and sexy, ending
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not in human feet but in two graceful hooves. Fromthe snall
of her back trailed a magnificent golden tail of the sort that he'd
seen on show horses when he was a kid back on his native world;

her hair spilled down her back in the same col or and style.
She slid up to him "Hey, bad boy-want a feelie?"

He | ooked at her. Only sonething beyond the painted eyes,
deep inside her, reveal ed her hardness, her many years at this
trade, and her sense of entrapnent in it.

"Not hing tonight, luv," he responded. "Just here for the
scenery and the atnosphere, nothin' nore. Maybe sone ot her
time."

She' d been around too long to take that as a final brushoff.
"Aw, c¢'nmon, big man. You got needs and | can fill 'em

"Shove off!" he said in such a tone that she actually took a
step back. Coldly, but |ess threatening, he added, "You with al
your years got no idea of ny needs. Go find a paying custoner
and get happy."

She stared at him "You a guv or somthin'?"

He tol erated the question because he knew it was a natura

comment. "l ain't no guv, giri, not by a hoop. I want |ess
truckin' with themthan you do. | just don't want no tunble
toni ght."

Her brow furrowed in puzzlement. "Then why in heli'd you
come in hereV

He felt sudden anger and stood up quickly, alnmst knocking

the stool over. "I don't have to explain nothin' to nobody, |east
of all a long-tailed piece of ass." He wal ked briskly by her and
out the door and into the street.

He wal ked about a block in the crowmded district before his
anger cool ed- He'd been out of line there and he knew it, but
what the hell could he say or do? She was just doing her job,
the only job she could do. the job she'd been designed to do in
sonme genetics |ab. Hell, why had he gone in there, anyway,
knowi ng the scene was inevitable?

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 19

Why, indeed, come down here at all? The tourists, the busi-
ness people, the crews on | eave, the conventioneers and politi-
ci ans—these were the nobs in this gaudy district. He | ooked
around. Peopl e, people everywhere, and he was the only damed
human i n sight.

Maybe that was it. Maybe he'd gone to the only place where

he coul d be certain there woul d be other human conpany, no

matter what the type and no natter that, down here, those from
human stock weren't exactly creations of nature. You could be

cl ose, closer than relatives, closer than blood brothers, to a half
dozen creatures who were so different fromyou that you had

little in comon except the job, and find themthe best friends
and nates you could ever inmmgine, but every once in a while

you just felt like you had to be with your own kind, no matter
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who or what they were

He took the cross-town tube and headed back for the hotel
He felt depressed and mad at hinself, and sonehow cut off not
just fromhis own kind but from any ki nd.

That was the problem really. Not that he was cut off fromhis
own kind by any barriers or occupation but that he was the one
who was different. The others in the glit, they were hunman, and
he had |l ess kinship with themthan with the Erotic. Muybe that
was why he'd gotten so mad at her. That sense of her entrap-

ment; a mnd inside there that was maybe curious or smart or
anbitious but that couldn't really do nuch about it. Wth that
body, those urges, the built-in genetic conpul sions, she night

be bored and hate the whole life but she could literally do or be
not hi ng el se.

Sonebody el se had nade that decision for her at her concep-
tion, within some conputer-controlled bio |ab that created end-
| ess thenmes and variations of her to fill an age-old market
demand. It wasn't bad enough to have a thousand races to keep
track of; there were endless variations of themas well.

He hadn't been like that. He'd been born in the normal nanner
frommterial supplied randomy by two parents, even though

he never knew who one of them was. Bom poor and raised in

the filth of an interplanetary backwater, but he'd been smart and
he'd had anbition. The Erotic mght be smart and have anbi -
tions, too, but she was trapped frombirth and she knew it.

He, now, was different. He'd trapped hinself. He'd sold his
soul for his anbitions, his dreans, and now that he had them
they were hollow, for he couldn't enjoy his fruits. Wen you're
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poor and without nuch hope you don't |ook too hard for the
devil's fine print.

I nside his roomhe rel axed, then renoved his clothes. Wen

his back was bared, there was a small furry ball down at the
base of the spine, a ball that unrolled slowy and began to grad-
ually inch its way up his back and toward his shoulder. It resem
bl ed nothing so nuch as a |l arge slug, but covered with fine,

thi ck baby-blue and snowwhite hair. He sat on the side of the
bed, letting it clinb all the way up.

< Poor Jimy, > said a tiny, whispery, barely audible voice
in his head. ' 'Grysta let you out on the town and she senses your
unhappi ness. Did you want that girt?'*

He sighed. "No, not that girl."

The tiny creature nmade it to his shoulder, then slowy oozed

its way toward his neck. He lay down on the bed, know ng that

it couldn't be crushed or hurt in this way- He coul d have sat and
pressed against a steel plate and it wouldn't have hurt Gysta, or
di sl odged her.

He thought of the creature as "her" even though, strictly
speaki ng, the race was uni sexual . Ji my understood creatures
who were bisexual, or trisexual, or whatever, but only second-
hand, as he m ght understand another race by reading about it,
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That was part of the problem Gysta seened to understand him

quite well, while he couldn't really understand the tiny creature

at all. The biol ogy, yes, but not the culture, not the attitude, not
her relationship with him

He turned on his side and Gysta stretched out, tiny "head"

agai nst the nape of his neck, body stretched out rigidly along
his spinal colum. Mcroscopic tendrils shot out from her un-
derside, penetrating his skin in a thousand places. They were

| ong enough to reach right into his nervous system yet so fine
they could not be seen without aid. There was no pain; there
was no real sensation at all, until Grysta had control

Then his mnd seened to fog, his depression vanishing for

now, rationality giving way to waves of pure pleasure washing
over and through him Orgasm c waves traveled to every nerve

and cell in his body, an ultimate high that few could ever know
or understand. And while it went on, while he withed in ec-
stasy, Gysta fed, gorging herself on his blood, yet taking none
that would be nmissed in the norning, and she, too, was undu-
lating in pleasure, and whispering to him <Love you. Love

you. Jimy. >
THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 21

< You are depressed, > Gysta noted. <Did not | please you
during the night?>

"Yeah, you pleased ne," he nunbl ed, bringing hinmself erect

and managing to get his feet over the side of the bed. "You

al ways pl ease ne, Gysta. Like a habitual pleasure drug or a
simul ator on the brain's pleasure centers pleases. Nobody can

pl ease |ike you, Gysta." That last was said in a tone of resig-
nation and with a tinge of sarcasmas well. The attitude would
be lost on Grysta, he knew.

< You constantly conplain that | have deprived you of your
inalienable right to be mserable. This | cannot conprehend,

even after all this tine. I/you really wish to be mserable. | can
make you so. >

"No!" You're doing a good enough job of that just being here,

he thought souriy to hinself. At |least he had that one bit of
privacy—al t hough the conmuni cation was nental in a way,

Gysta was not a telepath, and required "interfacing" physically
with her host for that. It could be the softest of whispers, but
Gysta did require that he really talk to her. It always struck him
as ironic that he could have mind-to-mind contact with a hun-

dred different kinds of beings but he had to talk to the one he
couldn't get away from Gysta thought on different wavel engths
than nost of the universe-

G ysta was always a "her" to him he even heard the voice

in his mnd as that of a woman, although she really was asexual
A strong, assertive woman's voice, less like a lover's than that
of a boss, or nmaybe a nother.

< What is it you want, then?> G ysta asked him She al ways

asked him but she never could understand the answers. How do

you explain to a creature, however intelligent, who required a

host to see, hear . . . feed . . . that the host resented her pres-
ence? No, that wasn't right-he didn't resent her presence, he

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (14 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:48 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

resented her control. Not that she would hurt him but neither
woul d she allow himto cone to harm for that would be |ike
setting fire to a roomin your house.

"I want a drink," he told her. "I want to get rip-roaring,
stinkin'-arse drunk. | want to pop some aphros and go out on

my own alone for a night on the town, that's what. | want to

pick a fight, go bl oody roughhouse, get tossed in the tank with
all the other arse-kickin' fools blown off steam | wanna check
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into an Erotics parior and indulge all ny silly dreans for a bit,
that's what. And | wanna do it al one."

< You know | can't permt that. Jimmy. Such things we de-
structive of mnd and body, risking at best ill health and at wor st
injury or death. >

"But that's what | bl oody need, you furry little slug! R sk
The risk that conmes with independence. The risk that's the right
of all citizens of the Exchange!"

< W 've taken risks on many a hostile world, and cone cl ose
to di saster, > she noted.

"W take the risks' Aye, we do, don't we. Because we have

to work, because we have to.be able to afford the basics of life,
and because there ain't no other kind of job that would tolerate
the two of us, and if we couldn't do that, then your dispensation
fromthe coppers wouldn't hold water and we'd both be dis-
creetly disposed of and you know it. And even now we m ght

be faced with such a thing, being without a ship or crew or

comm ssi on because your hesitation cost a Thetian life. Wo's
gonna hire us now, you bl oody worn®? We're Jonahs—bad | uck

And there's no shortage of folks in the Guild Halls to fill the
avail abl e slots. At |east nost of themcan get some kind of me-
nial job dirtside to tide themthrough fromberth to berth, or
they can get off this metallic dirtball and find some col oni al job.
We woul dn't even pass the physical for that. You remenber the

one tine we tried that. | hadn't known until then mat burning at
the stake wasn't a nere historical curiosity."

< I1f | had let you save the Thetian, it would have cost our
own lives. > she pointed out. < That is known and on the rec-
ord. Don't worry so much—we 'Il find sonething. ”

"W better," he responded, sounding like he hadn't nuch
hope of it. "W're down to our |ast few hundred, and when
that's gone we'll have only ninety days of uild naintenance."”

He got up, pulled on a shirt to conceal Grysta, then opened

the door and trooped down the halt to the comunal bat hr oom

Even as he did so, Gysta was mani pul ating his internal chem
istry, providing stinulation, suppressing the usual aches and

pai ns, generally cheering himup a bit so that while his depres-
sion wouldn't go away, it would be at |east tolerable and he could
| ook hinself in (he mrror.

He was getting old, he thought, and not even Gysta could
stop that, only make it easier to live with. The face that stared
back at himin the bathroommrror was |ined and weat hered,
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the curiy hair about hal f-gray, the thick, close-cropped beard
streaked with white. He was beginning to | ook nore and nore

like his late father, and Da always did |look |like he'd survived a
bonb blast but the repairs hadn't totally took

Here lies Jimy MCray. Hs |life was a waste of his own |ine
and others', his purpose was to serve as the eyes and ears of a
parasite. Here lies Jimy MCray and Grysta together; even in
death he couldn 't get rid of her

It was past mdday when he left the Guild hostel and headed

to the Hall in his daily exercise in futility, but if he didn't stick
his name in religiously, they'd toss himout as a shirker. At |east
they fed you there.

The City was over a hundred and forty by ninety-five kil o-

nmeters; a nmassive conplex that spread out as far as the eye could
see, and contained within its boundaries well over forty mllion
soul s, souls whose only common |ink was that they were all

from sonepl ace el se. The whole thing was netal and plastic and

ot her synthetics, and that even went for sone of the people and
nmost of their occupations.

The fact was, the whole place could have been run by com

put er and naintai ned by robots, but such things as robots on the
| evel of personal or city or conpany nai ntenance were banned.

The cabs that floated by as he wal ked toward the train station
were various colors for the various racial groups, so that a Dru-
kin wouldn't attenpt to fit in a seat or space engineered for a
Klive, or vice versa, and so that you could be assured that the

i nternal environment was to your |iKking.

There weren't nmany btue-and-whiles, cabs for his kind. H's
ki nd of humans were all over the vast, nearly nine hundred-
worl d enpire, but they were a very.small minority here.

Such cabs woul d have human drivers, just as the crinson and

gol d Kluvian cab over there had one of the ash-white pyrani da
Kluvians driving the thing. Hell, if you let robots do the driving
and pick up the garbage and clean the streets and vacuumthe

hotel roons, why, the vast assenbl age here woul d be out of jobs
and wi thout means or purpose. Though the Enpire was truly

one that prized individual freedomand the work ethic—ncluding
the freedomto starve to death if you didn't have noney for

food or bleed to death if you couldn't afford treatnent—ts | ead-
ers were fully conscious of the fact that millions or even billions
of people of all races who were starving and bl eeding in such

24 | ack L Chal ker

huge nunmbers woul d quickly form a desperate, revolutionary
nmob.

The train floated in and stopped, and he entered the snall

bl ue and white conpartnent, alone as usual —except for Gysta,

of course. There were sone other spacers staying in the hostel,
who were hunan, but they were younger and nore anbitious

than he and they'd been at the Guild Hall when the doors opened
at the crack of seven. Berths could open up at any tine of the
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twel ve- hour day the Hall was open, but the young eager beavers
al ways were paranoid that the perfect position was going to be
there at seven on the dot and filled by seven fifteen

After several stops through a multilayered mass of buil dings

and overl appi ng roadways, wal kways, tramways—you nane it—

that always rem nded himof being trapped in the basenent of a
giant's office building, the train broke into the open and there
was the Exchange in full view, surrounded by a very pretty if
odd- I ooki ng park. To him real parks should be varying shades

of green and have trees that didn't |look like melted candies or
great |lentacled nonsters of red and blue and yellow, but it was
still very pretty and nicely | andscaped. In the center of the park,
visible fromany top floor in the city, rose the snooth, sleek
crystalline Exchange Building itself, resenbling nothing so rmuch
as dozens of nonstrous clear quartz crystals bunched together
and neatly tapered at the top so they rem nded hi mof organ

pi pes. Any job that m ght reach the Guild postings would start
there, and the Exchange had far shorter hours.

The train suddenly went into a tunnel underneath the park

and t he Exchange, and rode for a while in eerie darkness, al-

t hough, of course, there were lights in his cubicle. Suddenly the
vast station burst into view all around himand the train slowed,
then stopped. The place, always packed during Exchange hours,

| ooked |i ke sonebody's Alice in Wnderland ni ghtmare no mat -

ter what race you were

Here, bustling, hurrying, scurrying, slithering, and all sorts

of other novenents were constantly in view and it seened |ike

no two creatures, or at least no nore than two or three, were
alike. They were all people, all Gtizens, but they had exoskel -
etons and no skeletons, claws and tentacles, two arns, four arns,
two to what mnight have been forty legs, with teeth, mandibles,
suckers, you name it. They were every color and shade anyone
coul d i magi ne and a few that nobody had inagi ned until they

saw them They cane in every shape and size, and perhaps one
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in five required sone kind of aid, froma wheelchair to a breath-
ing apparatus to a full-fledged pressure suit, to get around.

He was wat ching the parade, getting sonething of a kick out

of it, when he caught sight of a fellow human—a tall, strong-

| ooki ng but very attractive redhead in a powder-blue junp suit
and spacer's boots—having an ani mated conversation with aJur-
ion and a Sloge. Jurians |ooked to nost humans |ike three-neter
| and prawns; Sl oges |ooked |ike giant snails in ringed, curled
shells with toothy nouths. They al ways seened ready to ea
anything that couldn't eat themfirst.

He wondered what she was doing there, and considered a

tel epathic scan on the theory that at |east one of them would be
readabl e, but before he could nore than note the conversation

the train glided off and was soon back in the darkness. It had
been a long time since he'd seen a normal human woman, par-
ticularly one that | ooked as good as that, and, with the red hair,
possibly Irish.

Probably just as well he didn't try the scan in there, though.
The accurul ated mass of thought in that tight space woul d nost
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I'i kely have overwhel ned himand given hima real bang-up head-
ache.

The next stop was the one for the Guild Hall, and he got off
and made his way up the noving stairs to sonething |ike street
I evel in the crowmded and confusing mass of the city.

The Hall itself was a big building with the Guild enbl em atop
the big doubl e doors that opened for himas he approached them
Inside was the main hall, with its noisy, mlling throngs of out-
of -work spacers scanning the big conputer boards for what

openi ngs there were. Sone were al so color coded if there was
sone specific race desired, although nost were just the usua
white printing on blue background for generalized positions. Few
conpani es were race specific unless they had a particular job
that required a particular type, or, of course, the ship was one
of the fewrun by life forns that either breathed the wong stuff
or had one of those nasty living environnents.

He pulled out his Guild card and went to a terminal, inserted

it, then watched the small screen in the unlikely event that he
was just what sonebody was | ooking for. Nothing of that kind
showed, and he quickly scanned the ships and positions cur-
rently listed to see if anything | ooked really prom sing. Mst of
it was the usual stuff, but there was enough that he punched for
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a printout. The term nal hummed and then di sgorged a snall
fol ded docunent and he took it with himto the cafeteria.

The one trouble with eating in the place was that the guy next
to you nmight smell like rotting neat and be noisily ingesting a
huge bowl ofcreepy-crawies, and with the preparati on of dishes
based on the racial breakdowns gl eaned fromthe Guild cards,
there weren't too many choices for his kind of folks. Soup and
a sandwi ch was fine; he lusted after a beer or at least a cup of
coffee, but Gysta disliked stinmulants and depressants and nade
sure that if he took one it nmade himunpl easantly sick. Sitting
down with his tray as far away from other diners as he coul d,
he started eating, then unfolded the printout and studied it in
nore detail.

There wasn't a whole |lot- Black gang stuff, mostly, although

that termhad | ost nost of its original neaning. Ship's engineer-
i ng assistants, general electronics repair and mai ntenance, shut-
tiecraft technicians, that sort of thing.

There were only three areas where telepaths really were

desired. One was as security officers, since a good one al ways
could tell something was wong. The second was on First Teans,

the first ones into a newy discovered world, whose job it was
to show up and see what tried to kill them The third was on
ships crewed by races that couldn't physically speak to each other
wi thout |ots of el aborate hardware; the tel epath knew no | an-
guage barrier, although often the thoughts were bizarre and the
franes of reference of alien races were nearly inpossible to
grasp.

But the bul k of spacer jobs was on the big ships, freighters
and liners, where Talents were pretty well limted to security,
medi cal, and the officer corps. The jobs nbst comon in the
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Quild listings—+epairmen, nonitors, quality control, and the

i ke—weren't for such as he- Talents were not all that common,
and weren't well l|iked or appreciated by nany people. Ones like
him fromfamlies wthout known Tal ents, and clever enough to
realize what they had as soon as the Tal ent grew and conceal ed
it, hadn't had to work all that hard, either, until they were found
out. You didn't have to know anything; you just had to read the
m nd of the smartest kid in the class to get a good grade. He'd
been about twel ve when the strange dreans and voices he'd heard
intermttently over the grow ng-up years had suddenly coal esced
into full strength.

It was rough; you either got control, forced everything el se
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out, learned howto tune in or turn off, and quickly, or the nass
of thought would drive you crazy. Many of the unrecogni zed

ones were nuts, particularly those who'd been bom and rai sed
incities. He'd been a farm boy on a sparsely popul ated worl d,
and it had given himthe edge he needed.

It was said, however, that sooner or |ater everybody got

caught, although he was never really sure how they knew that.

If you didn't get caught, they wouldn't know they hadn't caught
you, right? It was kind of like the perfect murder. They all said
that there was no such thing, but, if it was perfect, who woul d
know?

But they were good at catching Tal ents. The Enpire's nost

elite, highly trained special branch was devoted to doi ng nothing
el se. They'd finally caught on to hi mthey never told hi m how—
and then they gave himthe treatnent. The little finger on his

|l eft hand was indelibly dyed with concentric white and bl ack
rings that woul d never cone off and coul d not be conceal ed for

| ong—the damed chemicals burned like hell if cut off fromair
and light for any length of tine. And, of course, the npbst pow
erful computer-augnented hypnos in the Enpire inplanted a bit

of ethics in your mnd that you couldn't wash out, either, be-
cause you couldn't tell what was you and what was them Even

the Mycohl did sonmething like that; nobody trusted Tal ents, |east
of all other Talents.

Li ke most telepaths, he kept it shut down nost of the tine.

or, rather, down to a dull whisper that his consciousness could
tune out. Non-tel epaths never understood how terrifying it was
to open up wide in any sort of crowd, to be suddenly fl ooded
with all sorts of alien thoughts in a nonstrous ness, |ike every-
body speaking at once. That was why so many tel epaths didn't

live to adul thood, and why sonme who |ived but never |earned to
shut out the world went violently insane.

He stared out at the vast Guild Hall and silently chuckled to
hi nsel f. What woul d nost of themthink, he wondered, if they

knew that if he bothered eavesdroppi ng on their thoughts, he

woul d probably be bored to death?

That afternoon he did put in for a couple of Exploiter Team
positions that advertised for telepaths, and actually interviewed
for one, but as soon as Grysta cane up—and in the cl ose con-
fines of a Teamyou couldn't exactly not nention Gysta-the
"Thank you very much, we'll be in touch" flag was rai sed and
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After dinner there was the usual nothing to do, and so he
wander ed back over to the District, as he sonetines felt com
pelled to do.

</ don't understand why you keep coning, > Gysta com

ment ed, puzzled. </ don't really care one way or the other,

and | could understand if you were actually entertained or found
conpani onship or sonething, but all it seems to do is depress
you. >

"You depress me, you little worm" he nmuttered. And yet,

Gysta was right. He couldn't go on a tear like he wanted to
do—&ysta would see to that—and there really wasn't much here
otherw se. There was in fact only one club on the whole street
that catered primarily to humans, and he'd found nothing there
the past evening. Still, what the District offered himwas quite
tangible, quite real. It was live. The street was alive, teem ng
with all sorts of creatures with nothing but fun on their ninds,
in acity that seened otherw se as curiously inanimte and
deathly silent as its nmasters, the Guardi ans, that curious, ancient
race that really ran the Enpire

And the crazy thing was, not a soul here even knew what the
hel | they were.

At | east you knew that the Mycohl, masters of their own em

pire, were some kind of communal parasitic organism they had

a biology, a reality, of sorts. And the M zl aplan, while not very
nmobi |l e, at least had a known form and known evol utionary path
and were very real to the citizens of their own enpire. But here,
in an enpire that didn't even have a nane, |let al one an enperor,
inthe only free society of the Big Three enpires, nobody at all
knew who or even what the bosses were. Their great cities, l|ike
this one, were built by others for the confort and conveni ence

of others. The Guardi ans thensel ves had no cities, no nobnu-
ments, not even an official history—not one they | et anybody

el se know about, anyway.

Sone thought them a great conputer or assenbl age of master

machi nes; sone thought they were beings of pure energy, pure

m nd. Many deep down didn't believe they really existed at all,
but were just some construct created by the board of the Ex-
change as a false front for their own rule. Unlike those citizens
of the Mycohl Empire or those of the M zl apl an, however, the

Guar di ans—what ever they were and if they existed or not—were

not thought about much at all by the people of their enpire,

whi ch seemed to suit everybody just as well
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He | ooked in on the Cub and saw that the stage revue, in

the round, was in full swing. It was dirty enough, all right, if
you were into bestiality. Big, goat-homed satyrs doi ng obscene
and unnatural things with the sexy equi ne dryads, who were able
to twist into amazing positions. It was rough and brutal, to the
sounds of overly loud canned nusic, and it did little for him

<1 don't understand why they go in for the half-human, half-
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animal thing,> Gysta conmented. <But if that's what sells,
you'd think they'd have nore varieties of animals. >

"They do," he told her. "This particular ot is booked in for

a week or two, then they' Il have nermaids or centaurs or any

one of a thousand varieties of mxes, while this group noves on
to one or another of the big cities on the other worlds. This one
just happens to have that theme."

<It seens to nme that they'd be nore of a stinmulus if they just
used attractive people. > Gysta didn't really understand nuch
about this kind of sexuality, |et alone perversions for sale, but
she was getting at |east an acadeni c concept.

"That's a no-no," he told her, thinking he'd told her this

several tinmes before. Wen Gysta was trying to figure some-

thi ng out and having troubl e she often asked the sanme questions
every time the subject came up. "It's called prostitution and it's
done, of course, but rarely. Too nmany really nasty quick-mnutation
sexual ly transmtted di seases. Space travel, strange suns, odd

at nospheric bal ances, and varied radi ati ons—+the sane sort of

stuff that caused the birth of Tal ents—al so caused brand new
birth defects and nmutations, and a nice variety of human dis-
eases, particularly viruses and other tiny buggers. In fact, these
Erotics were actually created in an attenpt to stanp out such
things. It was a crusade for norality on many of the hunman
wor | ds. "

</ understand enough to know that that is not norality on

that stage. Ethics, norality—some of it might be silly but it is at
| east comprehensible. Genetic manipulation to that degree

anounts to human sl avery. >

"Yes, you'd recognize slavery, no matter how subtle, wouldn't
you?" he muttered, nostly to hinmself. "But they aren't what

you think. They're constructs, androids—genetically engi-
neered, yes, but fromsynthetic materials, not human stock. One
of the few |l egal uses of the advanced science of robotics allow
abl e, created and programed to do just what you see, and they
nei ther want nor think about anything else. And because they're
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synthetic, human viruses and di seases can't survive inside
t hem ' *

He turned away, wal king back out into the street. Gysta was
silent for a few nonents, then comrented, </ con see darker
uses for that sort of technology. >

He nodded, although it was neaningless to the creature.
"Fortunately, it takes a bloody fortune plus lots of expertise and
research to do that sort of thing, and various conponents that

can be rigidly controlled. The Mycohl, for exanple, have been
trying to find out howit's done for decades and failing. The

M zl apl an, of course, consider the whole thing an aboni na-

tion."

< And you do not ?>

"1l think it's probably done what was intended with no harm
to anyone. There are still perverts out there, and people either
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desperate or stupid or defenseless that fall prey to them but it's
way down, perhaps as far down as a society that doesn't engineer
its people and dictate their nminds can bring it. Every cure has

its price."

As Grysta considered that, he relaxed and | ooked around the
streets and al |l eyways and opened up his mnd a bit.

<GOBBLEGCOBBLEGOBBLEGOBBLE . . . . !>

Qops! Too wide. Bring it down to a dull roar

< CGobbl egobbte . . . went to the wall on that one . . . gob-
bl egobble . . . chanted the Fifth Order Cycles . . . gobbl egob-
ble . . . first maze Sudura crinped . . . > Wat the hell did

that mean? So many races, so nmany odd concepts and ways of
thinking. It was strange that sonething |ike eighty per cent of
carbon-based life used bands within a rather narrow range for
pri mary-1evel thinking. Secondary and deeper thought |evels
were often way off the mark, beyond all but the nost powerful
and expert to even touch, with a great variation in the bands
even anong peopl e of the sane race.

But on the primary band, nost species did their thinking within
ranges that even telepaths of totally alien evolution and bi ol ogy
could intercept. Mstly, of course, he just heard what they were
sayi ng al oud to soneone, or what was forenpbst on their m nds.

You couldn't go on a fishing expedition in sonebody el se's
head—that took machi nery and psychophysici ans—and t here was

a lot of nostly banal stuff on the surface. Listening to races that

were off his bandw dth and beyond his powers, he still got the
sense of soneone or sonething there, like a silent but active
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channel on a radio. And, every once in a while, he'd feel the
odd twi nge of a mind instinctively pushing back, of some kind
of barrier—ot usually hostile, just automatic, |ike he hinself
did when anot her tel epath scanned him

What disturbed him though, particularly here, was sonething

he couldn't really explain to any non-tel epath, not even Gysta.
The street, the i nmedi ate nei ghborhood, was to a telepath |ike

a living organism a kind of nmental life that could be felt as
sonet hing tangible. But on this particular worid, even in crowds,
there were occasional and jarring dead spots.

Unl ess he picked them out and scanned them excl usively he
couldn't spot them but they were here. Black holes of the mnd,
dead to Talents, dead in other senses as well. Zonbies, perhaps,
or so he and nost others thought, but the one |ink between the
Guardi ans and this mass that were al ways there.

They were called Cynols. Real people, living people, who

were no | onger thensel ves, who had as part of their brains a
small controlling conmputer. They were the losers, nostly, in this
soci ety—habitual crimnals, murderers, suicidal types, the in-
curably insane. Their m nds, some said their souls, had been

repl aced, reprogramred by the Guardi ans. They could plug in

to each other, or to the conmputer grid, and perhaps to the Guard-
i ans thensel ves.
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As far as he was concerned, they were all coppers, and scary
types to boot. They | ooked, tal ked, and acted just |ike regular
fol ks, and none but some of the Talents could tell them apart
fromthe crowd.

There'd be a bunch of them down here, of course, checking

on the crowds, checking, too, on the people and conpani es that
ran the District, |looking for serious crimnals and clip artists,
maki ng sure that the nmost wanted didn't vanish into this delib-
erately created cesspool

In truth, so long as you weren't arrest bait, this was one area
in which the vast majority who had no Tal ents had the edge.
They coul d conveniently forget that the cynols existed, just as
they could ignore the Guardians, and interact with themin ig-
norance as if they were just ordinary bl okes. Tal ents, though,
particularly tel epaths and enpaths, had to know t hem for what
they were, and it gave themall, including Jiny MCray, the
creeps.

He turned and wal ked qui ckly down the street, turning off into
a dark alley where the glitter and noise of the District barely
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reached, cursing hinmself for having opened up so wide in a place
i ke that wi thout thinking about the obvious presences he woul d
touch there. Odd to think that there were presences that stuck
out because of the absence of signal

< This isn 't the safest of courses to take, > Grysta noted ner-
vously. They'd been on a lot of worlds that were sheer horrors,
but always with a team-backups, protection, and weaponry at

their disposal. Jimmy ignored the danger of dark alleys and side
streets here, but Grysta felt suddenly very exposed and insecure.
<Pon 'i you think you ought to take one of the nmain ways out?>

"Cymols," he muttered, shivering. "You know how they give
me the creeps.”

<Dark alleys in bad sections give ne the creeps. >

"Ch, relax. W're not exactly defensel ess, and even if we got

pounced on, what in heaven's nane have we got worth stealing?
Besides, |I'mstill open on the prinmary band. We'll not be sur-
prised."

It was a telepath's confidence, sonething a non-telepath could
understand but not really accept. Nor, of course, was it fully
warrant ed. Sonme of the best crooks could fool a telepath, and,
while Talents weren't all that common, one tel epath who was
slightly stronger or nore skilled could easily fool a |esser. And,
here, on this world, there were plenty of the one race no telepath
coul d scan.

<AGH YOU HORSE-ASSED BITCH [|'Il teach you-!>

It was a man's "voice," very loud on the primry band and

only slightly less so on the hearing level, so strong and powerful
that the speaker had to be very close, but, save for its virulence,
Jimy didn't think of such things as any of his business. He was
no voyeur. The sounds of a nasty el ectronic buzzing and the
subsequent screans of real pain in a |loud fenal e voi ce changed
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t hat .

Tel epat hy had uses, but it wasn't very directional unless you

fixed on the subject visually, and the layers of the great city, like
sonme nonstrous netallic weddi ng cake, created echoes and fal se
signals. He | ooked around, tried to pick out the likely source,

and saw a very dark, narrow service alleyway to his left. He

headed for it, then broke into a trot as the victinis screans and

the man's curses both grew stronger and | ouder. He could see a

glint of light pierce the darkness for a noment with each el ec-
troni ¢ sound.

< Are you crazy ? This isn't any of our affair! They 're prob-
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ably trying to lure you in there to take your head off! > Gysta
protested, to no avail. She had the power to stop him of course,
but her own strange noral code nade it very nuch a |ast resort.

Jimy wasn't sure just what he'd see when he got there, but
he wasn't quite prepared for the sight ahead of him

They were on a | oading dock in back of the C ub, the human

Club, and there were two of themin near total darkness. The
only illumnation came froma tiny yellow safety |ight on the
back door, and a blue-white electrical light that flashed inter-
mttently fromsonething in the man's hand.

He was a big nan, that was for sure, although there wasn't

much el se you could tell about himin this Iight, and he had a
foot on sonme dark shape on the dock, holding it down, and as

he cursed and screanmed threats, the blue-white |ight nickered
once nore and becane a jagged whiplike pencil of energy, which
he brought down on his captive. As the energy whip struck, she
screamed again in pain and pleaded nearly unintelligibly for him
to stop.

"Hold it, mister!"™ MCray cried out, his own voice echoing
down the narrow street and up the many |layers of the city.
"You're in civilization here, and that sort of thing just won't
do!"

The man at first didn't seemto hear, but then at |east the fact
that sonebody el se was there and yelling at him seenmed to pen-

etrate his thick, angry skull. He paused, but did not nove to
free his captive. Instead, he flicked a thunb switch on the el ec-
tric whip, changing it into an electric torch that suddenly illu-

m nated McCray and nearly blinded him

"Hey! What . . . ?" The man nuttered, a bit confused.
"What the hell are you doing here, sport?"

"l heard screans," MCray responded calmy. "That's not
done on this world, even in this place."

"You m nd your own bl oody business!" ttte big nman snapped.

"If 1 want to kill this fucking bitch—er maybe not-fucking bitch
woul d be a better termfor her worthless hide—+'I1l bloody welt
do it. She's bought and paid for and got no rights." The torch
swung suddenly off MCray and onto the hapless victim and
McCray took a breath.
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It was one of the pretty equine Erotics.

"You ain't no copper | got to explain nothin' to," the man
added, "and | can do what | damm well please with ny prop-
erty."
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< That's it. You said they were synthetic and all thai. Say
you 're sorry and let's blowthis place, > Gysta said urgently.

Jimy MCray | ooked at the girl with the hooves and tail

lying there, start; terror on her face. part of her hair singed and
bl oody welts on her skin. In a legal and technical sense Gysta

was right, of course, but no one seeing that terror and that pain
coul d have wal ked away and not also left his |ast shred of honor
and dignity. H's honor and dignity were pretty rmuch all he had

left.

"You're right, I'mno copper," he responded to the nan in

that sanme even tone, "and |I'mno | awer, either, but where

conme from whipping dogs or horses is still a crinme even if you
own them Cruelty to animals, they call it, and that is far nore

than a dog or a horse. In fact, we tend to whip the owners of
the mistreated animals so they know what it feels |ike."

"You arrogant little Mck bastard!" the man spat. "A thou-
sand years of gettin' your asses kicked in and you're all too
dumb to ever learn a thing!"

Jimy stepped closer, alnobst to the edge of the |oading plat-
form "Maybe | just never had a good enough teacher."”

The nman gl anced at McCray's |left hand, always a precaution
before you got into these things if you weren't filled with rage.
Mxing it up with a hypno or a telekinetic would be suicide.

"Tel epath, eh? You damed mind readers bleed for every-

body, don't you? Well, Swam, after the first nove, that little
talent don't help you one bit in a fight and you know it." The
thunb noved the switch back to the whip. "And all | got to do

is get you to make the first nove."

He raised his arm clearly intending to bring it down once
nmore on the hel pless Erotic, and Jimy noved. Wth near ef-
fortless notion he junped fromthe street to the platform and
at the sane tine the big man varied his wist notion to bring
the whip straight over onto McCray.

The man was a good head taller and maybe forty or fifty kil os
heavi er than Ji my, but what Jimmy |acked in bulk he nore

than made up in speed and agility. Al though the big man sl ashed
in a couldn't-mss pattern, McCray bent and ducked and junped
and the lash did in fact miss him Before the armnotion could
be checked. Jimy crashed into the man's chest, driving him
backward into the rear wall of the club. MCray's hand shot out
and twi sted the whip away fromhim sending it flying into the
al l ey-
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The big man's knee canme up, catching Jimy, but he was
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qui ck enough to anticipate the nove and partly deflect it by a
backward notion. It still hurt like hell, but it wasn't the debili-
tating blow the big man intended.

Still, the big man bellowed his rage, now transferred entirely
to Jimy, and he used his nonmentary advantage to charge for-
ward. Both he and McCray went down on the platform but

McCray was able to take advantage of the man's forward notion
once again and roll backward with him The result was that the
big man fell off the platform while Jimy barely stayed on

Up until now, Grysta had been totally against this whole thing,
and still was, but now they were in a fight and that took prece-
dence. Pain suppression on. adrenalin on high

As the big man was picking hinself up fromthe alley, MCray
stood and then junped him The nman went spraw i ng again, but
McCray's acrobaticlike bal ance served himwelt, and he re-

mai ned on his feet and started in with karate kicks that |anded
painfully on the larger and still-disoriented foe.

The big man was a street brawl er type, the same kind of big
bully Jimy MCray knew all too well when he was grow ng

up. The sane kind that had driven him out of pride and a need
for self-preservation, to attain the sort of gymastic skills he
now used, and to study the martial arts as the only way a snal
fellow could best a bigger one like this lug. Such martial arts
weren't well-known to the average human of the Exchange; the
vast bulk of Oriental humanity had wound up in the M zl apl an.

Li ke nost big nen, this guy could hardly believe he was being
struck hard and kicked in the face and beaten bl oody while his
fists nmet only enpty air. McCray was about to set the man up

for what could have been the kill, but in this case would only be
t he knockout bl ow, when the man's thoughts checked him

< Damm it! He's a pro! >

Al oud the man gasped, staggering a bit, "Enough! Enough!
There's no nore sense in this!"

Being a telepath, Jimy could tell that the nan was sincere
He knew when he was beaten

The big man nanaged to nmake it to the side of the platform

and col | apse agai nst the side, sinking down and breathing hard.
Ji my, who knew that he would feel tonorrow what G ysta was

bl ocki ng now, took a few nonents to get his own wi nd back

then wal ked over to the big man.

The Erotic handler was taking in air in heaves, but now he
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seened to have sone of his control back. and he sat there and
began to | augh.

"So you beat the big man in a back alley braw ," he managed,
bet ween gasps for air. "So what did it get you except a few
bruises and a little Irish ego?"

The comrent took Jimry McCray by surprise, and he strug-
gled to recover. "I stopped the beating."
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"For the nonent. Now what do you do?"

McCray frowned, then junped to the platform The Erotic

girl was still there, curled up a bit, still sobbing fromthe pain.
She | ooked up at him but it was an odd m xture of gratitude

and fear. "Are you all right?" he asked her gently. "Can you
stand? Do you need hel p? Cone, cone! You have nothing to

fear fromnme!"

Like all the Erotics, she was on an off-band. He couldn't scan
her, just get a kind of soft, enpty hiss.

"She feels good she lived | ong enough to see sonebody beat

the crap out of ne," the big man called fromhis resting pl ace,

a smugness in his voice. "And she also knows | can't let the
others hear of this or there'd be discipline problens for the next
si x weeks, and we cl ose here tonorrow ni ght."

"Kill nme," her voice said, alnbst too soft to hear, and crack-
ing slightly. "Kill ne and ship nme back."

Jimy was totally, conpletely shocked. He turned and wal ked

back to the edge of the platform where the big man was just
getting unsteadily to his feet, still chuckling a bit between grim
aces fromthe sore spots.

"You touch her, let alone kill her, and I'l|l conme back and
finish the job | started on you," Jimy grow ed.

The big man shrugged. "Got to, sport. | got forty in this
conpany and |' m hypno-bonded- Now, if you'd lost this fight,
it'd be different. A nice lesson for her to take back to the forty-
odd rest of the conpany. You give 'emthe idea that sone tittle
guy interfered with nmy discipline out of a kind heart and beat
me square, and they'll start pushing, taking advantage, screw ng
up just to get even. Maybe even gang up on ne. Tinme we got
through I'd be beat up worse than this and I'd al so have to dea
out sone real nasty discipline, maybe even slowkill a couple,
to get "emback in line. Better to | ose one now and have done
with it than go through all that, maybe have to al so abort the
tour and ship hone early, which will cost a |ot of npbney. And

you kill me, the whole group gets shipped honme under seal by
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the coppers. They'll all be outcasts when they return, and the
cops'll be after you for murder. You see howit is, sport? Your
little act of kindness just did nothing but give you a little smug
satisfaction and kill your dansel in distress."

As a telepath. Jimmy MCray understood instantly that the

bastard was telling the truth. The worst part about it was, the
big man wasn't too thrilled at the idea of killing, but considered
it just part of the job.

"And what you say isn't nurder?"

The big man sighed. "Hey, sport— don't nake the rules.

They ain't people, remenber. They're designed by a conputer

and grown in a | ab sonmepl ace. They're |ike nachi nes. Mchi ne

goes bad, you see if you can fix it, and if you can't, you toss it
out and get a new one. | was doin' the fixing tonight and you
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stopped that. Now | got to toss her out."

He | ooked back at the Erotic, who suddenly seenmed so tiny
and hel pl ess, her body trenbling a bit, her face all too human
in spite of the animal-like parts and the artistic design

He turned back to the big nan, who was wal ki ng down to
retrieve his whip. "Wiat if she went with me?" he asked the
man, the question just formng of its own accord. "You're |eav-
ing tonmorrow, you said. Of-planet, | gather. She wouldn't see
or talk to the others, and your problem would be sol ved."

The man sighed and shook his head in wonder. "Sweet Jesus,

man' |'m supposed to send themall back, so none of 'emare
unaccounted for. Besides, what the hell would you do with her?
They're not all that bright, they' re designed for only one thing,
realty, and they have no citizenship or rights. You rich enough
to keep her around as sone kind of househol d accessory?'

That |ast was just hunorous enough to bring a dry chuckle to
hi s throat.

< Holy shit. Jinmy! If you wanted a pet, a cat or sonething
is alot easier to take care of and a | ot cheaper to feed! >

"I can't let himjust kill her," he nuttered under his breath.
"Particularly not if it was really ny fault."

</ warned you not to get involved! Damm it, now you 've got

us in a hell of a fix! Wth her our cash is cut in half, and we
saddl ed with somebody who's a dead weight. It brings our star-
vation closer and only postpones her own fate. >

re

"Let nme have her," Jimy told the man. "You're a bright
lad. You'll figure out a way to explain why she wasn't sent back
I"msure there are a few lies you can tell to get permission to

38 }ack L Chal ker

di spose of her on the spot. It's either that or we'll have to go at
it again until you're out for the night, and while |I doubt | could
hi de her forever, | could certainly outlast your ticket out in a day
or two in acity of this size."

The man shrugged. "You want her, you take her, sport. Then,
when you got to get rid of her, you just call the Cub here and
they'll tell you where to send the remains. No skin off my nose."

McCray turned back to the Erotic, who had stopped shaking
and was now |l ooking at himas if he were sone sort of god.

"Here, here! None of that' He's probably right," Jinmy told
her, feeling a bit enbarrassed by the | ook. "Can you wal k?"
He put out his hand and she took it and got unsteadily to her
feet.

"They're fast healers,” the man told him "If they weren't, |

woul dn't be using this kind of thing on them Good |uck, sport.
You're gonna need it. | alnost hate to see you do this. Been

years since | got licked in a fight, and | kind's like you. | can't
figure out why the hell you're even doin' this."

"No," sighed Jimmy MCray, "I suspect you probably
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can't." He turned to the giri. "Can you wal k? We'll have to get
to atrain."

"Yes, master. | can do whatever you wish ne to do," she
responded softly.

"We' Il have none of that!" he snapped. "My ancestors spent
too many years as ot her people's lackeys. I'll not be legitimzing
the process! You'll call me Jimy |ike nost other folks."

She smled. "Jinmy. That's a nice nane."

Besi des, he added silently to hinmself, I"'mhardly in a position
to be the master of anyone, being a vassal myself.

< Jimry, what the hell have you done to us now?> Grysta
wai | ed.

"Shut up, Gysta," he nmurnured, and offered the giri his
arm

CHEAP THRI LLS
AND BAD DREAMS

Once the principles of subverting the speed Iimt of light arc

di scovered, usually by accident and with nobody really believing
it, the age of a people's interstellar expansion and col oni zati on
begins and starts noving so rapidly that vast changes take pl ace
at |ightning speed.

On Earth, it had been a team of scientists fromseveral western
nations working on a particle physics project having nothing at

all to do with space travel who stunbled on it at a governnent

lab in California. By the tine they realized what they had, and
the government also realized what it had, part of the cat was

al ready out of the bag. By the tinme it was funded on even a
limted basis, nine other nations had stolen the process. In fact,
the only reason it was finally fully funded and supported by the
nations that discovered it was because at |east three other nations
had practical ships built first. In fact, Earth came very close to
havi ng the nuclear war it had dreaded over who owned what.

Fortunately, by that point, several international blocs' initial
probes had established a surprising nunber of interesting and
potentially habitable worlds out there. In full egocentric arro-
gance, a treaty was finally hanmrered out dividing the gal axy,

of all things, into spheres of influence, with all preexisting clains
recogni zed where they were. The fact that once you made the

initial horrendous investnment to create the machi nes and mate-

riel that could build the machines and fuels required, interstellar
39
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travel proved cheaper per trip than interplanetary travel, also had
sonmething to do with it.

Wthin only a century after the first ships had left Earth, hu-
manity had over a hundred solar systens within its grasp, al-
though, to be sure, nost of themwere totally worthl ess and held

on to only for pride, specul ation, or because they were between

two places worth going to. It was an inpressive array nonethe-

|l ess. During that period, the first extraterrestrial life forns were
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di scovered, and whol e nassive new fields of extraterrestrial study
opened up. No other sentient races were discovered in this pe-

riod, but hope springs eternal, and all sides had no doubt that
sooner or later (heir bloc would be the first to neet a truly alien
race and convert it to their way.

One bloc included the United States, Canada, and nost of

west ern Europe except the French, who made an ingeni ous dea

with some of the major Latin American nations and a few of the
better-off African nations to formtheir own Latin bloc. The
Japanese, refusing to sign on as junior partners in the West's
coalition, fornmed a full partnership with China that put politics
on the back burner and forned another bloc, while the Russians
fornmed an eclectic bloc that included not only their usual world-
wide allies and client states but also India, desperate, |ike China,
to find new worlds for an inpossibly | arge popul ati on

Al'l of themconpeted with each other in the usual historica

ways, and all established colonies anong the relatively near stars
of the spiral armwhich Earth was a part of. Certainly there were
strains, but there was also a ot of optimsmthat this was going
to go on forever.

It took alnbst two hundred years of expansion before human-

ity net its first sentient nonhuman races, and when it did, it had
a shock. When a scout for the Exchange first discovered a Wst-
ern bloc colonial world, it didn't exactly send greetings.

Instead it clained the colony as property of the Exchange and
gave orders on just what to do next.

The anci ent and sophisticated enpire that discovered Earth's

col oni es had been through this many tines before. Reports in-
dicated that the discovered world was a nere col ony, and rel a-
tively new at that, and that there were a | ot of people col onizing
wor |l ds out there.

Al nost as soon as word spread through the Exchange of this
new race, spies fromboth the Mycohl and M zl apl an Enpires
sent the sane details and coordinates to their own masters, who

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 41

quickly tried to guess the origins of this newrace and its obvious
pattern of colonial spread. A rush was on once nore, but this

time three old and wily enpires were in a race to gobble up as

much of humanity as possi bl e.

Even facing a common threat, hunmanity only reluctantly joined

forces, and when they did, they discovered that their foe was nas-
sive, at least a few thousand years nore practiced at this sort of
thing, and that there wasn't nuch they could do about it. Later,

hi storians woul d note that the greatest cost to humanity hadn't been
the loss of its autonomy but the crushing of racial ego. In just a bit
over two thousand years humans had gone from feeling thensel ves

the center of and nodel for creation to accepting the role of rel a-
tively insignificant subjects of a universe far nore vast and conpl ex
than they had all owed thensel ves to i nagine.

The bulk of the Western bloc and al so nost of its affiliated
Latin bl oc had gone under the Exchange sinply because their
wor | d had been di scovered by an Exchange scout. The Sino-
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Japanese bloc had fallen nostly to the M zlaplan, while the
Soviet-led bloc went to the Mycohl. The fall was in sone cases
nasty but quite swift and absol ute. The Exchange had over a
hundred and forty "menber" races; the Mycohl had al nost that
many, and the Mzl aplan slightly nore. They had been at this a
very long tine.

In the end, sonme adjustnents were nmade for the sake of prac-
ticality anong the three conquering powers, but the basic divi-'
sions of humanity remained. In the freewheeli ng Exchange, the
Western bloc and Latin bloc remants settled in quite well into
a systemthat allowed themto remain very much as they were,

al though a mnority and subject people. The Mycohl and the

M zl apl an probably hated each other nore than either one hated
the Exchange, but both were united in insisting that new subject
peoples were to be "culturally unified" with the rest of their
enpi res. The Exchange conquered territory and |live bodies; the
Mycohl and the M zl apl an wanted the m nds and souls as well.

Wthin a very few generations, humanity had becone nore

divided than it ever was on Earth, groups having nore in com
mon with fell ow nenbers of their enpires who were spawned

by different and bizarre evolutionary paths than with those with
whom they were racially linked in the other enpires.

Still, reduced to mnority status, a small group within a huge
enpire, all three masses of hunanity did recognize that there
was only one way back to status and power within die ternms of their
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new cultures. As the primtive, junior nmenbers of their enpires,

they bred like rabbits in a trio of nmultiracial ancient cultures that
by this point bred rather slowy and in tightly controlled fashion
This worked best in closed, sonewhat unitary cultures, where num
bers meant strength and power and influence. The M zl apl an had
gotten the Chinese and the Mycohl had gotten the Indians, both

| arge popul ati on groups, and could claimnore positions, nore

room and nore worlds for thensel ves quickly.

The Exchange had gotten the Latins, and allowed themto

mai ntain | ocal control over the worlds they had col oni zed. But
access to wealth and power cane harder in a society where new
wor |l ds were not distributed but sold in the marketpl ace, and
where everything you needed had to be paid for with sonething
sonmebody el se wanted to buy. In the capitalist enpire of the
Exchange, ironically, humanity had fared the worst, and was stil
very much a junior partner.

The heart of the Enpire was the Exchange itself, the great

tubular building in the heart of the capital city deep within the
Empire. Inside, virtually anything within the basic limtations of
the system coul d be bought or sold.

One great quartzlike structure contained the commodities bro-
kerage, where resources and futures could be bought and sol d.
Anot her was strictly a shares exchange, wherein one could buy,

sell, and trade bits and pieces of the mllions of conpanies that ran
much of the enpire's vast econony. There were other, snaller,
nore speci alized brokerages as well, but the heart of the Exchange

and its physical center was the grand Hall of Worlds.
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Here, exploration corporations, with vast nunbers of scouts

al ways searching the still unexplored reaches of the gal axy, took
the findings of their far-flung searchers and placed not conpa-

ni es, not resources, but whole worlds, even whol e sol ar systens,
on the block. Buyers ranged fromracial groups needi ng worl ds

to expand upon, to speculators betting on new finds, to interest
groups |l ooking to prove their own ideas of social or politica
systens by establishing colonies based on their particul ar val ues.

The Exchange really didn't care what you did on your own

wor |l ds, or how, or why, so long as you obeyed its few basic

rul es, recognized its extraterrestrial sovereignty, and had no
truck with the Mycohl or the M zl apl an except through the Ex-
change itself. But fromthese sinple rules cane a surprising |eve
of control. The Exchange al one controlled an i ndependent and

mostly cynol and robotic interstellar mlitary system the Exchange
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al one settled di sputes between conpanies or worids that could not
be settled between the principals. The Exchange al one controlled
the interplanetary purse strings through its banks and trading
houses. And the Exchange al one controlled the flow of discovery
through its control of export patents and enforcenents.

It al so maintai ned a public consular corps on every world in
the Enpire to provide eyes and ears for the unseen Guardi ans,
and a very private and very secret group known as the Speci al
Corps, whose job it was to watch the watchers, find out what
wasn't very public, and to find out what the Mycohl and M zl a-
pl an m ght be up to.

The humans who had attai ned sone wealth and power within

the Enpire had done so by voluntarily serving in the consul ar,
mlitary, or Special Corps with distinction. They tended to be
the best of their people, but, in a cutthroat society, just what
they were best at was the subject of sone argunent.

Modra Stryke was one of the very few people who tended to
| ook back on a nightmarish descent into hell with w stful nos-
tal gi a.

It had been a typical Exploiter Team contract: a new world

di scovered and purchased on specul ati on by an agricul tural com
bi ne who wanted to know if their pig in a poke had reasonabl e
potential as a new source of revenue.

The conbi ne was the kind of enployer only a Team|ike

Lankur and Stryke woul d take—ene that would only pay off if
they found sonething there and if the usual nasty surprises and
cost estimates weren't outrageous.

Not that the contract didn't call for an ironclad payment no
matter what; it was just that these kinds of jobs cane with only
enough front noney to nount an expedition, and if you didn't
come up with anything of value, you'd find that the corporation
that hired you had all the substance of a soap bubble and woul d
vani sh just as fast. It was what First Teams al ways faced, and
why only small private conpanies like theirs did First Team
work. Strike it rich for an enployer a few tines and you' d have
enough of a bankroll to establish yourself as a real conpany,
with lots of ships and crews and resources, and forget your wor-
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ries. The trick was to stay alive, pay the bills, and cover ex-
penses until you did.

Few di d.
Modra Stryke was a tall, attractive redhead with a strong face
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and voice and with too strong a romantic streak at twenty-four
to "get into the baby business,” as she referred to it. Having
inherited a little noney froma doting uncle who'd been an Ex-
change agent and had parl ayed those connections into a snal
commodi ties tradi ng conpany, she'd rejected the usual path of
getting married and using the fam |y business as a solid basis.
It was too dull, too nundane, and too dead-ended for sonebody
Iike her, particularly at her age.

I nstead she'd sold the business, |left her native Cal edon, and
come to the capital of the Enpire with dreans of ronmantic ad-
venture and untold wealth still buzzing around her head from al
the old stories she'd heard.

She hadn't been in the city three days when t he W dowroker

had linped into port, barely functioning, its crew half dead and
conpl etely dead broke, a last gasp First Teamthat had run out

its options. She'd gone down to see the ship just out of curiosity,
and the sanme piece of broken-down junk that the spaceport yard

had decided was fit only for scrap | ooked to her like the nopst
amazing and romantic thing she'd ever seen.

And there was big, burly Tris Lankur, with full beard and curiy

bl ack hair and flashing eyes, sparring with the dockmaster and
threatening to fight off all comers if they tried to take his ship for
back fees. He | ooked and acted exactly the part of the romantic
spacefaring adventurer in all those stories and vidptays, and his
crew, a notley batch of nonhuman creations with the same ki nd of
madness in them had been the perfect supporting cast. Mdra had
money but needed experience and a way in; they had, by the |ooks

of them plenty of experience but, between them the crew of the

W df f wroker didn't have cab fare. Lankur had taken one | ook at

the tall, shapely redhead, listened to her offer, balked at the idea of
taking her along, and finally made the deal

She renmenbered it like it was yesterday, but it was actually
nearly five years ago

In that five years, taking First Team assi gnnents, |ooking for

the big one, she'd had the kinds of adventures that, while not at
all the glanorous sort of things the glorified fictional versions
promi sed, were certainly exciting, introducing her all too soon

to the wonders of Exchange nedi cal science. She'd repaired just
about every sort of danmage short of death, giving her all the
experi ence she ever wanted or needed, but still she'd had very

few jobs that really paid off, and none that paid off so great that
they didn't have to do it anynore.
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And, finally, it had been down to one | ast m ssion, pay off or
forget it, on a worid poetically named 2KBZ465W A worl d that
alnmost literally finished their saga
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Beautiful worlds were often |ike beautiful people—all bloody
and nasty-1ooki ng when you got under their skins.

Modra Stryke always hated to be first in on a new planet; first
in often neant the first to die.

This place was so new they didn't even have a nane for it yet,
not officially, although already the forward exploiter teamhad a
| ot of names for it. none suitable for children

No matter how good they made the environnmental suits, they

never had been able to get rid of the snell, she thought gluny.
It didn't take many hours inside one, even with all the so-called
nitrations and absorptions put into it, before you could snel

your own fear-induced sweat and ot her body odors you never

knew you had. The suits hadn't been devel oped for humans,
necessarily, although this one was designed to her unique per-
sonal formand requirenents. In spite of the fact that the dark-
bl ue suit | ooked rubbery and skintight and | eft nothing of the
wearer's formto the imagination, it was made of the toughest
synt hetics ever devel oped, able to wi thstand enormous ranges of
heat and col d. cushi on agai nst nost projectiles, even basic flash
guns, and keep the wearer confortable and cozy inside. You

could even pee in your pants and sone kind of suction would
renove the waste, convert it to power, and | eave you dry. She
could attest to its efficiency there; she'd once been stuck in her
suit for three days. It neatly got rid of and used everythi ng—but
it couldn't get rid of the snell.

Attached to the suit was a |ightweight hel net nade out of a

nmore rigid formof the sanme stuff. You hardly knew you had it

on, but it could provide water and sonething that at |east passed
for food for several days.

She gave a nental command and instantly the dark, dank

swanp she was trudgi ng through changed froma place of dark-
ness and foreboding into a riot of brilliant colors. She | ooked
around but decided that infrared was inpractical here, where
even the water seened alive, and switched it off again.

"Tris? Where you at?" she called nervously, hoping her heavy
breathing woul dn't betray her fear. Even now, after all this tinme,
she still felt the amateur of the team and that she was al ways
under examination to see if she would fail.
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"Forty meters to your left," Tris Lankur's voice cane back

to her, sounding far nore distant than that. "Closing on |I.P
Watch those long vines with the thick tendrils. They appear to
have minds of their own and are |ooking for free sanples."

She nodded, although she couldn't see the vines or him "I've
al ready had to teach a few |l essons. This place |ooks |ike m d-
night in Hell."

"I think it has a certain charm nyself," came a third voi ce,
hol | ow soundi ng, guttural, alnobst |ike sonmeone using bel ches
to speak. "My ancestral world probably | ooked no different ex-
cept in the details."

"Yeah, welt, that's why | never accept your invitations to visit
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your hone world," she responded sarcastically.

"And | thought it was because you feared ny intentions,"
the strange voice retorted. Biologically, the pair had about as
much in conmon as they did with these trees.

"Where are you, Durquist? Still in the trees?" she called
back.

"About twenty neters up and about fifty to your right," the
creature responded. "The ecosystemof this world is fascinating.
There is a veritable garden of totally different plants grow ng off
the tops of these giant weeds."

That, in fact, was the trouble. The place | ooked fairly decent
fromthe air, with a broad, neadow i ke matting of |ight brown
nmoss and |ichen providing a surface through which brilliant,
bright, and colorful flowers grew. Fromthat vantage point the
pl ace was beautiful, which was why sonmebody had been inter-
ested init.

In truth, it hadn't taken them|long to discover that the world's
beauty was literally skin-deep, its sun-drenched exterior a thin
veneer covering this hell beneath, |ike an animal's skin covering
the ugliness of the body's interior. The carpet soaked up rain
like a sponge and slowy rel eased the bulk of it bel ow, causing

a steady mist and drizzle that eventually coll ected on the swanpy
real surface, watering the huge internal plants that supported the
outer |ayer. The upper-level plants al so appeared to have sone
form of photosynthesis, but what fed the big plants in such quan-
tity that they could grow tall and thick enough to support an
entire outer layer hadn't yet been di scovered. That was one of
their jobs.

The only way to start in on a new world, after you'd poked,
probed, neasured, and sent robots down to see what was there,
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was to pick a spot that |ooked interesting, go down, and see for
yoursel f. There was a final question before heavily investing in
a place that had to be answered, and bitter experience had shown
that ultimately it could only be answered by one method.

The place has sone potential. Now, before we go further, you
all go on down there and see what tries to kill you

It was a hell of a way to nake a living, but it paid well, if you
lived to enjoy it. Leader parties comranded the best short-term

hi gh-risk pay in the business, partly because experience had shown
that they were the best—and nost cost-effective—way to find out

the worst quickly. The crew of the Wdowraker didn't like to take
this sort of work—nobody di d—but coming off two flat-out busts
where the purchasers of worlds had gone bankrupt before paying
anybody off, they needed a real infusion of cash or there wasn't
going to be any ship, any team or any job. Exploiters who | ost
their ships by going broke weren 't exactly in demand by other teans,
either. Everything they had was tied up in their ship and equi pnent;

repossessi on meant nore than ruin, it neant starvation in the harsh
domai n of the Exchange
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"Only an idiot would think of buying a place like this," Kama
Kredner's high-pitched Durfur voice chimed in. "An idiot or a
Dur qui st, anyway."

"What's your position, Kredner?" Tris Lankur asked, sl ow

i ng making his way through the nmuck and trying to figure out a
route between the dense black trunks. They didn't dare cut

t hrough—ot with that canopy up there.

"Twenty nmeters to |.P. north of you. | should be directly
opposite you with the I-P. in the nmddle."

"I'"'m hung up for a good route forward," Lankur warned.
"Don't go any further in until | reach an equal position. Any
visibility?"

"I'"ve got the |I.P. beacon registering loud and clear but | can't
see a bl oody dammed thing in this crap. Got fungus hangi ng al

over the place like a curtain. | bet this place stinks to any race
known to any civilization."

" Cof 1"

"Tris? What happened?" Moddra called out, clinbing up onto

a huge angled trunk. She tried to squeeze through an opening
that reason told her was inpossibly snall, but that the suit's
conmputer said just mght be big enough

"I"'mall right," he responded- "Tripped and fell on ny face
inthe nud is all. This stuff is sliny as hell. Those damed
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roach-si zed anpeboi ds or whatever they are that live in this crud
are all over ny suit and trying to burrow their way through. |
may need a nmonment to bumthem off."

"Take it easy,*' Mddra cautioned him and, by extension, ev-
eryone. "No need to rush this."

Tris Lankur was covered with the things, which experience

had al ready shown couldn't be sinply washed or brushed off.

The only way to get rid of themwas to divert power and feed a
smal | charge through the exterior of the suit. It didn't kill them
but they tended to let go and get away fast fromthe burning
sensati on.

Modra | ooked to her left and saw a faint blue glow, her exte-
rior sensors registering a sharp crackling sound. "I see you. Fry
themlittle bastards'"

"That got 'eml" he announced with a note of triunph.

"They're still splashing and making for the bottomto cool off
the hotfoot!" He sighed. "You know, they say that in ancient
days the real estate business was very peaceful and relaxing.”

"Appraising a planet is a bit nore conplex than appraising a
house, " the Durquist noted matter-of-factly, mssing the irony.

She let it pass. "Durquist—an you make all our beacons?"

"l have you and Tris in view, Kama | cannot see. Mist be
something in the way."
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"I"'mhere," the Durfur responded. "I'm stopped, but 1 won-

der if that's such a good idea. |I'mgetting sonmething, feeling
somet hing real bad. It's all around me, sonmehow. Like there's
somet hing here, so close | can alnost snell it, but | can't put
my finger on it."

Modra was an enpath, able to sense enotions and soneti nes
mani pul ate them The eariy surveys of this world had found nothing
on any of the known tel epathic bands beyond the nobst primtive
animal life, but enpaths read a different sort of band, one that
covered a broader range than tel epathy. Mdra had insisted that
there were intense pockets of enption on a prinmal but very nasty

| evel throughout this swanp. Alien life took many fornms, and often
did not have much in common with the ones they knew. Even

thought, if there was any thought, could take unknown forns, al-
though there tended to be a narrow set of bands for carbon-based
life and another equally well-defined set for silicon-based, the only
two higher forns of life known. But no telepath could tune into an
intelligence as | ow | evel as a beehive; an enpath, however, could
read the hive's agitation and grow ng rage.
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"Uh-oh," the Durquist comented sourly. "Prepare to be
def ecated upon by rotten fruit."

There was a sudden series of crackling noises high above, and
then several small objects fell, carom ng off one branch and
anot her, bouncing off spongy nobss, on their way to the bottom
The pretty flowering plants that |ived on the carpet above bore
fruit, and every once in a while that fruit would get too heavy
and break off. They had neasured the falling fruit from afar but
had not been right under it before.

"Al nmost got ne," the Durquist reported. "It isn't just one
that lets | oose. Wen a big one goes, it takes a lot nore with

it."

"You're telling nme!" Hama exclained. "They're falling all

around nme! | —by the Three Gods of Sunura! The water! The—

ackh!" The last wasn't just on the radio band but was a pani cked
tel epathic burst so strong that all had the sense of confusion,
fear, and outright horror in their heads before they even heard
the words. Yet no pictures of what was attacking the tel epath
canme through. Hama had | ost control

"Hama! " Lankur cried out. "Stay there' W' re comng

There was a snapping and crackling on the line, and Hama's
voi ce was broken and strained. "No! No! Stay back.' Get out of
the water! The water! It's—~'

"Hama! " screanmed Modra Stryke

Modra | ooked around and saw the water begin to nove near

her, as if it sonmehow had congeal ed into sonething alive. Dam
it, it was alive, no longer frothy but suddenly gelatinous as if
sonet hing were underneath. She didn't waste any tine; she
junped for the nearest large trunk junction and attenpted to
clinmb to the branches, three or four neters above the water
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Behi nd her the water itself seened to forminto a giant waving
colum, like some sort of tentacle, and reached out for her. It
was translucent, pulpy, yet it had definite structure and form
and—y God—t was huge'.

It rose up as if to grab her, to pull her down and into the nuck,
and she instantly switched suit power to external. The tentacle

swi ped at her boot, there was a crackling of blue energy, and it
recoiled. It tried again, and again, seem ng to add whatever mass
it needed fromthe water, and each tinme it got a shock and with-
drew. After a number of linmes it hesitated, as if finally |earning,
but it continued to circle around her bel ow. Somehow, although it
didn't seem possible, the organi smknew just where she was.
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She took advantage of the pause to clinb as high as she coul d,
but at about eight neters up the trunks grew together and twi sted,
and she coul d go no higher

She watched, aware that her helnmet |anmp was slightly di med
even now, then drew the pistol attached by its cord to her suit,
and when the thing tried again she fired straight at it. A beam
of blue-white |ight went out and caught the top of the tentacle,
bathing it in an eerie white-hot gl ow, and when the gl ow faded,
the top neter of the thing was gone with it.

But there was no bl ood, no oozing of ichor, just an irregular
mass at the end of the tentacle where the disintegration had
ceased.

And, slowly, as she watched, the gelatinous nass drew nore

subst ance, apparently fromthe surroundi ng waters. She could

see the tentacle bulge, then the injured top began to swell, and
she watched as it reformed the tentacle she 'djust blown off as if
not hi ng had been done to it\

"Durquist! Tris! Hama! Where the hell are you?" she shouted,
forgetting her tough-as-nails act and starting to panic a little.

There was a crackling and popping in the radi o, but she heard the
Dur qui st say, "I saw your shot! Hang . . . Coming ..."

There was a sudden horrible screech and squeal on the inter-
comthat alnost blew out her eardruns. She instantly tuned to
anot her frequency, then another, not getting nuch inprovenent.
The noise was far too loud to bear for nore than a nonent; she
had to will the intercom off.

The sudden bl essed silence made her relax for a second, and

the thing in the water seened to sense that and swelled up for
anot her attack. By now there were several other shapes in the
water, tentacles growi ng upward like the first. She barely m ssed
getting grabbed and pull ed down, then started sweeping, hori-
zontal motions with the pistol, cutting off rather than disinte-
grating the tips. There was a | ot of splashing as long, curling
tendrils dropped into the water, but then her |ight showed her a
sight that froze her bl ood.

The tendrils seened to gather thenselves up, then swim
snakel i ke, to the nearest large tentacle and nerge with it, fol-
| owned by the bulging and the slowrise to the top once again.
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Son of a bitch! You can't kill these things! she thought to
herself. If the little ones could do that, what was to stop the
bi gger ones fromnerging, growng into tentacles forty, fifty,
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even sixty nmeters high? Those suckers could reach the surface
if they had to!

If, that was, they were smart enough to realize it.

She tried the radio again, but there were still the unbearable
screeches and she quickly shut it back off. Sonebody's suit,
probably Hama's, was penetrated; energy was | eaking out all
over the place and the radio had been open when it happened.
She couldn't keep it on, couldn't hope to get through that
screech, but now the silence seened at |east equally awful and
she suddenly felt very, very al one.

Now she knew why the old-timers wouldn't go out on an ap-
prai sal w thout a tel epath.

She | ooked around in the gloom The tentacles were hol ding

off for the nonent, as if massing for a new attack with nore
caution—al though they couldn't be killed, the gun obviously
stung—but she knew it was only a matter of tinme. She | ooked
around, trying to figure out if she could sonmehow nove, force
the tentacles to chase her fromdown there. They didn't appear
to be very bright, just single-mnded, or they would have had
her by now. The falling fruit had stirred them up, maybe even
fed them and they wouldn't go back to rest or whatever state
they usually were in until they'd eaten everything in sight that
m ght possibly be edible. They didn't seemto have nuscles, but
they sure as hell had sone strength. |If one got her head and the
other her feet and they pulled and tw sted in opposite directions,
she'd be cracked like a nut.

Maybe that was what had happened to Hama. Taken by sur-

prise, grabbed by several of these things, which tw sted and
broke his suit seals before he had known what was happeni ng.
The energy di scharge woul d keep them away from his body for

a while, which didn't help matters nuch since they were then
free to slither over toward her. It was probable that he wasn't
even good to eat.

Anot her vol |l ey, another repeat of the cutting off, the slithering
together, the nmelding, the rising up and rebuilding. Wy hadn't
they attacked before? Wiy had they waited? And why hadn't Hama
been able to detect themlong before this? It didn't make any
sense at all.

She wondered again if she should nove—and if she coul d.

The Durquist was still high up in the trees and not under im
medi ate attack; the creatures woul dn't know about him Troubl e
was, the | ast nmessage fromthe Durquist had reported seeing her
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shots, so that meant staying here or risk losing the only nope of
short-termrescue. On the other hand, if the Durquist cane down
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here, they'd go after himtoo. A Durquist had linmted nmobility
in that suit, but couldn't breathe this shit any nore than the rest
of them coul d.

And what if it wasn't her shots the Durquist had seen? \Wat
if he'd seen the discharges fromHama's suit or maybe Tris fir-
i ng?

She checked her energy levels. Fine for now, but this couldn't
go on forever. Get away first; later she could find the others.

Maybe,

If the energy pack lasted, and if the suit beacon wasn't
drowned out by the interference, they mght find her.

There wasn't any clear-cut way out or up fromthis point, and
she didn't dare go down. Damm! Looked |ike a hundred of them
down there now, and nore energy used with each swath she cut.
Maybe there was a better use for those shots.

She set her pistol to its thinnest cutting beamand fired to her
side, carving out a small and jagged, but possibly useful, series
of handhol ds and footholds in the trunks. They proved pretty
dammed solid, as she'd guessed; they could hardly be nostly

wat er or pulp and hold up that huge canopy.

Maybe, just maybe, they were enough to get across on.

She let the pistol recharge to full, then gave a particularly |ow
cut to the tentacle forest, know ng she had maybe five or six

m nutes before they reforned. She eyed her steps, and nade for
the first cut, then the second. She woul d have to descend a bit
in a fewnore neters to get around, but by then she'd have a

near wall of trunks between her and the main body of tentacles.
She had no doubt that they could flow around or under or what-
ever, but that would take nore intelligence than they had so far
exhibited. If she could fake them out, get over there quickly,
they might lose her. It was worth a try, anyway.

She fired another thin cutting beam and al nost at the sane

ti me made her nove, going down, through, and around, then
clinmbing as quickly as possible wherever the possibility pre-
sented itself. Finally she stopped and | ooked down. The sound

of her own hard breathing was the only sound around. There
didn't seemto be any activity at all; in the murky gl oom of the
canopy, illuninated only by her helnet optics, she saw only
peaceful swanp.

She hal f expected a giant tentacle to suddenly rise up and grab
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her, but after a little while she realized mat, perhaps, at |east
for this short tinme, she'd nmade it.

Yeah, she'd made it-so hip, hip, hooray! Now she was only
stuck here in the mddl e of nowhere w thout conmunicati ons,
waiting until sonething set the things off again.

Thi nk, Modra! Think! She forced herself to be calm got her
breathing regular, took a drink of water, and tried to figure out
what to do next. Her beacon was on, so maybe the Durqui st
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could horre in on her when things settled down. Now, that was

a thought. . . . She switched to scan node and tried to see if
there were any other beacons in the area. Yes! For a nonent
hope soared, but then the small viewer against the hel met began
to show nore plots, and nore—tons and tons of beacons. Dam

it! Hama's all-frequency overl oad was tronpi ng on the beacons
as well, creating hundreds of ghost inmages. So nmuch for that

i dea.

There was nothing for it but to try and nake her way back to

the shuttle. She doubted that the tentacles could do nuch to it,
and it was in one of those holes in the canopy that the life bel ow
seemed to avoid- But there were fruit-falls all over this damed

pl ace. They'd been | ucky, or maybe unlucky, to cone in this far

wi thout one to trigger that-—whatever it was. They'd cone in
overland, in the swanp, too. Doing it via the trees m ght not

even be possi bl e.

What the hell were those tentacle things, anyway? It was al -
nost as if the water had cone alive, yet the water was water—
they'd tested that and a | ot nore.

Wth a sudden shock she realized that they weren't creatures

at all, or at |east not creatures in the standard sense of the word.
Those bug-sized sliny slugs—they covered the swanp, living

just under the surface. Sonehow, she realized, they had to be

the creatures—that sonething, maybe a chenical signhal, was
triggered in the water when the goodi es fromabove hit. But why
did they formnew units? Not to eat fruit, surely. To grab things,
maybe | arger things—Aow there was a cheery thought!—er, per-

haps, sinply to nove. Maybe they battl ed each other as col onies
for the food, the swanp floor a constant battleground for what

was needed to survive

It didn't matter. Somebody might do something to this world
and nmake it reasonable, but it would be damed expensive to
do, and the ecosystem was odd enough anyway that the univer-
sity types woul d probably put sone kind of hold on it until they
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could determne the potential for this kind of life form This one
just wasn't going to pan out for them and that neant deep, deep
shit.

O course, not as deep as the imredi ate probl em which was
getting the hell out of here.

Idly she considered nmaki ng some kind of arnmor or shield out

of the trees. Cearly they couldn't eat the trees, and if the acti-
vation of a colony was chemical, they m ght not even be aware

of her.

No, silly idea. No saws, no woodwor ki ng shop handy.

She | ooked around and saw, not far off, occasional flashes of
varicol ored energy lighting up the dark swanp |i ke sone kind

of fancy light show. There was the real problem |f she could
make it over there, shoot Kama's body, disintegrate it, dam it
all, no matter how hard that was to do to a conrade and friend,
she'd al so get that radio. And with the radio gone, the interfer-
ence woul d be gone. Her own radi o and | ocator beacon woul d
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then work, and, of course, the |I.P. was still sounding off as well.

She had no choice. Wiile it was calm before nore fruit rained
from above, she had to silence that noi se.

She made her way cautiously toward the glow, which was
intermttent but nore than enough for the suit scanners to detect.
Anyt hi ng powerful enough to overload all radio frequencies and
the beacons as well wasn't going to just vanish

When she finally made it, it was an ugly sight. The tentacles
had ripped the little Durfur alnost to shreds, cracking both suit
and body in a nunber of places, then seeping in. The hal f-eaten
corpse was tw sted and broken, crawling with those tiny things
that could so easily conmbine to kill.

The sight sickened, enraged, and frightened her. Al nost with-
out thinking, she whipped out the pistol, set it to full charge,
and began frying the scene. The sl ug-covered body shivered as
the beam hit and envel oped it, and snoke fromthe burning of
remai ning hair and flesh as well as frying slugs rose up. She
kept at it, steady as a rock, and much of Kama's remains did go
up, but not enough, not enough. The suit material was still pro-
tecting the interior, including the equipnment. Dam it' The pis-
tol didn't have enough power at this range

As the small warning of power drain began flashing and
soundi ng, she suddenly sensed novenent near her and whirl ed,
her finger still on the trigger. At the exact nmonent the beam
cane to bear on the intruder, it cut off.
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Tris Lankur clinbed right next to her and touched hel nets

with her. The helnmets were snmall, alnost formfitting, the visor
shielding the eyes and allowing for mental control of the various
screen displays. If all else failed, the helnet contact provided a
very weak | ow power conmuni cati on.

"Good thing we bought the pistols with the safeties," he
noted, his voice sounding distant and tinny but so very wel cone.
"t herwi se you'd have fried nme, |oo."

Each suit's code was programred into the logic of all other
suits; that made it inpossible to fire on one of your own team
even by accident. The only reason her suit had allowed her to
fire at poor Hama's body was because the suit break and noni -
tors showed that the team nmenber was dead.

She practically fell into Tris's arns. "My God! | thought I
was the only one left alivel"

"I was having ny doubts, too," he adnmitted, sounding his

usual calmand strong self. In all these years, she'd known him
to be sarcastic, flip, calm cool, and collected, but never did he
seem frightened or out of his elenment. He was the bedrock of

the conpany, and of her.

"I was trying to fry that dammed power supply," she told him

"I't's under water," he responded. "1 had the sane idea, but
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the back of his suit's obviously intact and shi el di ng the pack
How rmuch power do you have |eft?"

She checked. "Not much- Ten per cent, no nore. |'ve had to

use a lot."

"Uh. Ckay, |'mreading forty-four per cent, so give ne your

plug and I'Il transfer sone. Then we'll both hit himfull strength

at the sane tine until we're down to fifteen per cent or that
racket stops. Conbined, we m ght have enough power to do it."

She nodded and hooked up, watching her energy gage rise as
his fell. Wwen he declined to twenty-seven per cent, he cut it
of f.

"Ckay," he told her, "Don't mss. Count down fromfive and
then go. Renenber to cut off at fifteen per cent. If we haven't
burned through by then, it's not going to give."

She nodded, took a braced position, ained, and started only

a fraction of a second after he did. In a couple of seconds the
two beans converged on the target and stayed on it. Lankur's
presence cal med her, and she nade this count. At the fifteen per
cent mark they both cut off, then quickly checked the radio. It
wasn't silent, but there was no |onger any screech, just hissing
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and crackling, through which they could hear each other, al-
though not nuch better than by the hel met touch method.

"Well, we got it, or nost of it," he said with satisfaction. He
shifted the scan. "Your locator's on okay, but | don't get the Dur-
quist at all. Dam! Iran nmight not be able to pick out the beacon

through the canopy." He sighed. "Well, he'd better. Nothing to
do now but wait."

The exterior sound monitor suddenly filled with a crackling
noi se of its own, and her bl ood ran cold.

"Ch, ny God! It's going to rain fruit again!"

For seven hours they had been trapped high in those giant

trees, with declining power, in a wrld illumnated only by a
failing el ectronic sensor system intermttently attacked by ten-
tacles rising fromthe ooze, the rest of the tine in silence nuch
nmore terrible, waiting for that telltale sound of crackling, falling
f ood.

And through it all, Tris Lankur had told dirty jokes and nmade
rude conments about the world and the situati on and kept her
alive.

Utimtely, though, they had to start shutting down suit sys-

tems to the bare mni num and deci di ng whether or not to waste
precious energy taking out a tentacle if it arose. Pretty soon even
the air recycling systemwould give out, and that would be the

end of them

Tris had even been philosophically fatalistic about that.

**| always thought I'd go this way," he told her- "Sorry to
have you here as well, but if | have to go, this is better."
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"Better?" She | ooked around at the stinking hellhole. "Better
t han what ?"

"Better than dying in the poverty | was bominto. Better than

the mud and filth and real enptiness of dying of starvation
Better, or at |east nore honorabl e, than being shot by a copper
in a getaway after stealing a couple | oaves of bread. Better than
bei n' just another geek who never even had a chance at this."

The Exchange hadn't been terribly kind to humanity, just |et-
ting it go. Her home world was at |east pastoral; few there had
much in the way of riches or access to mmjor technol ogy, but
nobody starved and you could carve out a decent if sinple life.
Tris's home world had been uglier, had gone horribly wong

wi thout the nmeans or contacts to straighten it out. and nobody
had cared. She knew that, academ cally, but she'd never been
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on any of those kinds of worlds, never really wanted to see
starving children with distended bellies and know that her worid
coul d produce enough to feed thembut didn't have the cash to
transport the food where it was needed.

Sitting there, perched in a tree, all systens failing, her old
hone, which had seened so boring and so unronantic, now

seenmed al nost |ike U opia. She had faced death many tines since
taki ng over the W downoker conpany, but never like this, never

sl ow, never in such horror. In all that tinme they'd had nany cl ose
calls, but this was the first tine they'd ever tost a team nenber,
the first time she'd had to | ook down upon the body of a friend
and conrade and inagi ne herself there as well. Hama, at |east.

had gone qui ckly, not like this.

And for what had he died? For what were they now going to
di e?

At that nonment, any sense of the romance of this job, the

thrill and excitenment of it, the very appeal of it, died within her
Even if by sone miracle they got out of this one, and sonehow
found the noney to keep going, she wasn't sure now that she

coul d keep goi ng—er even that she wanted to. This one was

probably going to get them but, if not, the next one would, or

the next, or the next.

The team and she along with them had been crying nost of

the tinme about not naking the big haul, having rotten luck tine
after time, but they'd been wong. They'd been |ucky indeed up

to now, and now the due bill was at the door. One by one, or

all at once, their luck woul d desert them they would all w nd

up just like Hanma, just like the vast majority of teans al ways
did. They weren't different, and they had just about used up their
di spensati ons.

The tentacles were just getting stirred up again, with neither
she nor Tris having sufficient energy to shoot them anynore,

when suddenly there was a vast, explosive sound above them
followed by a horrible whine, and then, all around them the
darkness fell away and a great shaft of sunlight filled the whole
forest region. The light, touching the water and the tentacles,
seemed to act |ike acid on the creatures, who dissolved and

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (44 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:48 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/Jack%20L .%620Chal ker/Chalker,%620Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt
withed and sped away fromit.

And then the Wdowroker's aging, banged-up shuttlecraft de-
scended, going this way and that to avoid the bigger trees, unti
it hovered very near them

"I'"ve got them They're alive, but just barely, fromthe | ooks
58 jack L Chal ker

of it," the Durquist's odd, grumbling, nonhuman voice cane to
them The creature, |ooking somewhat star-shaped in its specia
suit, emerged fromthe hatch, junped to the trees and clung as
if born there, then slowy made its way to the two figures. Tris
had enough strength left to help the Durquist get Mddra in, then
al l oned hinmself to be hel ped inside.

"My apol ogies for taking so |l ong, although I cal cul ated how

much energy reserves you m ght have had," the creature told

them "We figured that the only place you could be was around
Hama's body, since it gave out a signal that'll drive instrunents
crazy for parsecs, but | couldn't cone down and get you unti

after sunrise. The only way | could deal with those tentacl es was
to bumthemw th the sun; otherwise | mght just as well have
sent you falling into them"

The ride back to the capital was very strange, a mxture of

relief and sadness. Tris alone seenmed in a relatively good nood,
feeling that he' d cheated death yet another time and that this

al one was a victory worth drinking to. Mddra had been unchar-
acteristically silent, keeping nostly to herself, and rejecting al -
cohol or feelgood pills.

"No report until we get paid—eash,"” Tris told Trannon Kose,

the Ybrumwho ran the ship and was the theoretical safety backup
for the teamon the ground. "I don't want them paying off,
readi ng the report, then stopping paynment and goi ng bankrupt
before we have ours in our account."

"What we'll get will cover expenses and repairs and sone

dock fees,"” the spindly, trunpet-nosed Ybrum pilot responded,
"but with this kind of report we'll get no nore. They'll pay in
specie, or they'll learn nothing—'ve been stiffed enough by this

time to know how the gane is played. A few intimtions that

we get ours now or the report gets left in sonebody el se's hopper
does wonders. But unless we get another job, it won't be enough
to do nore than nmaintain us."

"How | ong?"

"A month. Two tops. Depends on what | can sneak out of
their offices with."

Tris Lankur sighed. "Okay, we've been down this far before,
Wth that much time | can find sonething to keep us going."

Modra stared at himgrimy. "Another one like this? A First
Teamjob? | don't think | can take another like this."

"Wl |, unless you have a magi c wand for finding us another pot
of gold like the one you brought when you signed on," Lankur
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responded, "we'll have to. Hey—you know the rules. The only

reason the possible payoff's so good and the only reason it's a way
out for races like ours is because it's damed dangerous. This one
was worse than nost, | agree, but we nade it!"

"Al'l but Hama," she retorted softly.

He sighed again. "Yeah, well, sooner or |ater everybody dies.
When you grow up knee-deep in bodies, sone of them your
relatives', you celebrate the victories. You don't spend ruch
time nourning your losses, or life wouldn't be worth living at
all."

She smled at him "Five years ago talk like that sent a shiver
of excitenent through ne. Now+—+ just don't know anynore.

I do know | need a break. Sone tine off. Some time to get
mysel f and ny head together again."

"l got to admt, when you first joined up none of us thought

you would cut it,"” Tris told her. "You know that. But now

you' re tough, Mddra. Tough, experienced, and gutsy. It's in your
bl ood now, and once it's there, it never lets go."

"Maybe. Maybe you're right. | don't know. | don't know any-

thing anynore," she told himtruthfully. He still slept soundly;
she hadn't had a single period of nmore than fitful, nightmare-
filled sleep. "I think 1 want to find out, though. Wen | get
back, I'mgoing to cable ny fol ks and have them advance ne a

ticket home. Just for a little while. Just to see if | go nuts back
there, stir-crazy from boredom or whatever. Maybe to clear mny

head and find out just what | do want. | do know 1 need the trip,
though. Even if you're right, I'mnot going to be any good wth-
out it."

He shrugged. "Yeah, okay, if that's what you want—technically,
you're still the boss. What if sonething comes up while you're
gone, though?"

"Let me know. If | cone back, then we'll both know. "

"Fair enough. For me, the last thing | ever want to do is go
hone. "

She had gone hone, even though sonething inside her pulled
at her to stay. At the tine it seened the only thing to do.
But, God! If she could roll back tinme now and stay back with

t he shi p.

PURGATORY
I'S FOR LOSERS

Modra Stryke seemed radi ant when she returned to the capital,
and she | ooked fabul ous as well. She was made-up, dressed in
a fancy outfit that certainly wasn't cheap, and she'd had her
nam ng red hair redone by sonebody who really knew what they
were doing. Dressed, nmade-up, even bedecked with jewelry, she
| ooked so fine that had she not been well-known around the
grungi er end of the spaceport, she nobst certainly would have
been nugged.
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Each of the snall, independent teans had an office there;

not hing nmore than a cubicle in a run-down warehouse, but it

was an address nonet hel ess. She waltzed in jauntily, getting
complinments fromthe humans who coul d recogni ze her and

stares of disbelief fromthe other races who knew her but didn't
under stand human vanity at all

The central "receptionist," was a Quamahl with six arns
termnating in pinceriike yet soft claws and another at the end
of a long, trunklike snout. It was a creature who coul d not ap-
preci ate human appearance at all, and acted as if there was noth-
ing different about her. In point of fact, the Quanmahl probably
couldn 't see any difference, considering its own standards were
so different and al so considering that it had never net a human
it didn't find repul sive-Iooking.

"l see you are back," grunbled the Quanahl

She sm | ed and nodded, used to the creature. "Anybody up
t here?"

60
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"Just Lankur right now, probably sound asleep. The Durqui st
is working on the ship and Trannon Kose is in the city at the
Exchange on some kind of business errand.”

She nodded. "Tris will do just fine." She wal ked to the square
lift that was the only way so many different shapes coul d be
acconmodat ed and said, "Four." The lift inmrediately humred,
and rose with her to the fourth-1level catwalk.

She wal ked past various small offices she knew well, noting
that nost were dark, then got to hers, opened it and wal ked in.

Tris Lankur was not asleep; in fact, he was on the phone
argui ng with somebody, but when he | ooked up and saw her he
said, "Look, something's cone up. |I'll get back to you." He
hung up, then settled back and took all of her in. Lankur was
one of the fewin the conplex who could appreciate her, and he
gave a soft whistle.

"My, oh, ny! A few weeks hone does wonders," he com
ment ed.
She smled. "I cane right over. Besides, | wanted to keep

| ooking like a worman for a little while |onger."

"You certainly do that," he agreed, "although you don't | ook

too bad without all that and in a skintight teamsuit, either. At
| east nobody woul d ever mnistake you for nme." He paused a

monent, sensing there was sonething nore on her mnd that

she was reluctant to broach. "You work out your problenms?"

"I + think so," she responded, her expression suddenly se-
rious, thinking about how to say what she had to say. Finally
she sighed and said, "Ch, the hell withit. Tris, | got narried.

He was so surprised that he stiffened, and his brow furl ed,
and he grew suddenly a bit cold. Then he chuckled. "Married?
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Baby, nobody gets narried anynore. Not around here, anyway,
and not in our kind of business."

"Yeah, well, | used to think that, too, Tris, and maybe for nost
people it's still true, but—aell, it was |ike ne taking over this
company. An inmpul se, a ganble, but one that felt right for me."

He stared at her. "You're serious!"”
She nodded.

That chill stiffness was suddenly back. "Wo to? Nobody I
know, | feel certain. Couldn't be anybody you knew, either,
unless it was some old sweetheart fromthe hone fires."

She sighed, cleared the junk offa stool, and sat down. "Look,
this is kind of hard to explain. I'mnot even sure | can explain
it. It just—happened—that's all. After that last job | was just a
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weck. Call me a coward or just call it the one that put me over,
but that was the case. | had nightmares, | was paranoid, | kept
expecting tentacles to rise fromanything liquid, even ny soup

| needed company, sonebody to |lean on right then, and | rmet

this guy who was very nice and very understandi ng and very
interesting. | kept it up with himbecause we both canme from
villages in the same county back home, and, at first, it was just
because he was nice, and then it was al so because | discovered
he had noney, and finally because | enjoyed his company. |

think I was sonmebody exotic to him too; a First Team owner

who was fromthe sane place he was but who had been through

the kind of experiences he'd only dreamed about. | think maybe
that was part of it—2 lost ny feel for the romance of this job
but he still had it."

"So you have a nice tine, you have a few | aughs, maybe even
aroll in the hay, and you have a new friend and contact,"
responded. "You didn't have to marry this guy!'*

Lankur

"I know, |—+ook, this is hard for nme, okay? It just seened so
right, sonehow, and the longer it went on, the nore right it seened,

at least for me. He was, just, well, very kind and very gentle and
treated me like | hadn't been treated since before | |eft home, only
with respect, too. Hell, / had to seduce him he was so nice. Wen

I was with himl didn't have the bad dreans, didn't feel so insecure,
got sone of ny enpty spots filled up again. And | gave hi m sone-
thing, too; like his overlooking all ny faults and thinking of me as
if | were his romantic fantasy. |'m an enpath, renenber. | could

feel it, and feel his genui neness."

She could feel now, too, and it disturbed her. Around and in

Tris Lankur there seemed to be a cold, utterly dark enptiness,

a mxture of barely controlled rage m xed with tremendous—
sorrow. It wasn't what she expected at all. Surprise, yes, but his
enotional reaction was nmore akin to a husband who thought he

had the perfect marriage learning that his wife had run off with
anot her man.

"Dam it, Tris! Stop it! W weren't married W were—are—
partners!”

He stared at her with a cold hurt inside himthat was physically
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pai nful for her to bear. "You could a married ne if you had to
be married. Sonmehow | just never saw you as the type. Hell, we
spent five years together and never even screwed for fun."

She felt acutely unconfortable, her earlier nood conpletely
destroyed by her enpathic awareness of his pain. "You said it
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your sel f —peopl e out here, outside hone and culture, don't get
married. Least of all you. | know | turned you on nore than

once, and you turned nme on, too, but if we'd had sex, it would
have changed things and you knowit. | would have been de-

moted to on-board whore and there woul d have been no sense

of equality at all. You're too nmuch in love with this lifestyle to

| ove sonebody personally. Sex you got back here, probably bet-
ter than | could do it.""'

"And you didn't?"

"I+ wasn't any virgin when | cane here, 1'll adnmit that, but

| decided when | wanted to get into this business that it would
be everything to ne, that until lightning struck | wouldn't have
any sex life, and | didn't. Not until | was on the way home. It
happens when you're an empath. There's no mstaking lust for

| ove. The way you're feeling right nowis like | betrayed you or
somet hing. We're not lovers, Tris! W never were! Just like you,
I was in love with the job, the life, the thrills and chall enges,
not with anybody personal. Ch, | do love you, in the same way

I love Tran and even the Durquist and poor Hama, too, but it's
not the sane kind of |ove."

Not hi ng i nsi de hi mdi ed down or quieted, although he re-

mai ned on the surface a nodel of control as always. "So now
what ? You quit or sell out and go hobnob with the business types
and be a good little wife and nake tons of babi es?"

"No, no! Not exactly, anyway. Yol an—Ay husband—s a part-

ner in a conpany with a seat on several exchanges. He's about

to switch fromcommodities over to the full Exchange, the big
one. He won't be naking the real decisions, of course—% don't

thi nk any human has that nuch status yet—but he can influence
the inplenentation of the investnents. In effect, we've becone,
through ny narriage and the agreenents we signed, a subsid-

iary of his conpany. Autonmatic business—as much as we want,

with a good bankroll to boot. We keep going, just |ike before.
The only difference he insisted on, and the way the | ast one went
he didn't have to insist very much, was that | not be a nenber

of the ground team Tran's wanted to get off backup for years,
ever since | knocked himout of his slot by coning aboard.

know the ship and |I've had the experience on the ground now

to do backup. That way |'Il be the internediary between the
conpany and the team To you and the others, it won't seem any
different, except that Tran will be going down instead of ne. It's
perfect, don't you see?"
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His hurt was rapidly being superseded by rage, and he finally
couldn't keep it in any longer. "Business as usual, huh? Not hing
changes, except that we beconme sone dammed sal ari ed enpl oy-

ees and | ose our independence and | have to work with you cl ose
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as ever knowi ng— He paused. "Wy did you conme back? Wy
not at |east have enough feeling for nme to sell out and vani sh?
could handl e that, sooner or later, but this—2

"Dam it, | was always out of reach before!"

"Of everybody! And not out-front unattainable! Damm it, this
changes everything! And, sooner or |later. Mster Broker's gonna

want kids 'cause it's the final fulfillnment and you'll be sittin
there bl oated and pregnant with another guy's kid and—fuck it!
Fuck you!"

She felt so awful at his reaction that she groped for what to
say. "I—+ had no idea this would be your reaction! I—+ don't
know what to do now. "

"Undo it! Get a divorce or annul nent or whatever it takes.
Cancel the deal. Go back to square one again!"

"That's not fair! |I've finally found sonebody who | oves ne
for me and | finally have a few things right! I'mnot going to
throwit all away!"

"Not/oi'r? Not fair? You bet your iron heart it's not fair!" He
suddenly got up and swept all the papers, phone, intercom and
nmost of the contents of the desk onto the floor, then stal ked out
and slamred the door so hard that had the w ndow been gl ass,

it would have shattered

She hadn't cried in years, but she had to cry now, and she stil
wasn't absolutely sure why she felt so guilty, but she stared at
that door for a very long tinme.

She was still there when the Durquist cane in.

To everyone, a Durquist was called sinply a Durquist. Although

they were as individual as npbst other races, they all seened to have
the sane personality to others, and they all |ooked and sounded
pretty nmuch alike except to other Durquists. The Durquist culture
sonmehow got al ong w thout names; they tried to explain it to others,
but such comments as "Wiy do we need nanes when we know

who we are and we aren't anyone el se?" quickly spun non-Durqui st
heads and the subject got changed.

Strictly speaking, a Durquist was shaped |ike a five-pointed
star around a central orifice that |ooked very much |ike a huge
set of jet-black human |ips, behind which, nostly invisible to
the onl ooker, were row after row of sharp, pointed teeth. Brain,
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stomach, and all the internal organs were sonehow cl ustered
inside that hard center. Fromit emerged the arms—¥|uid, sucker-
clad, able to stretch and twist and bend in alnost infinite ways,
yet with incredibly powerful nuscles. The Durquist's eyes were

a stal ked pair, one on each side of the nouth; it allowed the
creature to assunme al nost any posture from wal ki ng upright on
any two arns of its choice and | ooking weirdly humanoid from

a di stance or on any conbi nation of four.

The Durquist came in bipedally, the only practical way to get
in the door, and the two eyes fixed on Modra.
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"They said that you cane in, and shortly after, Tris left as if
he were on his way to bl ow up the Exchange and anything and
anyone else who got in his way," the creature said. "You want
to tell ne about it?

She nodded, and proceeded to recount the whole tale, sparing
not hi ng. The Durqui st settled back and listened intently, inter-
rupting only a couple of times to clarify a vague point.

Wien she finished, the creature was silent for a nonment, then
said, "I do not fully understand your people, you know, for al
thai we live so closely together, but there are constants anong
the bul k of races, particularly when nore than one sex is in-

vol ved, and | am curious and observant by nature. It may be

that | amtotally wong in the way 1 interpret these things, but I
find it personally astonishing that you woul d think that he would
react any differently than he did."

"I thought he'd be surprised, naybe have a little bruised ego,
but nothing tike what | got," she responded.

"l woul d have thought an enpath in particular woul d never

be taken that way. | know that an enpath supposedly can tel

lust fromlove, but it is possible that being too fanmiliar for too
Il ong woul d blur the interpretation. Wat you could instantly di-
vine in others you could not in him because it was stow, steady,
day-to-day, and, in essence, you tuned it out."

"He—has great control, too, until today," she told him "An
ability to danp down what rises, to | essen what was there. They
say that telepaths can read the surface thoughts but often niss
what is way down deep. | think maybe it's that way with nme."

"You felt his growi ng respect and concurrently grow ng af-
fection, and it was what you wanted to feel fromhim so you
dug no deeper. The cause of npbst misery in any history isn't
the lack of data, but the misinterpreting and distortion of the
data. You have brothers, | believe? *
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She nodded. "Yes, two."

"You m stook himfor another brother, then. It is—onpre-

hensi bl e, at any rate. The respect you earned caused himto | ove
you, but you, an enpath, could not tell one fromthe other

Bei ng neither enpathic nor telepathic hinself, he was free to
fantasi ze. Were he an enpath, he would have done the opposite

of you and mi staken the respect and affection for love. There is

a great tragic saga in all this. In fact, | think | sawit on one of
the entertai nnent channel s the other day."

"Don't go your usual cynical ways on nme right now, " she
inmplored him sincerely trying to figure it out. "I need advice."

"Why? He | oves you. You do not love him It seens a perfect
tragi c i npasse."”

"But | do |l ove himfust not in the sane way."

"No. You do not love him You | ove what he represent s—what
we all represent. Mre of that bad entertainment. You cane here
with all you had because you were in love with an idea. You found
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us in a tinme of need and you fell in love with the teamand the
lifestyle. What you love in Iris is his near perfect personality for
the kind of cast you sought. Adventurous, brave, daring, highly
conpetent, but a rogue. Not quite the sterling, perfect hero of
fiction, but with enough of those qualities that you could ignore or
tune out the flaws- You |aid upon himyour romantic vision, and
even your enpathic ability could not be allowed to soil the inmage.
Yet you are intelligent enough to know that fiction ends before the
romance goes bad; that there is no happily ever after with that kind
of person. If there was, he woul d cease to be the person he was

and becone, in a word, dull. You want Tris to be what your ro-
mances imagine himto be. To have settled on hi mwoul d have been

to destroy the very qualities in himthat you |l oved. That is not
difficult to understand. Naive; juvenile, perhaps, but understand-
abl e even to someone |ike ne."

"You' re maki ng me sound like some kind of idiot."

"The ignorance of the immture is common, regardl ess of

age or experience. Tris in his own way is living out a romantic
fantasy and is as guilty, if not nore so, than you. But it is you
who nmade the choice, not him because he is a permanent ad-

ol escent. You needed nore. You finally | ooked death in the face
and you didn't like it. You found that you needed solidity, per-
manence, sone kind of security, sonme guarantee of a contented
future no matter how this went, and you needed it just as nuch,
but no nore, than you needed the teamlife and sonebody |ike
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Tris. In your naivete, and enotional upset at the admittedly hor-
ri bl e experience you survived, you saw a way to have both. The
solidity and fallback that your broker offered, and the adventure
and chal l enge of the team Even now, you have been sitting here
because you do not want to accept the reality that you cannot

have both. You nust choose—ris and the rest of us, or the solid
and loving if conparatively dull life of a broker's mate, possibly
getting a job in his firm"

She felt suddenly angry, as if an orderly and perfect world had
just been burned to ashes before her eyes. "And why shoul d

have to choose? |I'mthe true owner of this conmpany. | hold the
majority. If he's not happy with it, he can |eave. So can you and
Tran. 1'Il find others, if | have to."

"It is not that sinple. I"'mgetting on in years, and there are
younger ones in the Guild Halls right now | ooking for any po-
sition | might fill. |I have greater experience than they, but that

only nmakes ne nore expensive to a prospective hire. The sane
with Tran. W night eventually find other work, but when you

go through this so many tinmes you becone insecure. Nobody in
this buyer's nmarket is secure unless they are already working,
and nobody voluntarily gives up a berth for that same reason.

For Tris it is even worse. This is all he has. He's spent his whole
life crawming up fromthe nost abysmal begi nnings on a world

of perpetual poverty and woefully short lives to where he is
captain of a team Not much of a team and not much of a ship

or bank account, but compared to where he started, it is higher
than he ever dreanmed of getting. To ask himto walk out, to give
it all up, when whatever we are he built, is to ask himto comit
suicide. He cenmit |eave. Even less than the rest of us, he has
nowhere el se to go. There are only two things that matter to him
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in this whole universe, and they are this conpany and you. You
have renoved yourself fromeven his fantasies and he coul d not
stand to work with you as usual, when every contact with you
will reinforce the hurt. In one nonent you renoved everything
he had, even his dreans."

She sighed. "Shit! | feel like a rotten bastard, but | don't see
a way out. Back honme, when we went to get married, they of

course sent us to sone psychs—hypnos, as usual. The psychs
approved the marriage, said it was the best thing for both of us,
but with conditions. They said | needed this teamlife, too, but
to continue with it, being away from each other for nmany weeks

at a time, me with Tris, and hi m back here maybe wondering if
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he did the right thing, the only way they'd sign off is if we both
submitted to a hypno bonding. No matter what feelings | have

on other levels for Tris, | feet no physical attraction to himat
al | —er any other nman but one, and that one only wants, desires,

or can get it up for one woman—Ae. No doubts, no questions,

no insecurities, you see?"

"You can do the sanme thing to your mnd with drugs and chem

icals and not have to bother with all the paperwork," the Durquist
grunmbl ed- "Still, we have what is classically known as a 'situation
here. | just hope Tris isn't off to do sonething rash and stupid. Is
your husband here in the city and well protected?"

Her head snapped up and she stared at the star creature. "You
mean—+ Ch, ny CGod! He might, too! But, no, wait a mnute.

The marriage isn't registered here yet, so he can*t look it up, and
I never gave him Yol an's | ast name or even a conpany nane,

| et al one an address. But | think | should call Yolan, anyway."

"Indeed. Tris, as you well know, can be quite—resourceful."

She suddenly snapped into action. "Get hold of Tran—+ don't

care where he is or what he's doing. 1*11 call Yolan and fill him
in. Mght be an idea to call the Prefecture and have them on the
| ookout as well. If Tris has really gone round the bend, they can

help, and if not, he's bound to wind up in one of their holding
cells sleeping it off."

But when a man like Tris was hurting |ike he was and yet was

as resourceful as he was, in a city like the capital, if he wanted
to stay invisible he very well could do so. A day passed, then
two, then three. Even Trannon Kose's underworld contacts

couldn't turn up nuch—er woul dn't. Humans were such a tiny

and insignificant group here on the capital world that those who
were not a part of the systemtended to be very clannish; it

woul d take a human who knew the underworld to find a nman

who didn't want to be found.

At the end of the fourth day following Tris's di sappearance,

she began to think, even hope, that the Durqui st had been wong.
After five years she hated to pan with Tris in this way and with
this much hurt, but if he couldn't bear working with her under
the new conditions, well, then good |uck and- Godspeed to him

But in the middle of the night, in the high-rise confort of the
bi g apartnent she now shared with her husband, the phone
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awakened her and the robotic switchboard put it through because
it was fromone of the few who had the right to preenpt.

It was Trannon Kose.
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"I think you better get down here," the pilot told her. "D s-
trict Four, Hospital Nine, Intraspecies Intensive Care."

She was suddenly awake. "VWhy? Wat's the matter?”

"I found Tris. O, rather, the coppers found him [|— think
you better get down here as soon as you can. |'ve called the
Dur qui st and he's on the way."

"Why? What's the nmatter?”

"l just think you ought to come down here, Mdra. Now.
There are decisions to be nade." And, with that, he cut the
connecti on.

Yol an offered to take her, but she told himto get back to sleep
He had a | ong day ahead and this was her business right now,
not his.

Runni ng a hospital capable of handling energencies for such

a wide variety of species wasn't easy; nost hospitals were in
districts mainly populated by only two or three races and set up
for them Transport was swift in any event, and, even for hu-
mans, there was at | east soneplace within nminutes of an ener-
gency that could handl e a human- Expert care was not as much

of a problem but for quite different reasons.

Trannon Kose was a Ybrum a creature that |ooked |like a set

of oval pods connected by spindly, furry, giant pipe cleaners.
He | ooked fragile, but noved with a swiftness and grace that
belied his appearance, and the Ybrumwere a pretty tough bunch
when they had to be.

Modra barged in, spotted Tran and the Durquist, and went
right to them "AIl right, now what's all this about?"

"Apparently | was quite correct in ny basic analysis." the

Dur qui st responded. "Tris was suddenly placed in an untenable
position, losing what he nost cared for and yet unable to | eave

as his sanity demanded- W feared that this would take the form

of violence, and it did, but not in the way we originally thought.'

"He apparently headed straight for the District and went un-

der," Kose put in. "He popped so many feel goods and so ruch

el se that they had to send his blood up for chemi cal analysis just
to find out how nuch was natural. He stayed like that for the

past three and a half days, in a hole provided by an underworld
friend for whom we' ve done sone favors now and agai n. Ap-

parently he overdosed, awoke, and felt the massive depression

that coming down from such a chenical high produces, which

added to his existing depression. He shot hinself in the head,
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apparently with sone sort of archaic projectile weapon he either
owned or got from sonmebody down there."
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She took a sharp breath and stiffened as the shock hit her.
"He's dead, then?"

"That is the usual condition one finds oneself in after blow ng
one's brains out," the Durquist responded pragmatically. "The
question now is whether or not to let himstay that way."

That shocked her alnpbst as nuch as the initial news. "Huh?
But you just said—

"That he is dead." the Durquist conpleted. "In nost cases

that would be it, but we're in the capital. The technol ogy avail -
able here is quite a bit nore advanced than they allow us nere
citizens, since all the surgeons are cynols capabl e of plugging
thenselves in and reading into their own brains, or whatever is

i nside those heads, the exact nedical data and skills they need
for any race. It appears that we and Tris have blundered into a
moral, |egal, and ethical conundrum of the CGuardi ans them

sel ves. Ah—here's the physician in charge now. W wanted you
here for this, since in away it's up to us."

The surgeon turned out to be a human, or at |east a human in
appearance, and a rather young and delicate-| ooki ng wonman at

that, with dark features and very short hair, dressed in a surgica
gown. She was wal king a bit oddly, and there was sonething
unnerving in her manner as she approached.

To Modra, there was an additional unnerving aspect as well.

She was an enpath, and while she could danp it down, it was
never conpletely suppressed, and, being tired, she was even |ess
able to do so. Al npbst everyone in this reception center radiated
somet hi ng—fear, concern, joy, sorrow-all those things common

to alnost all sentient life forms. Al but the surgeon and a few
of the others in nedical garb. She alnobst had to force herself to
i gnore that sense she had that nost did not, and renenber that
the doctor was really there. There were no enotions, no feel-

i ngs, emanating fromthe doctor at all, any nmore than fromthe
wal I s or desks or chairs.

"l apologize if | seemout of sorts,"” the surgeon told them
"but at the nmonent | have just finished five procedures on five
different life fornms and | have the data, from anatony and phys-
i ol ogy down to the nol ecular level, as well as the psychol ogi ca
data on all of them inside me. It often creates problens, as al
are equal in ny mind at the monent and the human one is, shal

we say, outnunbered."
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"That's all right." Moddra responded, able to conprehend the
problemif not the kind of brain that could hold that nuch data.
"Now, what's this all about?"

"Your associate conmtted suicide, but we were able to have

a crewthere within a few mnutes, get himtanked, and perform

a data readout before full electrochem cal activity ceased in the
undamaged areas- The danage was quite extensive but nostly

to the forebrain area; the way the human mind stores data is

quite conplex but is not generally in those areas, which are used
primarily for synthesis- W |ost nuch of the newest information

but got nmost of the rest into storage- It's routine in these cases,
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and hel ps us understand the various races better and al so why
and how these things happen."”

"Let me get this straight," Mdra said. feeling a bit odd, as
if this weren't really happening, but some sort of dream "He's
dead, but you have his menories in some kind of storage bank

I'i ke conputer data?"

"Sonmething like that, yes. It is not terribly comobn that we
can get this much—the damage is usually to areas further back
as well and we usually get to the victimtoo |late—but it's not
unheard of. W get a few dozen cases a year, nostly from ac-
cidents of course, so there are procedures to be followed. Your
conpany insurance was paid up only three days ago after |ong
arrears, but it was paid up before this occurred and there is a
determ nation that the two actions, the prem um paynent and

the suicide, are not related. That is, the patient didn't know
about the insurance, and you three did not suspect the patient
would kill hinself. As an enployee, he is therefore fully covered
for any procedures we mght do."

"Somehow the fact that we're insured is not very inportant
to me right now," Mddra said dryly -

"No, it sinmply calls for a decision on your pan, since the
pati ent has no declared next of kin and is, therefore, subject to
your conpany's decisions."

"You nean," Mddra asked, nmild hope growing within her,
"that you can actually restore himto |ife?"

"I'n a manner of speaking only. If it were sinply a matter of

being able to restore him we would do so, curing at the sane

time the root cause of his psychosis, of course. The insurance would
mandate it, since the death benefit is huge. Wat is possible in
these cases is to performthe cynol conversion, then read back in
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his menories and sinulate as nuch as possible of his old self, just
as all of the information for five races is nowinside ne.*'

The inplications of this were staggering. "You nmean—+enove

his brain, essentially, and replace it with an artificial brain, a
conputer of sone kind capabl e of running the body, and then

feed it data to convince it that it was still hinP"’

The doctor reached up to her own hair and tugged at it gently,
renovi ng the natural -1 ooking wig as if it were a hat. She was
totally bald beneath, w thout a sign of hair—er surgery—but on
one side of the skull was a | arge rectangul ar netal plate that
seenmed to have hundreds upon hundreds of tiny silver dots on
it. "It is not quite as bad as all that," she said.

Modra sank slowy into a chair that wasn't really built for the
human form She just had to sit down, though. It was strange—
sonehow she felt curiously unreal, disconnected, as if this weren't
real ly happening. Still, she was there, and cleariy the other two
were deferring in sone neasure to her as owner of the conpany.

She tried to think about this, but really couldn't. Finally she
said, "So it would ook like Tris and have Tris's nenories but
it wouldn't really be Tris."
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"Yes and no," the doctor responded, replacing her hair and

| ooki ng more human again. "At the root |evel, he would be

cymol, not human. His personality would be synthesized from

his own recorded sel f-inmages and fromany that you all provide
but it would be synthesized, a | ayer atop the cynol. He would
not be the sanme, but he would seem-<l ose. The psychochem

istry would no | onger be there for many things. Enptions would
be synt hesi zed, rather than real, and would never be out of con-
trol. Certain drives that are brain-driven woul d no | onger exist.
Things |ike sexual urges, rages, even endorphin highs, would be
i mpossi bl e, of course. My body, for exanple, requires rest but
my brain requires no sleep.”

"l don't want some inhuman androi d goi ng around ani mati ng

his corpse!l"” she snapped, then realized how that sounded. "It's
different with you and the others. | nean, | don't know you. |
didn't know you before you becane a cynol, and | have no
personal attachnents or biases."

"I believe," the Durquist interjected, "that the real questions
here go beyond that. | find the decision distasteful, but | am
forced to be totally pragmatic here. If we say yes, we get back
an approximation of Tris Lankur. If we say no, he dies com

pletely."
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"Essentially. | must add, at the risk of sounding insensitive, that

you would in that case forfeit the death benefit fromthe insurance,
since the cymol route was avail able and was offered."

"l don't care about the damed noney Modr a snapped.

"Damm it, | was the one who caused this! | was the one who
killed him Isn't that bad enough? Isn't that enough for me to
have to live with? Do | have to work with a |iving, breathing
rem nder of what |'ve done?"

"Fascinating," the Durquist conmented, nostly to hinself.

"This is a nmost intriguing winkle. One that Tris, wherever his
spirit is now, if such a thing exists for humans, nust find cyni-
cally amusing. By his action, he has precisely reversed your
positions, handing you the very situation that you presented to
him Instead of his being forced to |live and work on the ship
around you, with a constant reninder of what he can never have,
it is you who would be in that situation."

"I+ don't think | could do it any nore than he could!" she
told him

"Then you could quit the team as you suggested he do. Unlike
him you have an alternative livelihood. W already have to hire
a replacenent for poor Hama; finding an experienced enpath

woul d not be nuch nore of a chore. You can | eave, or you could
work with him™

"I could let himdie!l"

"A singularly selfish act, although | fear one in character at
| east as far as the new Mddra is concerned. Having a cynol on
the team woul d transformus froma second-rate and never-was
broken down conpany into one that would be al nost, if not
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absol utely, unique. The access to the naster data banks al one
woul d be invaluable. The conpetitive advantage al one woul d be
enornous. The potential staggers even ne. Not to nention hav-

i ng someone who could carry with themthe skills and data for
everything fromhighly technical analysis to patching up a Dur-
qui st or a Ybrum And, although inperfectly, it would go a ways
to undoi ng what you originally caused. For conpetitive, com
merci al, econom c reasons you nust approve it. And for selfish
reasons, too. Ateamis no better than its nenbers. |If you al one
remain, with that dilapidated ship and trash-filled office, your
husband's conpany wi |l hardly send busi ness your way. They'|
wite you off. Ateamis called a team because it always works
toget her, knows each other. That is how | was able to find you
back on that slime world. How you and Tris could find each
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other and work together so seam essly. No husband worth any-
thing would let you go out with a totally new, green crew. No
Exchange nenber corporation would tolerate it."

"And," Trannon Kose put in, "you owe it to him"

She | ooked up at themin angui sh, |ooking for friends and
finding only torturers. "You two really would want rW"

"OF course not," Ilran responded sinply. "W want Tris
back. But, if we can't have him then we want the next best
thing."

"And there is the pragmatic side," the Durquist added. "W

do not do this son of work because it is a fun gane. If | could
sacrifice the advantage presented here and have the old Tris back,
I would do so, because the integrity of the team cones before

all else, and because he was ny friend and conrade. W cannot

have the old Tris back. He is gone, and | amstill here. Hama is
gone, but | amstill here, too. Unlike poor Hama, however, Tris
left us a I egacy which can profit those of us still here. | am not

inclined to refuse it because you might feel just awful to get it.
I will supplement Tran's sage conment. You owe it to us. O

woul d you rather slink back to your kind husband and fancy
apartnment, with two nore so-called friends and | ong associ ates

to add to your list of victinms?"

She didn't have any reply to that, and just sat there for severa
m nutes, not really able to think. Finally she | ooked at the sur-
geon and asked, "Just how rmuch of what we'd get would be

Tris? And how nuch would be illusion?

The surgeon hardly blinked at that one. "To be truthful, a fair
amount of himw Il survive. The nature and area of the wound,

and its precision, well, it alnbst seens as if going cynmol was
what he had in mind all along, as incredible as that nay seem"”

"Not very incredible," comented the Durquist. "It would

be Just the sort of revenge he'd conme up with, and just the type
of ganble."

Modra gave the Durquist a killing ook, but realized it was

true. "Honestly, though—how rmuch of the real hi mwoul d—
cone back?"
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"Menmory, habit patterns, that sort of thing. Mich of what

made hi m a uni que individual. Wat is damaged beyond repair,

and woul d be replaced in any event, is the control center, as it
were. The central processor. But there are no guarantees. There

i s shock, traumm, and bl eeding that needed to be tended to and
that took a bit of fine surgery just to get himto this point. As
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to illusion—as long as no fraud is involved, why worry? | am

not saying that he will be die sane. He won't. But he'll be close,
for all intents and purposes.”

"Look, |'ve had four hours sleep, and right now |' mjust

wrenched and drained out. Can't | have a little tinme to think this
over? Sort it out in ny own nind?" Mdra pleaded.

"Mai ntai ning a body under these conditions, as well as the
storage, is quite difficult and quite expensive," the surgeon
noted. "The insurance conpany wants an i medi ate deci si on

for its own cost containnents, and, of course, every hour we
wait decreases the chance of a successful operation. I'mafraid
that no decision is a decision.”

"I don't know why you hesitate,” the Durquist noted acidly.

"What you are being offered is exactly what you wanted, isn't
it?"

"No!" she snapped, but her anger wasn't really directed at the
Durqui st. She felt upset, confused, as if everything she'd taken for
granted just shattered. This wasn't fair, damm it! She didn't put a
stupid gun to her head, or his. She'd always had a full neasure of
confidence in her dealings with others because her enpathic tal ent
gave her an edge. Now it, too, had betrayed her

But wasn't the Durquist right? Hadn't she been so self-

centered, so blind to anybody's interests or feelings but her own,
that, in fact, she had caused all this? Fromher own vi ewpoi nt,
froma practical and day-to-day point of view, wasn't this exactly
what she had want ed?

No! Damm it! She had loved him Really |oved him There

was never any real doubt in her mind about that. She just didn't
want to ruin him and what she needed woul d have ruined him

for sure.

Well, he couldn't be nore ruined than this, could he?

She shoul d have just quit, should have Just wal ked away and
given Tris his dammed conpany back and to hell with it. C ean
break. She knew that now, understood it, but it was hindsight.
It had seened so sinmple, so perfect, only a few days and an
eternity ago. Conplicated things always seemsinple to chil-
dren, and in this she'd been acting like a child all al ong.

But, as Tris had said, once it gets in your blood you can't just
wal k away. It wasn't that easy, particularly when she did | ove
him too, in a far different way than she | oved Yol an. And,
suddenly, she could see the Durquist's angry point, and the quiet
Iran's as well.
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She coul d have wal ked away at the start, and none of this

woul d have happened. But to wal k away now woul d add cal -

| ousness to her insensitivity. It would |eave all these terrible
events with no meaning at all

But did this decision involve Tris at all, really? Tris was dead.
Gone. It was done, and she couldn't undo that, as much as she
wanted to, craved to, undo it. She would replay this over and

over for the rest of her life, living with regrets and m ght-have-
beens.

More inportant right now were Iran and the Durquist. It was

nmore than just self-interest on their part; she understood the
unspoken code they were insisting upon. Hama's death had been
nobody's fault; although they'd been lucky up to then. that kind
of risk cane with the job. But the teamwas a teamor it was
nothing. To them Tris's tragedy was the direct result of her
actions, and that neant it was due to one nenber of the team

| etting down another. This decision boiled down to nore than
just her feelings and Tris's continued exi stence in sonme way.
What they were really saying was that her own feelings and
interests were against the feelings and interests of the team |If
she refused what they wanted, she would be in effect dissolving
the team I|f she said no, there wasn't a being on a hundred
worl ds who woul d trust her to make coffee, |let alone nake de-
cisions that mght nean their lives. If she said no, she would
not be a team player; her nane woul d be passed around and her
story told so that no spacer woul d ever even speak to her again.
To make a m stake, even one like this, was understandable; to
violate the team code was the unforgivable sin.

She hadn't worked five years for that.

She had made a nmistake and it had cost. Now they wanted to
know how much it had cost, and whether it realty was just a
m st ake.

Most spacers never struck it rich; nost spacers lived the sane
ki nd of hand-to-nouth exi stence they had, kludgi ng and coaxing
their rickety ships and equi pnent to keep goi ng, doing whatever
they had to do, always according to their own code and their

own ways. She had not deliberately caused this thing; they would
accept that. But if she said no, against the team now, she woul d
| ose the only things a spacer really had: pride, honor, and a
sense of belonging, things that were earned the hard way, and
the last things tossed out. No matter what, her thoughts and
menories would force her to live with what she'd done. But to

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 77

quit now, walk out on the team would be to walk out on the
only inportant thing she'd ever done or earned on her own.

But damm Tris for not sticking that gun barrel in his nouth
and nmaki ng so much of a ness of it that this wouldn't have been
an option!

"l cannot go against the interests of the team" she told them

softly, in a voice without nuch expression at all. "You have ny
vote to proceed, Doctor. How | ong before we would get him
back?"
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"A matter of a few weeks. It's not as easy as all that. Only
when we begin the process will we have an idea of the length
and problens."

"Do what you nust, and the best you can for him Iran,

Dur qui st—we' Il need another telepath. That's not going to be
easy. Mst telepaths are so unnerved by just being in the sane
roomas a cynol that they'll starve first."

The two others visibly rel axed when she had given the go-
ahead. Suddenly it was busi ness as usual

"Not to nmention the practical problemthat we |ost a team

menber last tinme out and then had this happen on top of it,"

the Durquist noted. "For a while we will have—what is it you
humans call it?—-a Jonah reputation. Yes, that's it. This will not
be easy. W nay have to take what we can get."

"Do what you have to—enly, if possible, we want sonebody

wi th experience. Sonebody who's used to working with an es-
tabli shed team W have a few weeks, and | can cover the bills
until then. There's no rush."

" 'l know. But the only ones that have that kind of experience
and woul d work for us under these conditions are probably Jo-
nahs thenselves. It will be difficult."” The Durquist paused, its
big black Iips alnost clenched for a nonment. Then it said,
"Modra—go home and take a pill and get sone sleep.”

She nodded wearily. "I plan to do just that," she said, and

got up to leave. The doctor had already |eft, since there was no
point in remaining at this stage. Drained, Mddra Stryke headed
for the door.

"Modra," the Durquist called softly.
She stopped, turned, and faced the star creature. "Yes?"
"Wl cone back, Modra."

She didn't smle back. Instead, she said, quietly, "W all nake
our own beds, | guess, and wi nd updoi ng what we have to do."

CHOCSI NG CORPSES

Jimy MCray was al so wondering how the hell he'd gotten into
this kind of situation, but his problemstemmed froman act of
ki ndness and conpassion. He'd never really believed that there
were such things as Jonahs, sinmply passing off "bad | uck"
spacers as ntonpetents, but that was before he had becone one
hi nsel f.

Not only was he unenpl oyed and wi t hout prospects, he'd sad-

dled himself with a ward who could offer no service he could

use and who was al so without citizenship, status, or connections
and was totally dependent upon him The worst thing, however,
was that Grysta hadn't shut up about it since it happened.

"Nag, nag, nag. Don't take it out on ne," he grunbled to
the Morgh, who was sonet hing of another usel ess dependent
hersel f. "Wat was | to do? Walk away and | et sone innocent
be sl aughtered?
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</ have to take it out on you. There's no one else | can take
it out on. >

Well, that was a fact, at least. Still, "At |east you have some-
body to take it out on. | have nobody, but I've all the responsi-
bility, both for a hairy wormon ny back and for a half-girl,
hal f -goat, neither of whom can do anything useful or produc-
tive."

< Who are you calling a wornP>

"If you don't like the situation," he told her, "you can al ways
find yoursel f another host."

78
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<And get killed by the coppers as soon as they found out. No
t hanks. >

"Then shut up and let ne think."

The Syn girl had cone al ong neekly with hi mwhen they'd

left the alley, alnost like a small child, and it didn't take him
long to realize that for all the sleaze of her past life, a child was
pretty much what she was. Worldly only in her own el enent,

she was apparently ignorant of all else. She seened slow, even

a bit stupid, but it wasn't clear yet whether that was part of her
programming or sinply the result of the course she'd been forced

to take.

Her m nd was an open book to him but it gave himno an-

swers. She didn't seemto really think, at |east not in the way he
denned that activity. There was no brooding, no real curiosity,
no thinking about the future. He got the inpression that she
didn't so nuch act as react, and what little she did think she
said aloud. It was as if she had no ego at all; that she existed
only in reaction to others. Looking out the train wi ndow she had
no real thoughts of her own as such; only occasional concepts
like "pretty" or "dark" or other inpressions, instantly made,
instantly forgotten. In a way, she was nore alien and unsettling
to himthan nost of the bizarre life forns that nmade up the
Exchange

She didn't even really have a name, just one of those |ong
nunbers she'd menorized that meant nothing to anyone except
maybe to her makers and the road conpany that had owned her.
Sone of those who got to be star dancers and the |ike got names,
or nicknanes, but she was strictly mnor |eague. |If the custoner
wanted a nanme, she asked himfor his favorite one and took it
for the evening. Jinmy changed that on the way honme the first

ni ght .

"Anybody from now on asks you your name, you tell them

it's. Mlly. If they want a full one tell themyou're Mlly M-
Cray." He'd always liked the name. He'd had the hots for a

Mol Iy once, back when he was in school, and it was also the
nane of one of his grandnothers.

"Ckay, master,'
Ml ly MCray."

she' d responded docilely. "For you | be
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"No, for everyone. From now on. Understand? And never,
ever, call ne 'master' again. You will call nme Jimmy. Everyone
calls ne Jinmmy."
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She nodded, al though he wasn't sure how nmuch sank into that
pretty head. "Ckay, Jimy. | do whatever you say."

It was almost with a shock that he'd realized she nmeant that
literally. Slavery was illegal except on sone of the very prinitive
worlds, and it was norally repugnant to him but she wasn't a

real person with real status or rights; she had the sane position
in the enpire of the Exchange as a robot or conputer, even

t hough she was a living, breathing person

"Do you know how to do anything except dance and lie with
men?" he asked her.

She | ooked at himblankly, as if the question itself was absurd.
Wrse, the picture patterns that came into her mnd in reaction
to the question were all of things very nuch related to just that.

She reached up to scratch her cheek and for the first tine he
noti ced her fingers. Four long-nailed fingers on each hand, but
no thunbs. None.

"Do alt the Syns lack thunbs?" he asked her, genuinely cu-
rious. In all these years he'd never really noticed.

"Al'l the ones | know," she responded matter-of-factly. "I
think it a rule or sonethin'."

A deliberate design flaw, he thought sourly. To keep them
fromever being anything but what they were, and to make sure
they were only useful for what they were intended. It sure put
limts on what you could do, anyway. Even opening contai ners,

twi sting knobs, that sort of thing, would be extrenely difficult.
Hel I, you used thunbs in al nost everything. There wasn't an
intelligent species without opposable thunbs or pincers or pre-
hensil e tentacl es or the equivalent.

In the days ahead he | earned nore about her and her ki nd,

and he al so | earned how very dependent she was. She coul dn't
brush her own hair, and the knobs on the shower were beyond
her. She coul d manage somet hing |i ke a sandw ch, awkwardly,

but she dropped a fair nunber of other things. The fingers she
did have didn't seemto have nmuch ruscul ar i ndependence; they
closed pretty nuch as a unit and opened the sane way, and the
i ndi vi dual novenent of each wasn't that great.

About the only positive surprise was that she seened to be
abl e to netabolize just about anything organi c—a cost-saving
measure, nost |ikely—and her natural body odor, which he'd
feared might be goatlike. seened sweet and even slightly per-
fumed.

And, when she was told to figure out a way to do sonet hing,
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such as operate the shower or tidy up, she put herself single-
m ndedly to the task. She wasn't al ways successful, but she
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always tried to do exactly what she was told.

The biggest surprise to him though, was that she was a broad-
cast enpat h.

She was just sitting in the room staring at him and suddenly
he began to get very, very turned on. Had it not been for Gysta,
he woul d have thought it sinply the normal reaction to the sit-
uation, but the Morgh seened to sense sonmething and jolted him
just a bit. Then he sawin MIlly's nmnd a single concentration
on him and was able to break it.

"Are you doing that?" he asked her. "Trying to turn nme
on?"

"Isn't that what you want?" she responded a bit seductively.
"Wy el se do Ji my want me?"

"To save your |ife, renenber?”

The comment shoul d have triggered a series of thoughts in

her, but it didn't; instead, it triggered only vague confusion and
a qui ck thought-burst that took hima nonent to nake sense of.
Wien he did, he was shocked to realize that she had no rea
under st andi ng of his actions, because she placed no val ue on
hersel f beyond her function in |ife and saw that function as her
sol e value. She saw no reward in having her life saved, because
she placed no value on it; it was sonebody else's to save or take.
The Boss Master had been hurting her; she had cried out, nostly
mental ly, against it and McCray had shown up. MCray had

fought the Boss Master and won her as the prize.

Until this nmonent, he hadn't realized just how alien she was.
First things first. He wanted no nore surprises.

"Can you read feelings, or just cause themin people?" he
asked her gently.

"Mostly just make men want ne, meke things real nice, so it
al ways go just right."

He nodded. He knew of few broadcast enpaths who coul d

al so receive clearly, just as there were only a few receivers who
could do any kind of broadcasting on even a very |low | evel, but
you never knew when sonmebody was designed rather than born

It was likely she could broadcast al nobst any enotion, and over

a fairly broad range and with sone power, too, although she
probably was unaware of it, being untrained and untested. It

expl ained the effect the beating had on him too. He'd heard the
screans and protests both aurally and tel epathically, but rein-
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forcing it was the enpathic broadcast. He had literally felt an
echo of her fear and misery, and that had made it nearly inpos-
sible for himnot to do what he did, although, even now, he
liked to think that he woul d have done it anyway.

"Way couldn't you use this power to stop the Boss Master
fromhitting you?" he asked her, know ng the answer al nost as
soon as he asked the question
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"Boss Master like hurting us," she responded nmatter-of-factly.

To a sadist, that kind of broadcast woul d be confirmation of

puni shrent wel |l -inflicted and maybe a real thrill, too. That, in
fact, was just the kind of man they'd hire to manage and shep-
herd a bunch like the Erotics.

He sighed. "This is going to be very hard for you to under-
stand, but you nust understand it. First, you do not do that to

me, ever. It won't work, anyway. Second, | did not save you to
have ny own slave or live-in lover. | saved you because | do not
i ke seeing anyone hurt. and | do not believe in letting anyone
be killed. You are here because, having done what | did, | am

now responsi ble for you. That is not what you are used to, but
it is what is true."

To his surprise, she did understand it, to an extent—and it
made her feel miserable. If she wasn't to be his |over and sl ave,
then she had no val ue or purpose at all

"I's that all you want to be? Have you never dreaned of being
somet hi ng el se, doing sonmething else, finding other things to
do?" he asked her, grow ng exasperated.

She | ooked at himvery seriously and said, truthfully, "No."

"Al'l right, all right! Now, | am going to show you why you

can't nake ne happy—and, believe ne, it isn't froma lack on

your part." Wth that, he renoved his shirt, then turned his back
to her.

She stared at Gysta, flattened out |ike sone black and white
wool Iy caterpillar in the small of his back, and, for the first tine,
she showed real curiosity. "Wat-what is it?"

"That, ny dear, is Gysta. Gystais froma planet where there
are a lot of big but dunb creatures- Grysta's race is parasitic—
they can only live if they are in sonme way attached to sonebody
el se."

< The word is "synmbiotic,'' not "parasitic, you asshol e! >

"Depends on how you look at it," he munbl ed.
Mol ly didn't know the word parasitic, but she got the idea
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fromthe rest of what he'd said. "You nmean it sucks your bl ood
or sonmething? | be told of things like that."

"It's alittle nore conplicated than that, but let's just say that
Grysta can only eat through ne and in fact can only see and |ive
through ne. Don't worry—even if she could live off a Syn's
body—which is sonething we don't know and which | actually

doubt —eonsi dering how much of your systemis devoted to keep-

ing you di sease-free, she wouldn't nove. She's quite happy with
me, and the coppers know about her and would kill her if she

did nove to sonebody el se."

"But you be not happy with her there," MIlly responded,
surprising himagain.
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He sighed. "Just like you were the property of the Boss Ms-
ter, I, in a way, amowned by Gysta.'

"I't—thinkf It tell you what to do?"

"Yes to both questions, although |I don't necessarily do what
she wants ne to. She argued that | shouldn't save you, for ex-
anpl e. Sone things, though, | can't help. In her nmnd, and in
her race's way, she is married to her host, and she is jeal ous.
Sone of the people you serviced were narried, but they didn't
bring their wives with themor probably even tell them about
you. Grysta nust go everywhere with ne."

"And she not let you touch ne."

This is crazy, he thought to hinself. She's gone from feeling
sorry for herself to feeling sorry for ne!

"That's about it. Now you know that | spoke the truth about
why | fought for you and why you are here."

Now Mol ly exhibited at | east one other human trait—the com
nmon reacti on when anybody | earned of Grysta. "How it cone
to get on you?" she asked him "And where are others of it?"

He chuckled. "Don't worry—you won't go to that world, ever.

Nor will, nost l|ikely, anybody el se who mi ght be a suitable

host. 1'm a spacer, or, at least, | was a spacer, when | had a
ship and mates. W explored new worlds, and Grysta's was one

of them Her race had developed a fair intelligence and nostly
lived off the big dunb creatures | tal ked about. | am a tel epath.
You know what that is?

"You read minds. Can you read m ne?"

"Sort of, but never nmind that for now. | read some very com
plicated thoughts in the big dunb critters and we saw that they
had built a kind of civilization. Not very nodem no machi nes,
but grass houses and sone roads and things |ike that. But the
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creatures just didn't have the brains to do it. | was one of those
sent into find out who did have the brains, and | found out. The
story isn't very exciting, really. |I sat in the village and tried to
communi cate and before | knew it, they'd slapped Gysta on ne.

At | east we found out, | suppose, but by the tine I was picked

up, Gysta had so figured out ny insides and got so confortable,
she'd have died if they took her off, and maybe killed nme in the
process. She'd have to tidy ne up to nove on, you see. It |ooked
for a while like | was going to be stuck down there for life, but
the rest of the teamstudied ne and Grysta, and figured out that
she couldn't lay eggs without another of her kind and she was

very smart and so cane under the Sentience Law—+f a race is

found that's smart, that can think, it has certain rights. At the
time, sone people saw real advantages in this conbination, al-
though that idea was later given up. Wile they had it, though,
they decided | could |leave, with Grysta's pronise not to nove

off me to anyone or anything else or she'd be killed. That was

six years ago."

Mol Iy kind of followed the story, showi ng nore of an atten-
tion span than he'd given her credit for, and sone |ogical sorting
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ability as well, but her conclusion was still very Mlly.
"Then you not ny naster. My master is your naster."

<That, > remarked G ysta, <is the absolute strangest |ine
of thought | think I have ever heard. >

This time. Jimy MCray gave her no argunent.

The solution to his nost inmediate predicanent didn't really

| eave himoverjoyed, but there wasn't any other way that he
could see, and it did, at least, seemto nake everybody but him
happy, as usual

Educating Mol ly, making her into a nore independent sort at

| east —she coul d never really be anything but dependent for the
basics, due to her physical limtations—proved exasperating.
There were flashes of curiosity about things that directly con-
cerned her or him but not beyond that. Certainty she didn't see
any value to |l earning anything that had no i medi ate and ob-

vi ous benefit to her. QOccasionally she'd show fl ashes of real in-
telligence, but they would be brief, transitory, and as soon as
the probl em was sol ved or the question answered, she went back
to her normal near-vegetative mental state. It was certain that
she had no concept of abstraction or any sort of anbition.

The problem was, neither he nor Gysta had any idea whet her
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her mental linmtations were sinply because of her previous life
or were progranmred into her very core by the genetic engineers.

There was, in fact, only one thing she really wanted to do,

and it was Gysta who finally suggested to Jimry that a sol ution

to their problens might be in letting her doit. He resisted for a
whil e. His upbringing and spacer outl ook recoiled fromthe idea,
and to go through with it would nean shucking the last sliver of
pride he had, but he finally realized that for the imediate future
it was really the only thing to do

He had soneone who was quite literally created as a sex object

and who wanted to be one, and he had access to the Spacers'

@Quild Hall and the contacts that went with it. That hadn't gotten
hi many job, and the fact that he now had Mol |y made shi ppi ng

out even less likely in the future, but such contacts could get her
into a sort of ancient enploynent.

It was quite typical of the way his life and | uck had gone that
an act of sheer kindness pronmpted by the highest noral val ues,
had wound up turning himinto a pinp.

The mal e human spacers took to her readily; for nany, it was

easy, cheaper than the District, and nmuch nore convenient in a

| ocation of their own choosing. And, ironically, the only thing
he'd had to do to nake it | egal here was take out a small-business
I'icense.

There weren't nmany humans through here, but there were al-

ways sonme, and it wasn't hard to find them and hook the inter-
ested ones. More surprising was that business also cane from

the human resident community. Men who for reasons of mar-

riage or reputation couldn't be seen in the District proved a bet-
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ter market than the spacers did.

He was astoni shed at how qui ckly the noney came in, and

how quickly it grew. It was quite easy to nove out of the Guild
hotel and into a snmall but confortable place in a better part of
town, one nore convenient and safer for the residents. They
weren't going to starve and they weren't going to sink into pov-
erty. Oh, even at her speed they'd never be rich, but they'd never
really want for anything, either.

Syns had no | egal status and no rights, but neither did he have

a true legal claimto her under the |l aw, a nervous Gysta pointed
out. Wien word got around, various unsavory el enments m ght

find it expedient to appropriate MIlly for their own, or enploy-
ees of valuabl e brokerages m ght nove sone power |evers to get
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her exclusively. Again, it was Gysta who also cane up with an
answer,

<No doubt about it. Jimy. You're going to have to marry
the girl. Do that and you have a | egal bond. Then it becones
ki dnappi ng, not property rights. >

"But you can't marry a Syn!" he protested. "They aren't even
|l egally people! It's just not done!"

<Yeah. And that's why I'Il bet there isn't a single | aw or

statute covering it. They'll hemand haw and try to figure every
way around it, but | bet they can't stop it if you insist, and the
marri age woul d nake her a citizen as well, which is nore than
they'll let me be. You know, this is probably the only world

in the Exchange where you could get away with this, too, be-

cause they have only the inperial |aw here and they have to

cover so many different races but no native ones. Try it. What
have you got to | ose?>

And, as usual, Gysta was right. The cynol clerk neariy bl ew

a fuse when he saw the bride and checked the classifications,
and, for the first time. Jimry watched as a cynol renoved part
of its hair and plugged itself into a master console. There was
no way of knowing if the thing was sinply scanning at unnatura
speeds every statute and | egal decision in the Exchange's half
mllion-year history or if it was passing the buck all the way to
the Guardi ans, but after about twenty mnutes the hair patch
went back on, the connector went back in its socket, and the
cymol returned to them Looking a bit distressed, he said, "The
unit is reported as deactivated and destroyed by its owners, so
there are no clainms. There al so appears to be no precedent. The
only question is one of consent, since, legally, you are asking
to marry a machi ne- However, subject to | egal challenge at a

| ater date, there doesn't seemto be any reason why a citizen
who is certified legally sane can't marry a seat cushion.”

"What do you nean 'subject to legal challenge' ?" Jinmy
asked him

The cynol shrugged. "If someone should lay claimto it in

court, you would then be faced with a court case on the validity
of the marriage, or, say, if someone with cause sued to dissolve
the marriage, well, you would have to defend in court. There is,

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (68 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:49 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

as | say, no precedent, although | nust say there are precedents
for things that nake this | ook sinple by conmparison. But the

burden would really be on a challenger, not you. Very well, |et
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me get the records going here. | assune you don't want a cere-
nmony. "'

< Yes, we do, > Grysta responded.
"No, just the legal part," MCray said.

That anpunted to no nore than stating the answers to a few
basi ¢ questions by each of themin front of a recording device
and it was done.

Mol ly had no idea what all this was about, and no real concept
of the legalisns; her thoughts seened to indicate that she saw
this as a kind of legal bill of sale, officially naking her his
property, the way a farnmer would transfer a cow or a horse to
anot her owner, and dissolving any clains her old owner had.

O course. Jimy also considered it pretty nuch of a sham

the only fellow ever married who wouldn't be allowed to con-
summat e the marriage, although half the males through here
could do it for him

O course, if she ever really grew up, was capabl e of grow ng
up, it would al so be easy to get an annul nent on that basis,
whi ch was conforting.

Getting her documents to nake her real also provided a bit of
anmusenent, since i mediately after name and address you had

to enter "racial code," and, quite naturally, there was no racia
code for a Syn. There were a hundred and forty-six officially
recogni zed sentient races of the Exchange, a hundred and twenty-
ni ne known sentient races that didn't duplicate the others for the
Mycoht, and a hundred and si x non-duplicative sentient races

for the Mzl aplan, but none of themrealty fit her. O course,
bei ng an efficient bureaucracy, they did have a "None of the
precedi ng" category, after which one had to go through a ot of
stuff defining not only what the applicant was but why he/she/it
wasn't any of the above. He sinmply put down the basic truth,

whi ch woul d have the best |egal standing, and submitted the
whol e t hi ng.

The electronic term nal seemed to blink, hesitate a bit, then

there was a series of noises and out of the slot came a nice gl ossy
hol ograph ID card with her new nane, official picture, and the

basi cs beyond encoded on it so that it could be read by other

el ectroni c devices as needed. The racial code, however, was
999-999, the classical "None of these," which, in a |egal sense,

put Mblly in the sane racial category and group as Grysta. That
fact, and the thing actually going through and bei ng accepted,

made hi mthankful that Grysta had never gotten this nmarriage
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i dea herself between species. He fervently hoped that an invol -
untary mating such as they had woul dn't be so easily recognized.
Wth all the races and worlds and customns, polygany and pol y-
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andry weren't all that uncommon in the Exchange.

Vell, if Gysta got the idea, at least he felt he could convince
her that it would be against his religion, which it wuld be, if
he still had one.

And, perhaps he did, for he was still alive, and the vestigia

remmants of his ancestral religion was probably the only expl a-
nati on why he hadn't done away wi th hinself.

The problemwas, the only thing that kept life at all interesting
for himwas now forbidden himas welt because of his situation
Space was his true love, his erotic passion, the one thing that
mattered above all others. Space was not nerely his ronance,

his dream it was the crudest mistress of all. Had he not been
infected with it, he'd not have one creature on his back and

anot her out whoring for him Space was a sadistic |lover, and he
was masochi stic enough to want her back

And that was why, when the Durquist had called for an ap-

poi nt rent —and he knew that Ml ly held no charns for a Dur-
qui st —hi s heart skipped a beat and he could not contain hinself
in spite of knowi ng that anyone remotely interested in himwould
be repelled by his excess baggage.

The Durquist settled its starry shape agai nst sone pillows and

| ooked at himwith both stal ked eyes. Jimy tried to read it but
got nostly nush. Although the Durquist wasn't a telepath, it

had obvi ously been through a good training programfor thought
shi el ding, which was inpressive. Unless the star-shaped being
let its guard down, nms would be strictly voice

"Let us get sone prelimnaries out of the way to begin with,"
the creature began. "W are aware of the Mdrgh, and your past
history. That, in and of itself, should tell you sonething."

Ji my nodded. "You need a telepath pretty bad and you can't
get one. Why? There must be a hundred experienced tel epaths
on the rolls, rotting here right now "

"More |like three hundred," the Durquist acknow edged.

"Some we couldn't consider sinply because their physical re-

qui renents woul d require too many expensive nodifications to

our ship. O hers have their own probl ens, including some who

are past their prinme and won't admt it, and still others are,
frankly, not the sort 1'd like at ny back in a fight. Mst of the
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rest refused us for other reasons | will get to presently. That |eft
a conparative handful of people such as yourself, and I 'm down

to you on that short list."
McCray frowned. "They refused you? In this )ob narket?"

"In a nonment. First | would Iike to know just what happened

on your |ast expedition with the Zumaqual ash. W have read the
official reports and debriefings, and heard a bit second hand

fromvarious spacers, but we'd like to know Just why you were

fired by your own side "

He shrugged. "Not nuch of a story, really. W were doing a
First Team evaluation of a dirt ball out at Cue Veranzas. near
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the Mycohl frontier region but free space, and it was the usua
t hing. "

The whol e area | ooked |ike a sea of blue-white sand, and in

it and all over it were rocks; horribly tw sted, shaped by bl ow ng
sand and steady wind into every shape and size and needi ng

little additional imagination to see in them sinister shapes and
figures. Yet, as twi sted and bizarre as they were, |ike massive

bl ot ches of gray and orange paint formed into gl obul es when
dropped in water, they had a certai n—+egul arity—about them

almost as if they were, sonehow, planned, shaped, scul pted

even, but by a mind oo alien to fathom

Thr oughout the | andscape were the dust devil s—hundreds,

t housands of them all whirling about and careening into things
and stirring up sand and dust. Yet the instrunents and probes

had shown the dust devils to be nothing nore than that, poten-
tially dangerous but not terribly substantial, and the rocks and
sand were conposed of known conpounds. Anything out there
unneasured and unseen would remain so 10 the robotic probes

and instrunents; anything that left tracks had renmi ned out of
sight, and any tracks it mght have |l eft woul d have been snoot hed
over by the bizarre dust devils' nmdcap dances.

"Nothing particularly weird," Jimy MCray renenbered

"There were certainly no life forns down there that answered

to the known carbon- or silicon-based fornulas that serve as our
definition. O course, | don't have to tell you that our definition
of life needs a lot of work.'

"Indeed," the Durquist agreed. "And certainly in your case."

McCray nodded. "It was funny. Al our instrunentation, the
robotic probes, you nane it—all ignored. The atnpbsphere was
rotten enough that we couldn't drop live aninmals for any kind of
meani ngful test, so we dropped a few dead ones. The only thing
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that seened to happen was thai some of the dust devils noved
in and over themand buried themin the sand. No big deat, and
not hing realty suspicious enough to ring any al arns."

"You di sm ssed the fact that the dust devils had noved in and
over them as nere coinci dence?"

"Sure. Wouldn't you? | nmean, you could watch those little

buggers going this way and that with no apparent purpose or

consi stency and not see any sense at all and, hell, there were so
many of them a few were bound to cross over. And they were

so insubstantial, really, that the figures said there'd be no rea
probl em breaki ng out of one if you walked into it or it rolled
over you."

"So they were laying for you, as it were."

"I"'mnot sure. I'mstill not sure of anything there. W hit the
ground, fanned out, did the usual routine, and it was |ike ten or
maybe fifteen mnutes before the ship controller noticed any-
thing really odd. | nean, hell, we're |ooking at potentially hos-
tile or intelligent actions, right? W were so concerned with
avoi ding the dammed dust devils that it never occurred to any-
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body, not even the ship's conputer, that the dust devils were
avoi ding us."

"Indeed. The pet that nade no noise. An old error, but a
common one."

Jimy shrugged. "Well, everything went just fine until Al-
muda—a Thetian and our geol ogi cal eval uat or—went over to one

of those weird rock protrusions and decided to drill a core sam
ple. As soon as he started, they just went wild."

"The rocks?"

"The dust devils. They had no natural enemies, or at |east no
natural enemies left, and no matter how chaotic they were, they
never seenmed to hurt each other, so it wasn't |ike we sprung a
trap or anything like that, or that they had any hidden weapons
or powers—but they sure blew their corks. And, in just doing
that, and convergi ng on poor Al rnuda, they used the only kind

of weapon | guess they had—they began picki ng up massive
anounts of sand and then hurling it, in effect sandblasting him
The suit was enough to protect himfromthat, of course, but it
was a godawful anount of sand and thrown at great force and it
qui ckly started to bury him™"

"Did they turn on the rest of you?"

"No, just him with nore of 'em com ng every ninute.

"You tried to help him | assune."
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"Well, every time we made a nmove for him a bunch turned

on us and started spitting sand so hard it knocked us back. Wen
we retreated, they stopped. W tried the pistols, we tried every
ki nd of weapon we had that woul dn't have killed Al nuda, and

they had no effect. It was |ike shooting air. The conputers got
us to back off after that, and they tried a wi de beamfromthe
shuttl e above the dust devils, trying to superheat the air and
maybe di ssipate them or sonething, but whatever they tried didn't
wor k. The heat just nmade them stronger. It drove us absolutely
nuts, hearing Alnmuda's cries, his pleas for help, and not being
able to do anything."

"l see, and with a forty-hour air supply .

"Yeah, you get it. Mst of the teamcouldn't stand it anynore-
We pulled back and tried to confort him and we hoped that may-
be if the dust devils finally buried himconpletely and couldn't
see or hear himanynore that they'd give up, but they kept at it.
Ni ght canme and they kept at it. Day broke and they kept at

it."

"They nust have built quite a sand dune."

"It was a nmonster, covering even all remains of the rocks.

They finally did stop, after maybe thirty hours, but they didn't
move of f or nove away, and they kept keeping us away. It was

as if they knew, sonehow, that he had a |limted amount of time.
After a while we figured out how. Sormehow they could intercept
his radi o, maybe sense the broadcast energy or sonething. Ev-
erybody el se had sort of given up, just on a deathwatch at that
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point, but | couldn't. | finally figured that if we coutd get an
accurate fix by beacon, then he could kill his power and maybe
that would end it and | could get to him By that tine he was
near panic and willing to try anything. He cut his power, which
gave nme about twenty minutes before he'd have to turn it back
on or suffocate, and, sure enough, the things lost interest and
started to drift away. We all rushed in imediately with what-
ever we could bring in, and started digging. W quickly found
we couldn't use the automatic stuff after a while—the sand was
so soft it kept filling in, burying and jaming the controllers,
and potentially shifting himas well. So, after we got as nuch
off with the equipnent as we could, there wasn't any choice but
for us to just go at it |ike denons with shovels."

"You didn't find hinP"

"We didn't get the chance- | didn't have a tiner on him but
he turned his dammed power back on. It was cl ose—real close-
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A couple nmore minutes and we'd have had him | pleaded with

the others to hel p, but sonebody yelled that the dust devils were
com ng back strong and they just backed off and | eft himthere,
and ne digging al one—pore or less. | am never exactly al one.

W were so dammed close\ I'mstill convinced that even with

them starting up again | could have gotten to him and, if | had,
the shuttle could have taken himw th the grappler and hoi sted
himup out of range. | didn't want to quit, even with the devils
starting to spit again, not with Alnuda so loud in ny suit that

it was |ike we was touching helnmets at full power. Gysta began
yellin" and screamn' at me, but | would hear none of it, and I
kept at it, and she finally gave ne a series of painful shocks that
stopped nme dead, then shot ny head full of fear and adrenalin.
She was in control and | couldn't do anything except drop the
shovel and run like hell."

The expression on his face was tense, his eyes wild, his voice
filled with the enption of that tine, as if he were doing it al
over again. Suddenly, he seemed to snap out of it and sank back
into a relaxed posture in his chair.

"Al muda stopped talking to us about an hour after that, and

I could only get brief fragnents of his thoughts, which turned
very dark. He just, well, gave up. | tried to argue with him even
screaned at him but all he finally said was, 'Farewell, com
rades, it has been an interesting life.' Then he shut down al
systens, and, about one mnute later, there was no doubt as to

his |l ocation. One whole area of the huge dune just expl oded
outward. He'd put his energy pack on energency overload. Killed

hi nsel f."

In spite of his professed |ack of faith, Jimy MCray crossed
hi nmsel f.

"l do not see what else you could have done," the Durquist
commented, trying to sound as synpathetic as possible. "Even

if you had gotten to him the grappter could only have taken one
of you up. The creatures woul d have sinply repl aced your ship-
mate with you and there woul d have been the sane problemw th

a different victim"
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"That was Grysta's analysis, but she has a shipmate and crew
of one other. Alnuda was a good fellow, and he was ny friend.'

The Durquist was silent for a nonent. "Urn, yes," it said at
last. "But the rest of your team bl aned you for this?"

"Yes, curse their mserable souls to the |owest Hell! Not ne,
real |l y—&rysta. They blaned Grysta. Did a | ot of good what-ifs
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and decided that she'd killed Al nuda by making nme quit. Never
mnd the fact that the whole lily-livered | ot of them had cut and
run far ahead of ne. That was the hardest thing to take of all

If 1'd cut and run at the sane tine they had, we'd alt have been
conrades in cowardi ce together. Because | had nore guts than

the ot of them | alone got blaned for Alnuda's death. Gysta
and ne, anyway."

"I see. If it was Gysta's fault, then it wasn't theirs- Create
one, or two in this case, scapegoats and you absol ve everyone
el se of blane and redirect guilt into anger. You were the only
human on the tean?"

"Yes. |'ve never actually worked with another human in a
team operation, odd as it mght sound."

"Not odd. | was just reflecting. The team s reaction seens
I'i ke such a human thing to do. Never mnd. These kinds of
situations are rather common for us, | fear. I'"'mnot certain |

don't prefer your last world to our |ast one, where we |ost our
tel epath. One can al nost synpathize with your whirlw nds. An
entire existence based upon scul pting fornms out of rocks, in

which the artists outnunber the desecrator by thousands. One
wonders if they attacked your poor conrade as a viol ator of

some serious religious lawor if it was sinply the case of artists
mur dering what they considered to be the first art critic. No

matter, | don't think that this incident says anythi ng bad about
you. Indeed, it sounds like you' re a better team nmenber than
the others. | wonder if-—=-

At that nonment the door slid open and Mol ly wal ked into the
living roomfromoutside. She spotted the Durquist inmedi-
atel y—the creature was pretty hard to m ss—and stopped. Her
eyebrows went up. "Sorry. Not know nobody here but Jimmy."

"That is quite all right," the Durquist responded pl easantly.
Then, to Jimmy, it said, "W heard on the street how you were
maki ng ends neet, but | do not believe | amfamliar with her
ki nd. She | ooks human, in a way, yet aninmal as well."

Jimy MCray sighed. "Okay, | guess it's time for ny second
sob story." And, with that, he told the Durquist all about how
he'd rescued Mol ly and what had devel oped fromit.

"That's why we're probably wasting your tine," he con-

cluded after giving the basics of the story. "Wen | took her |
becane responsi ble, and she's just not self-sufficient on her own.
The only place she could exist without me would be down at the
Club, and the Entertainers' Quild would never pernmt that. That

94
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means, where | go, she goes. She's a broadcast enpath, wthin

a limted range, so she has sone tal ent other than the obvious,
but she's a lot nore |inted—raybe prograned—than woul d

be useful in the dirt. As much as la like to go back to space,
can't just leave her here. | was forced to wal k out on one person
before and leave '"emto die. | can't do it again."

The Durqui st thought it over. "W have an enpat h—the com

pany owner, in fact—but she's not broadcast. MIlly is basically
human—the tittle tail and the hooves woul dn't be nuch probl em
to allow for in a suit—and rather small and light. But would she
be | oose equi prent ?"

Ji my understood what the creature neant. "No. |'ve never

seen a | ess aggressive person in nmy life, and she'll obey just
about any command. About the only thing is, she's totally in-
capabl e of harm ng anythi ng or anybody unl ess her enpathic
sense tells her that they want to be hurt.'"'

"Well, the job we have in mind won't even involve a dirtfall

as such,” the Durquist told him "It is not risk-free, but it's not
the kind of thing you had last time. About the only problem |l

can see with her is that she is progranmed to provide hunman

sexual favors."

"l see. And no humans on the team"”

"On the contrary. The owner is a hunman female, in fact. And
the man . . . well, that's the problem"”

Jimy MCray sat back and stared at the Durquist. "I've been
pretty open with you. | think it's time you told ne why so nany
turned you down, you had to come to ne."

"Yes, | think so. Settle back and I'Il go fromthe begi nning.
Bear with ne, please, but, even if, at the end, you turn us down,
| suspect you could sell the story to the entertai nnent business.”

Jimmy McCray listened to the whole tale, told rather dispas-
sionately in the strange and i nhuman tones of the Durquist, and
had to agree that it was what his nother would call a real tear-
jerker all right. Even Ml ly stopped munching on a dw fruit

and seenmed raptly attentive after a while, and Grysta nade no
interruptions at all.

But when the payoff canme, the trio had sonewhat different
reactions.

"A cynol! They made hima cynol ?" Jimy MCray was

appal l ed. "You don't know what that does to a tetepath, being
around a cynol for any tine. The playacting is good enough for
THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 9S

most folks, but to a telepath it's like working with a corpse! No
wonder nobody's interested!"

<Romantic idiot,> Gysta commented. <Anybody t hat
screwed up is better off hal f-nachine anyway. | just feel sorry
for that poor wonman. >
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"I's very sad," Mlly commented softly, and Ji my was star-
tled to see a real tear run down her cheek. "She do one dunb
thing and nmake everybody sad."

"There may be parts in her that are yet undiscovered," the
Dur qui st comrent ed t houghtful ly.

"Unfortunately, they're undi scoverabl e by any known neans."
McCray responded glumy. He thought it best not to relay Gys-
ta's comment, and the Morgh didn't press for it.

The Durquist sumred it up rather well. "Look, this particular

job we have lined up is ticklish as hell, but without a tel epath
it's sinply inpossible. W're not even the first to try and crack
this nut, but the profit potential is enornous, which is why the
franchi sees haven't sold or relinquished the option. It's quite
possible that this job is inpossible, but on the renote chance
that it's not, nobody dares |let others have access. It is also near
enough to the Mycohl frontier that abandonnment is out of the
question. There's already been sonme evidence that the Mycohl

have snuck in and had a crack at it thensel ves between expedi -
tions. The nature of the thing is such that if they could crack it
before us, it wouldn't matter if we had legal clainms on it or not.
It's never been tried with a cynol directing operations, though,
and we think that gives us an advantage. There are very few
cynmols not directly working for the Exchange."

"But—y CGod! Day to day with a cymol . . . And you said
there'd be no dirt work, so it's entirely cooped up on ship-
board." He shivered

The Durqui st noved to the humanoid position, as if it were

going to | eave. "Consider this, MCray. You can always be a
procurer, but the freakish circunstances we both find oursel ves
in wll alnost certainly not occur again. If you want space again,
you have to take all the terns and conditions and personnel we

sel ect. You have stones about your neck and you are sunk neck-
deep in water. A dead nan is holding out a stick and inviting

you to grab it. 1 amnow going to interview the |ast two poten-
tials on nmy list. | shall take the first '"yes' | get, no matter what
t he baggage, because we are desperate. But if we get no affir-
matives within the week, then we will cancel the contract. If you
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deci de, call the Wdownoker Conpany at the northern civi
spaceport. If we stilt have an opening, we will take you. | can
waste no nore time on this."

McCray sighed. ' 'l just have to think it over, talk it over. Uh—
just out of curiosity, where did the ship's nane cone fron?"

"The name was inherited with the purchase of the ship,

believe," the Durquist replied. "Before ny tine, really. | be-

i eve someone once said it referred to a donestic ani mal owned

by some fictional character. One gets these bizarre nanes all the
time, as you know, considering how nuch trouble it is to renane
anything once it's registered. Good day."

As soon as the Durquist left, Jinmy began pacing, trying to
decide in his owmn mnd. To be cooped up in an old clunker of a
spaceship with a cynol in command for who knew how | ong
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And yet, it was space. It was a teamagain. It was, as the Dur-
qui st pointed out, his last and only chance, not only for his first
and only true |love, but to perhaps acconplish sonething, to

keep fromdry-rotting forever.

< Well? Are you going to take the job or not?>
"You don't have a preference?”

< Well, as the Durquist said, you can always be a procurer

And even | have to adnmit to being nore than a little bored after
only a few weeks. This life will kill you. Jimy. | know that. But
this is one | just can't call for you. >

"You don't know what it's like for a telepath to be around a
cymol too much."

<No, | only know what it does to your bl ood pressure and

other parts of your anatony, and that's bad enough. That's why

I wn't nmake this decision. But, fromthis non-telepath 's stand-
point, it seens to ne that if the choice is between working with
a wal ki ng corpse and beconing a wal king corpse, | know which

one | would choose. >

"Logical as usual," he muttered.

"VWhat is cynmol?" Mdlly asked, curious. She was used to
these one-sided nuttered conversations by now, but felt no hes-
itation about listening in.

"A person who's had nost of his brain replaced by a com
puter,"” he told her. "A machine in a dead man's body."

"A Syn?"

"No, not a Syn. This man was bom normally, grew up |ike
other nen, had a life, but died young and a suicide, |eaving his
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body intact. So they used it and stuck in a sort of brain of their
own. "

"He talk |i ke machi ne?"

"No, in fact if you don't have a Talent, you couldn't tell a
cynmot froman ordinary person. But you'll be able to tell, and
so will I. You know how you can tell the feelings of anybody
you're cl ose to?"

She nodded.

"Well, did you ever get that fromthis chair? O that piece of
fruit you ate? O the door over there?

" 'Course not."
"Well, that's what you'll get fromhim too."
"Li ke man we got papers fromin office. O police in clubs."

He nodded. "Yes, they're cynols."

"Only brain get swtched?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (77 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:49 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

"Yeah. So?"
"Was wonderin' about other parts of body."

He chuckled. "They're still there, but they' re not inportant

to the fell ow anynore except as decoration, |ooking right. You

m ght say that the flesh is willing but the spirit's not there at
all."

That went by her, but she got the idea. "So nobody on this
ship for ne?"

"That's about it- Could you stand it?"
She shrugged. "Is no big deal. Is Just a job, you know. "

He had to chuckle at that. Every time he thought he had her
figured out she threw hima curve. Maybe it would be interesting
to see what others woul d make of her—even a cynol

< See ? You 're outvoted, two to one. Take the dammed j ob,
Jimy, and just hold your nose. >

He sighed. "Yes, Mther."

< Besides, you only got to work with the guy. |nmagine that

poor wonman having to work there, too. This ship'll snell so
much i ke an ancient tragedy, you mght even figure you haven't
got troubles. > i

"That," he responded dryly, "is exactly the kind of view
point | would expect fromyou."

JUST OFF
THE HOT PLANT

Tris Lankur | ooked and sounded so nuch the sanme that it was
easy to fool oneself nost of the tine that nothing really had
changed, that the hospital stay had been for some other sort of
injury, that he was now back, hale, hearty, and healthy.

Oh, there were little things, things that you noticed only be-
cause you*d been so close to the man for so many years, but
those you might force yourself to overtook. He no | onger snoked
or drank to excess, or vanished into the District now and again;

he was a bit neater, a bit nore fastidious, that kind of thing-
little things, easily dism ssed or suppressed—f only she hadn't
been an enpat h.

Every living thing | arge enough to have a central nervous sys-
tem gave on" some sort of enmotive radiation, even if it was just
the fear and biochenical surge that a bug felt when chased by a
boot trying to squash it. Enotional readings of aliens were often
confusing or bizarre, and some couldn't be properly interpreted,
but, unlike the telepath for whomthere were races outside the
common tel epathi c band, there was just about nothing living that
was W t hout some enpathic radiation. To sonebody bomwi th

that sense, it was sinply a part of things, a part of life, a part
of everyone's identity, as nuch as col or and shape and voi ce and
snell. To the empath, a person without this radiation was anal -
ogous to soneone nissing arns or legs or cruelly disfigured; it
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m ght not nake a | ot of real difference, but you could hardly
avoid noticing it no matter how nany tinmes you saw t hem
98

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 99

On the enpathic level, no matter how he | ooked or sounded
or seened, Tris Lankur had no nore presence than the water
cool er.

That had hit her as soon as they net him on discharge from
the hospital- Her first hesitant words to himwere ones she prob-
ably had never before needed to speak

"How-how do you feel ?"

He smiled his old snmle and shrugged. "Fine. Pretty good for
a dead man, anyway. |s there anything wong? Did they put ny
head on backwards or sonethi ng?"

"No, nothing like that," she responded, not smiling at his
typically flip hunmor as she would have in the past. "I'man
enpat h, renmenber ?"

The rem nder actually seenmed to surprise him "Huh. You

know, | never thought of that. Until this point, | hadn't ever
under st ood why Tal ents got the fits around cynols. "Il be
damed. Hey—' m sorry, but there's nothing I can do. 1 can't
broadcast cheer or sadness or whatever. | guess it's just one of

those things you' re gonna have to learn to live with."

That's not the only thing, she thought sourly. Damm it! It was

wor se than she thought, because he wasn't really different. If he
nmoved differently or talked differently or had a major personality
shift, it mght actually have nade it easier, but this was Tris
here—ris, with sonething very inportant and very dear very

obvi ously m ssing.

"Do you know what happened to you?" the Durquist asked
hi m

Tris sobered up and nodded. "Yeah, | know. | don't really
remenber -+ have a few gaps here and there all over the place
and nothing since we left that'canopy world at all—but | know.

I think it's best we don't dwell on it nuch. | never really figured
on the enpathic business, though. Tel epaths are easy to under-
stand, but it just didn't translate over to enpaths as well. Think

she can handle it?"

"l don't know. We have a job that has been waiting on your
discharge, and that will tell the tale."

"Has she been seeing a psych?"

"Yes, but | gather that they want her to go on this one just to

convince herself that it's over for her. | think they want her to
quit and this is the cold shower, and | think she will. You are,
after all, a walking knife directly in her guilt center."
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Tris Lankur gave a soft, wy snile to hinself and said. softly,
"Wl |, maybe there is a bit of justice in all that."
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The Durquist's eyestal ks quivered in its equivalent of raised
eyebrows, and it wondered for a nonment if there was nore Tris
and less illusion here than they had indicated. Wo. after all,
but a cymo!, and its Guardi an programmers, knew just what it
was |ike to be one? Indeed, the nature of the beast nade it
probabl e that not even any two cynols were exactly alike. -

"You've found a telepath that will work with me?" Tris asked
t he Durqui st.

"Yes, but | have grave reservations about the package | had

to buy with him It wasn't easy, Tris. W are tal king the bottom
here, not of the proverbial barrel, but the bottom of a black hole.
I"1l fill you in on the way. Tonorrow the two of you will neet

in the briefing and then you can see what | nean. and we will

see just how rmuch this fell ow wants out."

That night, Tris Lankur did not go to his snall apartnent.
Instead, he remained in the shipyard. Because a cynol still had

a human body and part of a human brain, some rest was re-

quired, but very little conpared to the normal person, and never
quite true sleep. If need be, he could rest pans of his body in
stages, and go for a very long tinme without really resting at all.

He had left the hospital with a small suitcase; now, with ev-
eryone el se gone, he opened it and carefully renoved two gray,
obl ong boxes. One had a handle and was his portable unit; the

ot her he spent several hours installing in his cabin on the Wd-
owraker so that when he was done, it was well -di sguised but
linked into all ship's systens, including conmunications and the
nmast er conputer.

Then he went back to the office, rooted around, found sone

beer in the small refrigerator and a box of stale cereal, and did
what he coul d- The body was still the body and it required what
all bodies required, sonething he had to be constantly m ndfu

of . This wasn't what his body needed for peak efficiency, and

he woul d have to insure that a proper and exacting bal ance of
such things was aboard or programed into the food synthesizer

on the ship, but it would do for now.

Fi ni shing the "supper,” he went to the box with the handl e

and placed both thunbs in spots only he could sense and which
were attuned to himand himalone. A small crack appeared

about fifteen centineters fromthe top, and he slid it back with
hi s thunbs. Then he di sconnected the master cable fromthe rear
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of the master ternminal on his desk and plugged it into a socket
inside the box. Next, he pulled out a long, thin cable with a
smal |, menbranous end, then pulled over his big reclining desk
chair and sat down. Holding the box cable in his left hand, he
reached up with his other hand and renoved a thick segnent of
hair, putting the very real-looking hair patch on the desk. Were
the patch had been there was now visible in his skull a small

pl ate conposed of myriad silver contacts against a flat copper-
col ored backing. He fixed the cable to the plate, snpothed out
the nmenbrane, settled back, and appeared to fall fast asleep

Jimy MCray felt the oddest m xture of enotions of his life
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sitting there in the common briefing room and he knew that the
redhead, Mddra, the enpath, was probably getting it doubl e,
feeling like he felt and also getting his own drift. He wi shed he
could danmp it down, but there was no way even Gysta could

hel p very nuch here

Cynol . . . That's a dead man there.

Trannon Kose, the sonewhat introverted creature who was the
team control |l er, cane out of his shell when it was all business,
and began the neeting.

"This is a job like no other," he began. "Three other Ex-

change teans have had a crack at it and cone back enmpty, and
we're pretty sure the Mycohl have snuck in and had nore than

one go at it thenselves. In all other cases, we have had a pl anet
at |l east well-nmapped and checked out by automated equi prent

under the command of an experienced scout—for all the good

t hat does."

That produced some wy smiles, anong those who coul d
smle.

"This one, though, we can't go down on. Nobody can, or

could, at least that we know of. W can't even say exactly what's
init, although you'll have full spectrographic data that'll say it's
nmore ordinary than it really is. It is an anomaly, a kind of object
that doesn't fit current know edge or theory, and it's driving
scientists and nmaster conputers as crazy as it has the teans

who' ve tried to crack it. It doesn't even have a nanme. For reasons
that will be quickly obvious, the franchi sees have accepted the
scout's descriptive nane and sinply called it the Hot Plant."

The room darkened, and suddenly there it was—far away at
first, then closer, until it nearly filled the wall
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"That's no pl anet, *
starl."

Jimmy MCray commented. "That's a

And, indeed, that was exactly what it |ooked |ike—a comon
yel | ow sun.

"That i5 the inpression,” Trannon Kose agreed, "but if it is

a star, it is not any son of sun we know. First, although its color
is roughly that of the common Gtype sun, its mass is infinitely
greater, and its size is smaller than the common white dwarf. In
fact, the density cleariy shows that the damed thing should
either collapse into a black hole or blow up, and it certainly
should not be as relatively cool as it is nor that color. Attenpts
to penetrate its core or to read the core conposition have fail ed.
Ei ther the probes are destroyed or they send back neaningl ess
garbage. W don't know if that is because the core is sonething
totally new or because its other activities scranble any attenpts
to get neaningful data. You see, it has the annoying habit of
occasionally and randomy spewi ng out all sorts of crap. It threw
somet hing at the last teamthere, which blew all the instrunent
readi ngs off the scale and took the teamalong in a wild ride at
neariy the speed of light. It was as if it were possible to bunch
together gravitons and spew themout in a mni, terribly dense,
little planet. They barely escaped with their |lives and won't go
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back. "
That caused a stir.

"There really is no safe place to nonitor this thing from but
activity is so random and so unpredictable that the odds are at

| east as good that nothing will conme at us as that everything wll
cone at us."

"That conforts me greatly," the Durquist remarked wyly.

Trannon Kose ignored the interruption. "Normally, this would
be a matter of sheer science, not involving folks |ike us, except
for the nost incredible and inexplicable fact of all

"It is inhabited."

That caused a real stir. "Hold on, hold on!" McCray called
out. "How the bl oody hell can you telP."'

"That is where you conme in, MCray," Tran responded

"Wth amplifiers you will have no problemverifying that for
yoursel f, nor Modra either. There is definitely sonething, a |ot
of things, alive on that hell, something that thinks, and that makes

it the key to the whol e puzzle. Just suspend your skepticismfor
a monent and accept what | say."

"That is not easy to do," Tris Lankur said flatly.
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"It is things like this that make civilization worth saving,"
the Durqui st noted, and nobody was sure if it was being face-
tious or not.

"All right, just do it for the sake of argunent. |nmagi ne any

kind of life that could have evol ved down there. Things nust
change constantly. Their environnment, their very conposition

and nmakeup, is unlike any kind of life as we know it, and their
exi stence nust be so alien it would have little or nothing in
common with any of us. They certainly don't see or hear or do
anything else in the ways we do, but logic dictates that they
probably are unaware that there is even an environnent outside

of their own. They live on the place, not in the outer |ayers, so
there's no probability of awareness. The nmass at the core is enor-
mous; they woul d have no way, short of getting blown by one

of those instabilities, to escape fromit, and if they did, they
woul d surely die—and do. We've nonitored their deaths."

"You nean—tel epathicalty," Jimy MCray comented.

The oval head bobbed in the equivalent of a nod. "Yes, tele-

pat hically and enpathically. We think their entire comuni ca-
tions level is on the mental bands. It's possible, even probable,
that they are sone form of bonded energy creature, that they

are, in fact, effectively disenbodied ninds. Don't ask me how
that's possible. Sone of the top scientists in the field are now
under the care of the best psychs in the Exchange after | ooking
into that question, and the nunber of careers in physics al one
that this thing has already ruined are beyond all but the greatest
computer's ability to count. Fortunately, our job isn't figuring
that out. What we're expected to do is figure out some way to
make contact with these—peopl e—er whatever they are."
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"The first step is sinple awareness,"” Jimry McCray pointed

out. "If they get contacted—even if they can't understand any
of the framework-so that they are aware of another and alien
intelligence, then that's the wedge. | can't see why that's so
hard. "

"Everybody agrees with you, McCray. The trouble is, they

can't handle it. W can read them but any attenpt to contact
themwell, so far, at least as far as we can tell, kills them The
prevailing theory is that, being pure energy, when they make

tel epathic contact they imediately link mnds. Wen they do,

they are suddenly faced with an environnment so alien, so cold,

so totally unlike anything they could even inmagine, their brain

104
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or whatever passes for it interprets our nornmal cozy environnent
as death—and they pronmptly die."

"That problemis not unheard of," the Durquist noted, "but

in all other cases we've been able to get down there in sone
kind of suits or protective devices and announce ourselves in
their elenent, providing sonme kind of grounding for them If
the Hot Pl ant even destroys our instruments and probes—that is
out of the question. | can see the problem™

"And the potential reward if it's solved," Mdra Stryke put

in. "lmagi ne that kind of environnent, that sort of newlife
form down there, in that kind of hell. If we could somehow
contact them link up with themin sone way, that kind of power

and excl usi ve know edge of a whol e new branch of physics woul d
have a val ue beyond cal cul ati on and woul d pay off for genera-
tions."

"I's this the first job your husband's firm handed us, Modra?"
Tris Lankur asked a bit peevishly.

"They bought into the franchise on a minority basis, yes,"

she responded. "They're running out of seed noney, after all

and if they don't have a teamin on the problem they could
forfeit the rights. At least it's not a snelly swanp on a dirt ball
and while we've killed a few of them by accident, they haven't
done anything back. If they reacted, they'd have to know we

were there, and that would be half the battle."

"What about it, MCray?" Trannon Kose asked the new
menber. "This will to a |large extent depend on you, although
wi th our hel p, advice, and support. You want a crack at it?"

He shrugged. "I don't see what we have to | ose. The worst |
can do is kill a few hundred nore of the hot little devils."

Jimy MCray sat back in his chair on the crew bridge of the

W downaker and stared at the screen showing the target. The

Hot Plant was aptly nanmed; a small but incredibly fiery little
bugger about the size of the average gas gi ant and bl azi ng away
like a mniature sun, the filters showing the whirls and eddies
of its gases in constant turnoil.

In a sense, it was a sun, but, unlike a true sun, it wasn't master
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of all it surveyed. Instead, this blazing orb was in orbit, along
with an incredible amount of junk, around a terribly small but

i ncredi bly dense core that wasn't even visible except with instru-
ments. It could be a neutron star or sonme other object in the
process of conpacting down to the point where it becane a
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bl ack hole, except for its irritating habit of intermttently spin-
ning off tiny pieces of itself and flinging themout in alt direc-
tions. It was that sort of behavior that had destroyed severa

previ ous shi ps and whi ch was why, now, there was an Exploiter
Teamin place instead of the usual raft of scientists. Al the

nmoni toring was being done by robot craft that had, according to
Tris, a useful life span of perhaps two or three nonths before
they didn't junp fast enough

He stared at the infenb on the screen and for the thousandth
time tried, and failed, to inmagine any sort of life, no matter how
bi zarre, existing on it.

The core wobbled Iike nad fromthe parental bonbardnent;

it had a starlike tenperature and clinmate, and it was as good a
definition of Hell as he'd ever seen

W dowraker was as close in as they dared, although the com
puter pilot was prinmed and ready and the engi nes were at mn-

i mum power in case anything really nasty cane by that night
require a quick exit. That, of course, presupposed that the dark
little bastard at the center of this cockeyed sol ar system sent
sonmet hing their instrunents were designed to neasure, and sent
it at a slow enough pace so they could dodge it.

Pl acenent was tricky here. They'd all have preferred to be

much farther away, but then, even with the anplifiers, there
woul d be no way he could get a reading on anything on that
fireball out there, and the time |ag al one would have been irri-
tating. Too close, and even the shields wouldn't keep them from
frying, or being spun about in all sorts of force whips fromthe
conflicting close-in bodies.

He still didn't like to be around Tris Lankur, and he trusted
the cynol even less, but being around Mddra wasn't exactly a
clutch of jollies, either. He couldn't remenber anybody that m s-
erable or that guilt-ridden who hadn't done away with t hensel ves
by now. If being there was unconfortable for him it was sheer
torture for her; she was eating her bloody insides out, and not
deep down, but right on the primary band, where it washed over
himif he didn't take constant steps to shut out those thoughts.
Trannon Kose was a bit easier to take, although his human con-
versational style concealed an interior thought pattern and frane
of reference that occasionally nade McCray dizzy.

Mol Iy spent nost of her time relaxing in the cabin, listening
to godawful rnusic played by who-knew what on what could only
remotely be described as sone kind of sound-making nachines,
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but at |east she knew enough to keep out of the way. She had
the uncanny ability to sinply turn her mind off, something he
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of ten envi ed—and woul d certainly wi sh on Mdra Stryke.

She hadn't quite gotten the idea of how all this had come about
or why, but she had renmarked that Mdra was "all hollow real

real sad,"” and that Kose was "mad at the girl for some reason

‘n not hidin" it well,” while the Durquist "seemto think all us
is a neat show." He wasn't sure what that |ast meant, not being
able to penetrate the Durquist's bl ocking pattern, but he had the
uneasy feeling that Mdlly meant exactly what she said.

<A ship and crew made for us, huh, Jimy?> Gysta re-
mar ked.

"Huh? How d you know | was thinking that?"

< W been sort of close, you know. You don't need to be a
telepath to figure out some things; you just need brains. >

"Intell ect without conmpassion is just a good computer,” he
retorted sourly.

< Yeah ? And what did conpassi on gel you but saddled with
sonmebody hal f-horse and hal f-binbo? O buried alive if | hadn't
st opped you. >

"Maybe—rmaybe |ike the woman Stryke, I'mjust trying to
justify still being alive."

< You 'Ill live along tine. Jimy. Deep down you don't have
the guts to do what Lankur did and you know it. Your only hope
is that sonmebody or sonething will do it for you. >

He sighed and | ooked at the chair. "I guess we better get to
work. 1'll have to experience this to believe that there could be
anything remotely alive, let alone sentient, in that ness."

The usual crew chairs were on the crew bridge, of course, but
there was one extra, before the big screen, particularly |arge and
padded and confortabl e-1ooking. It had odd straps and smal

handl es for handhol ds, too, and a small control panel under a
false arnrest on the right side

Jimmy sat init, reclined to a confortable position, then ac-
tivated the controls by his right hand. Instantly a nearly invisible
energy blister surrounded the chair, uniting himwth the ship's
conmuni cati ons system and putting nost of it under his contro

whi |l e sinmultaneously shutting out everything else, fromthe usua
ship's noises to the sound of his own breathing to any stray

t houghts of others. |solated, cocoonlike, he could first tune out
Grysta, now that there was nothing else to elimnate, and then
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open his mnd via the corn link pointed at the sunlike world
beyond.

He felt the shock that the first tel epaths nust have felt when
they explored this sector; disbelief, amazenent, and a | arge
measure of sel f-doubt that he was getting what he seened to be
getting.

The blazing infeno slipped away; what renai ned was i nmpos-
sibly alive, in the way that real worlds popul ated by real people
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were alive! Good God! The massive, seething babble that swept
over himwas incredibly powerful.

A tel epathic race, he thought. O course. They woul d have to
be.

But a race of what? What kind of denpnic things could live
in Hell and be confortable?

Wth a conbination of thought control and instrunent nmanip-

ul ati on he began to zero in, selectively edit out, |localize. It was
as if you first saw a world, then narrowed to a continent, then

to a region, then to a specific city or town in that region, and
finally to a particular point in that city.

Not that they had cities; that seened clear. This was a kind

of life that lent new neaning to the rmuch-m sused termalien
Even if Trannon Kose | ooked like a collection of m sshapen

radi shes stuck together by fuzzy pipe cleaners and the Durqui st
like a fat-bellied starfish with hot 1ips, they were organic, nade
up of carbon-based nol ecul es, and while they had evol ved dif-
ferently than his own kind, they had evol ved according to the
rul es. Hundreds of races had cone out of prinordial slime, nost
form ng carbon-based life, a few silicon-based, but otherw se so
much within the rules that they defined "life as we know it and
understand it."

Not here. This was |ife as nobody knew or understood it.

He isolated nore, |ocked, tried to read an individual as much

as possible. The resulting stream nade his head hurt and his

m nd dizzy. He'd done this with races so strangely different that
he coul dn't imagi ne what the hell they considered a coherent
thought, but this was beyond all of them This wasn't even gar-
bage!

He instantly realized the basic problem here, which was the
curse of all codes and code-breakers. Because "U e as we know
it" had certain comon origins, even if it did cone out | ooking
and behaving so differently, there were always comon traits.
Most creatures slept in sone fashion, or had sone concept of
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rest. Most ate in some kind of fashion recognizable as such,
even if what they ate and how often di sgusted the onl ooker

There was al ways sone rel ationship of those npbst ancient ele-
ments: earth, air, fire, water. If nothing else, they were aware
of the damed weat her

There was al ways, eventually, sonmething to grab on to, some-
thing to build on.

But what the hell did anybody aboard W downoker have in
common, even to the nobst nicroscopic degree, with the deni-
zens of the Hot Plant?

There seened to be no up, no down, no concept of direction

that canme across in any hol ographi c sense. Instead of a nul
band, they appeared to have two tel epathic bands he coul d catch,
one of which was al nbst constantly active and probably served
as sonme substitute for sight; the other was the internal thought
patterns he was trying to grab.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (86 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:49 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

They floated, they darted, suspended in an enornous band

wel | below the surface activity, but balanced so that they were
unaware of gravity's heavy pull. |If they had artifacts, there was
nothing to suggest it in the patterns, although he couldn't inmag-
i ne what sort of artifacts you could have w t hout anything solid,
wi t hout resources of any sort save the energy in which you lived.

He m ght even have accepted the idea of some single nass

m nd evolving in that crap, but clearly this was an enornous

mass of individuals; if he'd had anything to hold on to, he could
have tol d them apart.

Anot her commonal ty was sensory input. Sight, sound, snell,
taste, touch—that kind of thing. Some of the nmethods evol ution
came up with were pretty weird there, too, but any thinking
bei ng had sense organs of sone kind. Not here. That secondary
tel epat hic band seened to provide the substitute for input, but
the information it relayed was of necessity processed into con-
cepts that had no human equi val ents.

Aye, that was the rub. He was getting their hol ographic pat-
terns—he just had never had their frane of reference and was
unequi pped to even inagine it. The pictures nmeant sonet hing
to them but nothing to him

He realized he was traveling well-trod ground here, but he

already felt the sting of defeat. What in God's nanme coul d he

come up with that the best and brightest brains of the Exchange
and all those races and all those computers and all the rest could

not ?
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And yet it was frustrating as hell, for the patterns he was

getting were both definite and highly conplex; there was no
question that they were not nerely thoughts but very involved
ones. It was inpossible to explain, but just "listening" to the
patterns and sensing how they were grouped and directed, any
tel epath knew that whatever was there definitely did think, and
on a plane well above the comon aninmal or plant. The inter-
action of these patterns also suggested not nerely individuals
but some sort of coherent if not conprehensible social organi-
zation.

But how the bl oody hell did you talk to something that had
not one single word or picture in conmon with you?

He isol ated what he thought was a single individual, although

he couldn't be certain at this range, tracked it for a bit, then
took a deep breath and opened up his mind to it, formng a

wi de- open tel epathic |ink.

Suddenly he was inside the other nmind, in a blazing, confusing
whirl, where nothing nade sense and everything | ooked |ike
fractured nightrmare inmages, just swirls of color and weird shapes
and lines, and bizarre, insane inagery.

At the same tinme, the creature was also in his mnd, suddenly
al one, its secondary band sendi ng back effectively no informa-
tion, all cold and dark and so terribly al one.
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He felt it die; suddenly, |ike a candle being snuffed out, with
only some |last thought that had to be a cry of terror or horror,
and he snapped back into himself, sweating and trenbling.

He'd finally found sone conmonalty of thought, but it wasn't

very useful. The creature, whose whol e universe was denned by
the twin tel epathic bands, had suddenly found that universe no

| onger denned. \WWatever passed for a brain in it instantly inter-
preted this condition and acted accordingly.

Everything it knew or understood or trusted told it that it was
dead, and so it died.

< You better take a break, Jimy, > Gysta cautioned, break-
ing the silence. < Your pulse rate alone is near the danger
| evel . >

A nick of the right hand and the energy blister vani shed and

the link was turned off, but he just lay there awhile. He'd been
war ned, but he still found it nearly inmpossible to believe. It went
agai nst everything in his own frame of reference.

"I killed it, Gysta," he nuttered, dishelievingly.

<So? You've killed before. >

110 jack L Chal ker

"In sel f-defense, yes, but—not just by trying to say hello."

< You sure about that? | nean, you sure they're there at all?
I nean really sure?>

He t hought about that. Could he, in fact, be getting a reading
fromsomewhere else? Did it only seemto come fromthat in-
femo? No instruments could really do nore than neasure the
strength of the telepathic band; the only reason for anyone be-
lieving that there were living, thinking things on that burning
worl d was the strength of the band and the gut feeling of the
tel epat hs who had plunbed it.

Certainly his own interface with the corn link had indicated
that what he was getting was fromthe Hot Plant; certainly, too,
the prior expeditions here woul d have checked to see if there
were sone kind of anomaly that was m sdirecting them

But instrunents were, as always, only good at measuring what
they were told to neasure or what they were designed to nea-
sure.

The fact was, his heart said that they were there, but his nind
still rebelled, and Gysta's suggestion had fed that intellectua
sense of disbelief. He decided that he needed a neeting with the
team Maybe that Metal Head woul d be useful after all.

Tris Lankur was interested yet not very excited by the idea of
sonme son of telepathic illusion.

"If not fromthe Hot Plant, then where?" he asked the others.
"McCray, you're the only tetepath we have. None of us can

really experience what you do with the kind of Iifelong training
you've had. |If you, along with all the ones before you, feel that
it's coming fromthere, and the mnd recordi ngs bear out that
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conviction, who are we to question it? And why do you?"

"It was Grysta who planted the idea in ny head," he told

them seeing the slight disconfort that went through the others-
all but Lankur, he noted cynically—at being renm nded of the
extra creature aboard. "But she only voiced what | couldn't

pl ace. The wongness of it, sonehow. Life there sinply defies
logic. I—all the tel epaths—an only go on experience, you know.
The Tal ent says yes, but |'ve seen nmany a magi ci an who coul d
fool everyone here with sone sleight of hand, and |I've seen
ghost sol ar systens show up on instrunments, and caught tight-
beam signals that seemed to cone from nearby ships or worlds
that were somehow whi pped and curied across many |ight-years
by freaks of nature. They say what goes in black hol es m ght
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eventual |y spurt out somewhere else, but we've never found a
white hole, so if that's true, where does the crap go when it
wei ghs nore than the universe can support?"

"Are you seriously suggesting that we m ght be getting a read-
ing froman alternate universe?" the Durqui st asked, genuinely
fasci nat ed.

"In away it would make a kind of | opsided sense,” Trannon
Kose put in. "This is a npbst unusual, probably unique, solar
system The kind of forces that cone into play here are nyste-
rious and beyond our current understanding. If there were any
ki nd of door into such an alternate universe, it would be in a
systemlike this, under conditions |ike these."

"I ndeed, and an alternate universe would not necessarily have
anything in common with ours, not even the sane natural |aws,"

the Durqui st noted. "It would certainly account for the total |ack
of comonal ty between our minds. Wiy, this raises the stakes
considerably if true! Contact across parallel universes—t's never
been done! It's never been dreant of!"

"Hold on!" Tris Lankur told him "Calmdown, all of you
The next thing you' |l be suggesting is that it's some kind of
m croscopic civilization on a tiny, dense noon of the Hot Plant.'

"Unlikely," responded the Durquist. taking the comment se-
riously. "Such an object would nove or at |east wobble even if
geostationary. It wouldn't be as predictable. Watever we're get-
ting at | east matches the rotation of the Hot Plant. However, an
alternate solar systemin which the Hot Plant wasn't hot, or

per haps where such things are normal that would explain it,

since that near-singularity out there would al nost certainly pop
through to their universe—er perhaps is popping through to ours.
Now that's a thought."

Jimy MCray sighed- "Then it's irrelevant. W're arguing
angel s on the heads of pins here. | was thinking, or rather hop-
ing, that the conditions here were sinply acting as a distorter,
that we were missing the real origin. But whether or not we're

| ooki ng i nto another universe, the problem s the sane. How to
tell sonebody we're here, don't die on us, when we've got ab-
solutely nothing in commpn except a shared tel epathic band.
Forget it. | should have realized this was a dead end before
called a neet."
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Tris Lankur thought a nonent. "No, at least it's gotten us al
in on this. You know, |'ve reviewed all the records, over and
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over, and it seens |ike nobody before us has tried alternate ap-
proaches. "

"We've beamed on every type of transmitter we have, to no
avail," the Durquist rem nded him "Wat wasn't tried?"

Lankur | ooked over at Mddra, who was very quiet through all
this and seened to be nostly avoiding | ooking at him "Em
pat hi ¢ bands, perhaps?"”

She | ooked up and frowned, alnost as if she'd been a mnion
i ght-years away and suddenly got w enched back. "What?"

"They had enpathic scans, to ensure that the tel epaths weren't
all crazy," the Durquist noted.

"Yes, maybe. But they only used themfor w de scan, to es-
tablish a second | evel of proof that |iving beings were actually
there. They never tried active enpathy in the same way they
tried tel epathy.”

"What are you all tal king about?" Mdra asked them

"I think he wants you to go into the anplifier," Jinm told
her. "At least, even if you zero in on one of them you won't
just nurder it."

Suddenly the air around themerupted with inpossibly |oud
alarmbells. Alnpbst instantly all of themwere frozen where they
stood or sat, surrounded in a protective green energy blister
depl oyed by the ship's conmputer. There was a trenendous crash

as i f something huge had struck the ship, and the lights and nost
of the power went, abruptly, and eerily, silencing the cacophony
of alarnms in md-clang and m d-screech, producing a sudden,
expectant silence that was the worst of all

Then it hit.

They were suddenly falling, tunbling in the total darkness,
stomachs turning inside out, each on a bizarre | ooping and
whirling ride in the nothingness.

It was over in a few seconds, but it had seened |ike hours.

The power was restored in stages, as the ship's conmputer, ob-
viously a survivor, checked out the systens, ran danmage control,
and cautiously restored what could be safely restored.

Lankur's protective blister vanished first, and he was i nme-
diately all action. "Conputer! Danmage report!"”

"Bad hole in the aft starboard hold," the computer responded
through the speakers. "Some damage to redundancy systens but
the mains held all right. Everything | oose went flying, though.
Ship and all hands are safe and secure, but the place is a rea
mess from bow to stern.”
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"Screw the ness! \What happened?”

The others were all released now as well, and bendi ng and

rubbing and stretching to rel ease the sudden tension. Mdra
Stryke got to a waste hole and threw up. Jimy MCray wanted

to, but there wasn't nmuch in his throat except bile. He suspected,
al though he wasn't too sure yet, that he'd wet his pants.

< They never had that one in flight recertification simula-
tions'? Gysta commented, soundi ng about as unsteady as the
rest of them | ooked.

"The singularity threw off what can only be described as a

spray of particles along a two hundred and four degree arc, im
possi bl e to dodge conpletely,” the computer was reporting.

"The largest | measured was about five centinmeters in dianeter,
but they were so dense that they were in effect pure gravitons
packed as tight as possible. The speed approached |ight and they
took us along for a while, until their spread weakened their col -
| ective pull sufficiently for us to break free. | diverted all power
to that purpose. The duration of the uncontested pull was one
point two five five seconds during which we noved two hundred

ni nety-seven point three four six zero kiloneters. Breakaway
took another six seconds, braking another twelve, during which
we noved anot her three hundred and fourteen kil oneters,

rounded off.'

"Wait a minute!" Jimry McCray comented as soon as he

could talk without spitting bile. "You're telling me that we
nmoved nearly a light-year in one second, in nornmal space, under
the normal rules, and that froma standstill, we're now better
than two |ight-years away from where we were?"

"More or less," the conputer agreed. "That's why things are

a nmess all over the ship. W mght have sone tenporal dislo-

cation as well, although it is difficult to determine right now It
will take me a little while to effect basic repairs and calculate a
return using nore conventional power. After that | shall en-

deavor to contact universal beacons by subspace tightbeam and
determne just what tenporal dislocations, if any, it caused.

am al so running a stress analysis on every joint and plate in this
ship to make certain that damage which is not obvi ous doesn't

cause unpl easantries later. You can be proud of this ship. W

are not designed to take heatings like that one. | have run the
data we dealt with through the sinulation loop a few nillion

times and al nost every tinme it cones back that we are destroyed
and you are all dead."
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That put a danper on conversation for a mnute or so

Finally the conputer asked,
tothe |.P.?"

"Do you wi sh me to get us back

"Of course,” Lankur responded. "Why woul dn't we?"

"Wel |, considering the simulations, 1 should say that if we go
back and sonething like this happens again, there is virtually
no chance that this ship could hold together a second tine, par-
ticularly in its weakened condition."
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Lankur nodded, then | ooked at the others one by one. Finally
Ji my shrugged and said, "W knew the job was dangerous
when we took it."

"A'l right, then." Lankur sighed. "That seens to be the pre-
vailing sentinent. Get us back when you can.”

Suddenly Jimy MCray junped to his feet. "Molly!" I'd

better see to her' She's probably terrified out of her wits' |I'm

getting the oddest thought-streans fromher." Odd wasn't the

word for it. It was a mxture of the aftermath of sheer terror and
sonet hing el se not so easily denned.

He went out of the wardroom raced down to the cabin they
shared, and poked his head in. She was there, all right, but she
didn't ook terrified and she actually gave hima snile.

"Are you all right?" he asked her, concerned.

"Ch, yeah. Hey, that be neat\ Was nost fun | had in |ong
time. We gonna do that again?"

For a monent he was speechless. She thinks this is some sort
of bl oody amusement ride! Then he said, slowy, controlling
hi nsel f as best he could, "I certainly hope not."

<Who said telepaths can't be surprised? > Gysta com
mented wyly.

Modra Stryke was nore human than she'd been at any tine

since they'd set out on the expedition. Jimy MCray under-

stood that, for the first time. she was | ess admini strator than
active participant, and this gave her sone reason to be there and
to get her nmind off her own dark thoughts.

She wanted this one, wanted it nore than she'd wanted suc-

cess in anything, because, as her thoughts told Jimy, it would
be her last hurrah. There was no question that she was no | onger
fit for this sort of thing, and she knew it. To have this one end
in failure mght be nore than her fragile sanity coul d bear.

In a sense, enpaths and tel epaths were very simlar, only
reading different things. The brain was highly conplex, and it

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 115

used a nunber of organic nechanisns to do what it did. The

anal ogue was to a tiny closed-circuit transmtter that brought all
the el ements of thought to the forebrain for assenbly and co-
herent interpretation, nuch as a conputer woul d assenbl e the
elements in its menory within its central processing unit and
then transmit themto an output device. The anount of energy
involved in the organic systemwas mnuscule, but just as radio
tel escopes could zero in on, scoop up, isolate, and define noises
so faint that they were beyond any concept of normal hearing,

so, too, a telepath could pick up, isolate, and intercept those
broadcasts on the primary band, the one of primary thought

itself. The daydreans, the secondary thoughts, were far too weak
and coul d never be separated fromthe background, but the main

f orwar d- t hi nki ng coul d.

But other information rode on that primary band; sidebands
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of suppl emental data that even the best telepath could not receive
but only interpolate, sonetines wongly, fromthe strength and
context of the thoughts. The enotion behind and beneath the

t hought, the feelings of the transmitter, were one such sideband,
and it was this that the enpath could read by sonehow al so
suppressi ng background and isolating it.

The corn |link served several purposes. It could receive and
anplify those bands, both in transmt and receive, and it was
incredibly flexible inits ability to keep suppressi ng background,
even froma fairly great distance, until it could isolate for the
user a single organismor individual in a massive nmob

Because of the total isolation of the blister, Mdra' s coments
woul d be snothered, but Jimy MCray could penetrate it wth-

out disturbing either her or the instrunentation, now set entirely
to the enpathic band.

< Waves and waves of feelings; nmassive concentrations . . . a
living planet. Inmpossible to believe, inpossible to ignore. |den-
tical sensations to scanning any large, inhabited body . . . No
question. Sonething's down there. . . . Alot of sonethings are
down there. | wonder what they |ook like? | wonder if they |ook

like anything at all? Pure energy, perhaps, held together in sone
ki nd of plasnma beyond our ability to see, hear, or understand,
perhaps . i . Fixed-formenergy, duplicating without matter the
kind of matter-energy synergy that our brains use . . . Pure
mnd. no body at all. . . But shape. Some kind of shape, since
they're distinct. A nmind of pure energy in an energy contain-

er ... Living transmitters and receivers as well, seeing and
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hearing by broadcast waves and returns . . . Returns too con-
fusing. Have to go in, isolate. . - . >

"She's going in close,"” Jimy told them "She's getting the

same sort of thing | did on wi de scan, though. From what she's
getting, | can pretty well say everybody was right fromthe start,
anyway. They're there."

< lsolating . . . Odd feelings . . <> She shivered. < Strange
feelings . . . What can they nean? No sense of deception, de-

ceit . . . \Whatever they are, they 're honest and open with each
other . . . If all your interactions are by tel epathy, enpathy, and
who knows what bands we might not be able to lap, it would

be ... No traces of envy, greed, jealousy . . . A race with none

of the seven deadly sins. If it wasn '"tfor their awful environnment,
the place would be nore boring than heaven. . . . That's a

t hought. Maybe |'m being too normal here. Maybe |I'mnmentally
filtering the wong things. . . . >

Jimy MCray sighed. "Wat she's getting definitely proves
they have nothing in commopn with us predators. You wonder

why a species that never has to lie, cheat, steal, or nake war
needs intelligence at all."

"Per haps they have sinply outgrown it,"'
Lankur .

suggested Tris

"Or nore likely outlived and defeated it," responded the
Durqui st cynically. "I refuse to surrender all ny preconcep-
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tions."

<Do they |l ove? Do they have intimaci es between then? |s

there ki ndness, gentleness, charity, nercy down there? Good
CGod! Could | recognize such things in themif there were, when
I couldn 'I even see such things in ny owm kind or in nyself ?>

"She's wandering, brooding," Jimy warned them "I

woul dn't exactly say she's lost her nerve, but she's lost her self-
confidence. | hate to say it, but even though we m ght be on the
right track, 1 don't think she's up to it nentally and she knows
it. She's in a brood loop and it's shutting out the whol e bl oody

pl anet . "

Tris Lankur sighed. "All right, then, bring her out. W'I| just
have to think of another angle sonmehow. She's the only enpath
we' ve got."

At that noment, Mlly stepped onto the crew bridge. She

didn't usually cone up, particularly when somebody was wor k-

ing, but McCray could see she'd gotten bored and started feeling
| onely. "What'cha doin'?" she asked pl easantly.
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Suddenly all eyes turned to her, and Jimmy MCray got all
their thoughts at once—an easy task since they were all nearly
t he same thought.

"Atow, forget it," he told them "She's got about the m nd of
a five-year-old."

"Perhaps that's not as nuch of a disqualification for this kind
of work as it sounds," Lankur responded thoughtfully.

"Indeed," the Durquist put in. "She wouldn't spend hal f her
energy intellectualizing why they're inpossible or too alien or
what ever, or get hung up with her own problenms. It would be
wonderfully ironic if what was standing in the way of us and our
machi nes was our know edge and our intellects.”

It was decided that a tiny transmtter through which Jinmy's
fam liar voice could whisper instructions and encouragenent was
warranted here, in spite of the theoretical distraction it would
represent. Mlly was never good at doing nore than one thing

at a time anyway, and she was eager to find out what the machine
with the neat chair did, as long as it didn't hurt and sonebody
told her what to do

It was a sinple matter for Trannon Kose to hook up a snmall

renote to the controls; it not only sinplified the job of teaching
her how to work the thing, it gave Jimy sone added contro

and a sure hand at the stick

"What | do now, Jinmy?"

"Don't talk, just think your questions,"” he told her. "The-
wr appi ng—rekes it usel ess to speak out |oud, but | can al ways
hear you. Al you have to do right nowis relax and let the
pi ctures come into your mind. Yes—that's good. Now . . . what
do you see in your head?"

< Sun. Sane one as on big picture screen. Look real hot. >
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"It is. Now, you know how you know the way nen are feeling
by just |ooking at thenf? Just relax and do the sane for that
sun. "

Puzzl enent. Conf usi on

<It's not going to work,> Grysta grunbl ed. <Even Ml ly
can't believe that people could live on such a place. >

"Shut up, Gysta," he hissed, even though she echoed his
thoughts. No matter what, it was too early to give up; they had
to at least try.

"Just find out what the sun feels, Mlly," he coaxed sooth-
ingly.
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She shrugged, her mnd indicating she thought he was putting
her on, but she had nothing better to do. < If you say so. Jinmmy.
ltry. >

I nstant shock; nore puzzlenent, total confusion. < There is
peopl e on there! How that be. Jimy? Wiy they not bum up?>

"W don't know," he answered honestly. "That's why we're

here. Let me get you in closer. You mght even be able to tel
di fferent people when |I'm done. Nobody in particular, but some-
body. Let's see."

<Funny, crazy feelings, > she reported, nore fascinated than
scared, her confusion now conpletely dism ssed because fact
had repl aced doubt in her mnd. < Not nmake much sense. Jimmy.
They not |ike us. >

"No, they're not. That's why it's so hard to talk to them Take
a |l ook at any of themyou can feel. See if you can nake any
sense out of what they're feeling."

She tried; she really tried. <lbe sorry. Jimry. They not mnake
sense. >

He sighed and switched off the m ke. "No good. She's there
and in, but they're as alien to her as to us. Aside fromadding a
touch of childlike wonder, it's the same dead end."

"Well, it was worth a try." Tris Lankur sighed.
</ wonder why a bunch of 'em s so sad?>

Jimy's head snapped up and he al nost forgot to trigger the
m ke back on. "Wat? What did you ask?"

< Whol e bunch be sad is all. Oher ones cone, try to make
feel better. They not do good job of it. though. Maybe | help.
Send nice love. Oh, ny! | guess | screw up!>

Jimy was suddenly so excited he nearly forgot hinself. "No!

No! You're doing fine!" To the others, he said, "She found

sonme of themfeeling sad, maybe grief. Hard to say. | can't pick
it up nyself, even via her mind, just her responses and reactions.
She did her instinctive thing of shooting down sone synpathy

vi bes—and they got it!"
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<0h, my!> Molly repeated. < Everybody get so confused,
so excited! | think | do bad thing!' >

"No, no, you're doing just fine!" he assured her.

< Whol e big crowd cone. More 'n nore. They |ook all over
Most send up. / not know what they send. What | do. Jimy ?>

"Send nore good feelings to them As widely as possible. As
strong and as nuch as you can."

The Durqui st suddenly stirred. "I greatly fear we have just
THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 119

started a new religion with ourselves as the gods. |nmagi ne what
woul d happen if you were at a nmenorial service for sone de-
ceased kin and suddenly everybody got a hundred tinmes anpli-
fied blast of |ove and ki sses from beyond."

"Il take it!" Lankur responded. "W don't have to start

di scussi ng phil osophy and politics with them Qur job was to
establish a nmeans of contact, and that we did. Broadcast enpa-
thy! So obvi ous everybody mssed it completely! And so would
we—+f we hadn't happened to have poor, sweet, childlike Mdlly
al ong. McCray—take the backup chair. Get in on the same beam

with her. | realize |I'masking you to pat your head and rub your
stomach at the sane tine, but what if we could get sonme kind
of thought picture fromOn H gh while they're still 1ooking?

Don't link mnds. Just send a sinple thought, a sinple greeting,
a feeling of hello, as she continues to send enpathically. Short
burst. Don't try for a response—we know what happens when

we try that. Let Molly feel the response!”

Jimmy was in the other chair as quickly as he could get there,
and just before the blister activated he told Mdlly, "I'm not
going to talk for a few mnutes. You just keep sending to them
I"'mgoing to try and send a hello to the sane fol ks while we
have their attention."

< Ckay, Jimmy. | guess that would be nice. | not |ike what
they send back now. Kind 'a like they be people I own or some-
thin'. >

"Just relax. Activating.”

He was in quickly, but had to depend on Gysta's control of

his biochem stry to cal mdown enough to do it. This would be
tricky. A sinple imge, a sinple greeting. Open hands? Godli ke
father figure? No, that wouldn't do. They didn't have bodies |ike
he did, |et alone hands. Some kind of burst, maybe just pul ses.
Yes, that was it. Ah—-he had them He couldn't follow anything
telepathically, but he could tell they were pretty dammed worked
up about sonething. Here goes

<. . . pulse. . . pulse . . . pulsepulse. Pulsepulse . . . pulse-
pul se . . . pul sepul sepul sepul se. > Repeat Pattern. Twice
three tines.

Blister off, power off.

"Ml Iy, what are you getting?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (96 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:49 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

< Dunb stuff. They keep winkin' on and off to ne! Don't
make no sense. >

"Hot damm! We did it!" MCray shouted to them cl apping
120 jack L. Chal ker

his hands in a kind of nervous self-appl ause. "Code—si nple
arithmetic. But they got it! They got it!"

"Grid coordinates arc registered,” the Durquist reported. "I
suspect that will be a holy and well-visited spot fromthis point
on. We can cut her |oose."

"I alnost hate to," Jimmy responded. "It's sort of |ike get-
ting a call from God and suddenly being put on hold."

"Better than killing them" Tris Lankur responded. "They

can wait. W' ve done what we were conmi ssioned to do. Qur

job nowis to get the hell out of here in one piece and report to
our enployers on the means and nmethods. It'Il be up to others,
scientists, permanent devel oprment teams—you nane it—to turn

this into a conversation, which it nmight well take years to do."

Mol ly's blister winked out and the chair powered down. She
didn't get up, but |ooked over at them "Thanks. |I—+t not fee
right what they feel to ne."

Jimy MCray went over and kissed her, an act that both
surprised and pl eased the Syn. "Ch, Mdlly, you came through
for us! W all love you, Mlly!'*

She sm | ed and seened genuinely pleased. "I did good?"
"You did wonderful'."

Grysta was practical, as ever. < You tell themshe gets a ful
team share for this. Jimy. >

"Aye, and a teamrating too!" he responded, | aughing.
"Sweet Jesus it's been a long tine since sonething worked out!"

I NTERL UDE

COLLECT CALL
FROM HELL

The Durqui st found her in her cabin, just lying there, staring up
at the ceiling. She glanced over at the creature when it filled her
open hatch door, but said nothing,

"You do not |look particularly happy at this juncture," the
Dur qui st noted. "Everyone else is celebrating the end of the
jinx. Is it because the childish little Syn did what you coul dn't?"

Modra Stryke sighed and shook her head. "No, it's nothing

like that- | am happy we nanaged it, partly because everybody
needed it so badly and partly because—well, it's good to | eave
on sonmething positive. It was a fluke, though. | really wish we'd

done it through sonething we planned and not sonething we
| ucked into.'

"You display ignorance of achievenment," the Durquist re-
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sponded. "Al nbst everyone who ever acconplished sonething

very difficult and very najor did so at least in part due to flukes
and tuck. Those al one get you what you wish in only a very few
cases, but all the hard work and suffering and strain in the uni-
verse isn't enough to hit it big without those breaks. It is part of
the way things are. W took the risk and this time the break

came our way. It's about tine, really, although, many people

never get the break. We | ose a telepath and have to take what

we can get, then wind up with one who's got a Syn who's little

nmore than a progranmred organic robot with the built-in power

to nmake rakish nmen spend noney to copulate with her, and that
little talent turns out to be the key to breaking sonething that
121
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all us smart fol ks and even smarter machines coul dn't break
And in our first real triumph, for which we'll take full credit
even if it was a fluke, you decide to quit on us."

"1 have to/* she responded hollowy. "I shouldn't have come

on this one. | should have gone in for full therapy and put it al
behi nd ne instead of going through this—torture. 1 guess it al
boils down to the fact that | may be as dunmb as | thought, but
I"mdefinitely not as tough as |I always thought | was."

"Ch, you're tough, all right," the Durquist responded.

"Anyone el se would have quit this business |ong ago. And any-
one else with the I oad you put on yourself would have bl own

t hensel ves away or put in for cynol or sonething equally dras-
tic. You're just blamng yourself for not being a nmachi ne, Modra.
But you're not a machine, and even nmchi nes nmake mi st akes,
sonetinmes big ones. Look at poor MCray before you sink for-

ever."

She sighed. "1 know, | know. | guess |'m probably better off
than he is, for all that. | think | would die rather than all ow
mysel f to becone al nost property, and that thing on his back

j ust about owns himbody and soul. It nust be a niserable ex-
perience, particularly with that sex bonmb around. But it's no
good to point out how niserable other people arc. | know nost

people live in nore msery and squal or and hopel essness than

I"lI'l ever understand. It doesn't help, though. At |east his wasn't
self-inflicted; it was an on-the-job injury, really- And what hap-
pened, happened only to him He didn't screw anybody el se.

That's what the real problemis, you see. | don't have any com
puterized brain and sinmulated personality. | don't have any crea-
ture on ny back telling ne what | can and can't do. |'mfine,

even well-fixed. 1"'mnot like MCray—+'mnore like, well, that
parasite of his,"

"I still think your quitting is a waste," the star-shaped crea-
ture told her, "although it's certainly better than having a Mdra
like this. W can not undo our m stakes, usually; we can only

| eam fromthem But—do what you nust. As for Tris—+ wonder
sonetines, after viewing himon this trip. To be sure, he is a
cynmol, and, to be sure, nuch of what we see was read back into

his head, but— still wonder. Wen does illusion becone real -
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ity?"
She frowned. "Huh? Wat ?"

"There was a phrenax—pardon, in your culture the cl osest
word woul d be cousin, which isn't exactly it but is close

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE
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enough—Hmnm. . . This is difficult. Let nme discard reality

and put it in what | believe are hunan terns. The crine the—
cousi n—was accused of was the Durquist equival ent of incestu-

ous rape. Nothing could be proven, so the head of the clan
secretly arranged for one of the rare Durquist hypnos to visit on
a pretext. Evidence gained in dial nanner is, of course, not

adm ssi bl e nost anywhere, but the hypno was pretty well able

to confirmthe act by hypnoing not the accused but one of her
victins."

She sat up. "Huh? A her raped little hinsf Now that's a
switch!"

"Not if you're a Durquist. At any rate, by drawing on clan

|l oyalties and al so the prom se of great rewards, the clan head
convi nced the hypno to violate the |aw and do a job on the
accused—ousi n—that couldn't be traced. The clan drugged the
cousin, then she was put in a roomalone with the hypno, and

the hypno proceeded to inprint on the cousin that when she

awoke she woul d di scover that she was now in the body of one

of her victins- The child had already been spirited away, and by
conmon consent the clan treated the cousin as if she were this
young mal e. The cousin felt as if she were the recipient of sone
supernatural revenge. Wthin a few nonths of living the illusion,
she nolted, and energed a mal e—a virtually unheard-of thing,

al though it is, of course, biologically possible."

"OfF course," she responded, hoping she didn't sound sarcas-

tic.
"Yes, but the point was, an illusion had been created out of
revenge, but the illusion ultimtely becane the reality. Descent,

i nheritance, and nuch nore cones through the female line in

my people. Later on, by chance, the cousin discovered what had
actual | y happened, but it didn't matter. She was now a he and
woul d renmain so."

"That is fascinating," she told him "but | assune this story
al so has a point for me somewhere?"

"Perhaps. We hold the brain sacred and we don't even know

what the Guardians are, |et alone understand the technol ogy that
lets themcreate a cynol. We do, however, hold the brain as
special. If we |lose a |inb*we can grow anot her—er, in your

case, have one grown by nedical procedure. If our organs are
damaged, they can be replaced with synthetic ones that work

just as well. Qur brains are nerely sophisticated organic com
puters, after all. It's the data, the experience, that nmakes ihem
124
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unique. A lot of genetic chenmistry goes into hel pi ng shape who
we becone, but by our age we're pretty well fixed. They got the
data and nenories out of Tris. They got a sense of his behavior
patterns fromus. They then read all that into this cynol brain,
whi ch contains what was the real Tris. To be sure, there are

probl ems—vari ous chem cal stimuli, some enotional interac-
tions—but, basically, Tris is there. All that he was is there. Is
that illusion? O is that really Tris? And becom ng nore and

more the old Tris as tine passes.”

She thought about it. "I see what you nean. | don't know.

But if you're trying to cheer nme up, forget it. You forget that I'm
an enpath, Durquist. No matter how nmuch of the old Tris is

there, even if he's all there and secretly reveling in the fact that
he got even with nme, he's still cold and not there to ne. It's |like
a hol e where he should be; nore |like he was a hol ographic
projection. If | could feel him as | feel you and McCray and

Tran and even that little bastard on McCray's back, then it would
be something | could live with, guilt aside. But | can't- |I'm
quitting, and that's that."

"Very well. There's nothing nore to say, then."
"Uh—ene question."

"Yes?"

"I never really thought to ask this, but-which sex are youV
"Why—ml e, of course. | should think that woul d be obvi ous.

If I were female, why would | be out in the gal axy, surrounded
by aliens, cut off fromny own kind, trying to becone totally
i ndependent ?"

She' d been around ot her species enough not to be surprised
at the coment- After all, the Durquist's notivations weren't al
that far fromher own.

"Uh—pardon nme for asking, and if | amout of line just tel
me where to go, but—you weren't by any chance one of the
victims of that cousin, were you?"

"Certainly not!"

The Durquist |left her and continued on down to the ward-
room |eaving her there, a bit shocked but at |east thinking of
sonet hi ng ot her than hersel f.

The Durqui st had forgotten, as usual, that she was an enpath.
Most peopl e never thought tw ce about enpaths unless they were
trying to lie or cheat or con you. He had been telling the truth
in his response to her question, but sonething el se had come
through, both in his telling of the story and in his response to
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her query. There were only two possibl e explanations for the
feelings emanating fromhi mand one was now elimnated. It
expl ai ned much that had been a nystery about the Durquist, and
told her, too, that the star-shaped creature also carried a fairiy
heavy | oad of guilt.
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So nmuch, in fact, that since he hadn't been one of the victins,
the only other possible explanation was that he had been the
victim zer.

They all were there in the wardroom a bit of apprehension in

all of them since neetings of this kind after a conm ssion were
rare and generally only called in enmergencies. Mst thoughts

ran to the possibility that the damage suffered in the whiplash

ef fect was nore serious than originally believed, but there didn't
seemto be quite the sense of urgency that sonething |ike that
woul d entail.

Tris Lankur didn't keep themwaiting |ong.

"Alittle nore than an hour ago, we picked up a subspace
tightbeamall-call on the energency bands," he told them "It's

a very strange nmessage, but—well, |I'Il let you hear it first. Com
put er -l ay back nessage."

" "All ships . . . any ships . . . Exchange registry . . . This is
Research Vessel Wabaugh. Coordi nates based on special map

frontier zone one one four eigftt two stroke five. Coordinates are
Rai nbow Bri dge. Send assistance fast. They're all dead. They're
all in there with the denons and they 're all dead. Only one |eft.
Can't |eave. Approach with extreme caution! Power adequate

for maintenance only. Any Exchange registry. Approach wth
caution. Denons at Rainbow Bridge.' Coordinates ..."

"That's enough," Lankur told the conputer. "It just keeps
repeating."

"I't sounds |ike sonmebody's gone stark staring bonkers,"
Jimy MCray noted, "Either that or it's sonme kind of trap
That's pretty far out in the frontier. Alnost No Man's Land."

Tri s Lankur nodded. "W |ooked it up, though, and it's a

valid claimand it is ours. |I've reported it, but it'll take hours,
maybe days, before ny report gets through and others are dis-
patched. | have no idea if we're the cl osest Exchange ship or

not, but we've gone over the coordinates, and because we're
approaching a charted wornhole, it appears that we could divert
and reach there in |l ess than three days."

"It's no scales off our appendages," the Durqui st comented.
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"I'"d say forget it. Sonebody el se better-anncd and in better
shape will get it."

That seened to be the general sentinent, but Lankur was
prepared for that.

"The way this beamis bouncing around | can only figure that

it's gone out in all directions. That area of the frontier is pretty
dicey. A sliver of Mycohlian claims lies just to the right on the
charts and the Mzl aptan has a sliver just beyond that. It's even
money that the nessage would just as easily be picked up by

either or both, and being in, as McCray put it. No Man's Land,

a lot of nasty stuff could be pulled before any of our people

coul d get there. Just knock off this one sending the distress sig-
nal, if that's what it is, and a claimeasily changes hands."
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"Al'l the nore reason for us to forget we heard it," renmarked
Trannon Kose.

Lankur sighed. "I wish I could, but I can't. As you all know,
I"mnot a hundred per cent master of my own destiny anynore,

If this were a private claim | could still ignore it, but the Wa-
baugh is not merely an Exchange registry vessel, it's owned and
operated by the Exchange itself. |I'mobligated to override any

of my own interests if the interests of the Enpire are invol ved.
I have littte choice."

"Then why call the neeting?" Trannon Kose asked him

"Because it doesn't necessarily involve you beyond the diver-

sion. W can lay well off, and | can use the shuttle to go in and
investigate on ny own. It just neans an extra few days, and if
overwhel mi ng unfriendUes show up, you can scram and | eave

me there." He paused a nonent, then added, "OF course, if

you're willing to fully participate, there's definitely the possibil-

ity of salvage, maybe even a takeover claimhere. I'd like to have
us work as a team but | can't force you. The point is, if I goin
alone, 1'll be going in as an agent of the Guardi ans, not the

team anything of value that | find will becone the property of
the state. But if the teamparticipates as part of the nornal re-
sponse to a distress signal, then the teamw |l have a claimon
anything that turns up."

"Unl ess we get stiffed, we're going to get a potload of nobney

as our fee on the Hot Plant,"” Jimry MCray pointed out. "The

only thing nore dangerous than a First Team operation is a res-

cue nmission. If we'd failed at the Hot Plant, or if this was another
teamin trouble, 1'd be nore inclined to do whatever was needed
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than going after a governnent research vessel when |'m due a
big pay."

i "You'll get paid, McCray," Mdra said flatly. "lIt's a point,
1 Tris."

"Al'l right, then, | go alone- But while the Hot Plant fees will
free us fromFirst Teamwork and allow us to spruce up W dow
maker and maybe have a good tine soneplace, that's at) it'll
do. We'll still be a subsidiary operati on—enpl oyees." He

| ooked straight at Modra on that one. "I should think we n ght
like to be our own bosses at the next |evel."

"The point is well taken," the Durquist admitted. "Al -
t hough, having experienced the first really good |luck this team
has ever had, | feel unease at testing it too far."

"There's security in being a subsidiary," Mdra pointed out.
"Besides, the likelihood of anything being there that's really
worth much is pretty slim"”

"Perhaps," said Trannon Kose thoughtfully. "But | amnot a

great believer in luck, good or bad, and | have to wonder why

they kept this one for thenselves instead of putting it up for

i Exchange auction. And with Tris's position we'll be able to cal
f on the whole navy if need be to back us up."

Jimy MCray shrugged. "W have to go there anyway. Wy
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not ?"

"I do what Jimy say," Mlly piped up
Lankur | ooked them over. "Durquist?"

"Ch, why not? W nay be having a streak."
"I say no," Modra said firmy

"1 make it three, maybe four, to one," Lankur responded.

"This teamis going in as a team Mdra, if you want to skip

it. Just give us a release that you have no clai mon what we find
and stay aboard.”

She sighed. "No, I'min. 1 just was wondering what the hel
you said to a denon."

BOOXX 11:
M ZLAPLAN:
THE GOLD TEAM

The Gane
of Martyr
and Murder

THE GRAND GAME

Even after all this tinme, it was still unsettling to step froma
spaceship into a horse-drawn carri age.

The cabbie, a m ddl e-aged cherub with nutton-chop whi skers

and a cherry-red, bul bous nose that stood out all the nore be-
cause of his tiny, deep-set eyes, viewed his potential fare with
sonme distaste. This fellow was sinply not the sort that ever
strayed fromthe spaceports, and certainly not on this world. If
he was goi ng somewhere on business, he sure didn't dress to

i mpress, either.

The passenger was of medi um hei ght but. seened larger; a
fellow with a commandi ng presence, although not of the sort
that al so commanded respect. He was a muscul ar sort, thin but
not |ooking it; dark, orange-brown skin and Mongol -1i ke fea-
tures, but with what appeared to be a three-day growth of ful
beard of the density not associated with Mngol types. That
feature al one made hi m| ook grungy and not quite right, but
added to it was shoul der-length jetblack hair that badly needed
combi ng, |l oose-fitting cotton shirt and pants that appeared to be
what he not only wore daily but al so what he slept in, and ne-
glected fingernails as long as claws. Nor, of course, did his

i ncongruous and unnerving steely blue eyes indicate a purity of
et hni ¢ background, although spacing tended to be a famly en-
terprise and m nor nutations weren't all that unconmon. He

even snelted a bit—well, foul —and the cabbi e wondered if he
should take this fellow and risk having to fum gate the cab
131
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The strange nan stopped at the cab door, |ooked up, and said,
"Sainte Gree, cabbie."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (103 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:49 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

The cabbi e's bushy eyebrows rose in surprise. "But that is a
Holy Retreat!"

"I know. Take the long, scenic route, too, if there is one. |'ve
been cooped up inside a can for a very long tine and | need to
breathe clean air and see green | and and bl ue sky and hori zons
without walls."

Wth that, the spacer got in and settled back in his seat and
the cabbi e sighed, resigned, and flicked the reins to start off.

It was an open coach, although nost cabs were covered; when

you waited at or near the spaceport in fair weather |ike today or
the nmost foul weather, you did so with open coaches for just the
reason the grungy passenger had given. You had to | ove space

to keep at that son of job over the years, but there was something
in the human psyche that craved clean air and openness, and

when they got the chance they wouldn't take a covered or clois-
tered ride for anything if they could help it. Every cabbie had
tal es of spacers sitting in the open, getting soaked through and
seeming to enjoy every m serable nonent of it.

Stilt, few of themever |ooked as griny as this fellow, they
al ways dressed up when they nmade a planetfall- And he couldn't
renenber any of them ever being interested in visiting a Holy
Retreat no matter what they |ooked Iike.

The spacer relaxed and sank into the cushioned seat, stretched
his legs, then reached inside his tunic and pulled out a battered
old case fromwhich he took a long, fat cigar. It was another
exanple of the man's totally antisocial appearance; al nbst no

one snmoked, both for health reasons and because tobacco was

not readily available even in the few places where snoki ng was
permitted. Spacers, however, did devel op sone bizarre and even

di sgusting habits, taking advantage of the di spensati ons awarded
for the kind of life they |ed.

About hal f an hour fromthe spaceport nost things nodern

had been | eft behind. The road was well-built and naintai ned,

but it was hard-packed dirt, with covered bridges over the rivers
and streans. The lush green forest was all around, but now and
again there were breaks where he could see rolling hills and neat
farns, often with grazing livestock. Qut here, nothing was no-
torized, nothing was powered except by wi nd, water, or nuscle,
and nothing at all was prefabricated except the society itself.

He had cone fromsuch a society hinself. The worid was
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different, the land and climte, vegetation and aninmals, were
different, yet it shared a certain sinple sameness with all the
other worlds of the M zl apl an.

One People, One Faith, One WAy was easier said than done,
particularly the latter, when'there was so nuch di stance between
and so many differences anong the people of the Holy Enpire

and their worlds, but it was far nore consistent than not. One
needed only to nake allowances for |ocal differences.

The credo was, in fact, conforting to those who |ived under
it; aunity of culture that included the exact sanme set of beliefs,
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| anguage, and attitudes no matter how far from hone you
strayed.

This worid was Terran, |ike hinself; however, other worlds

he went to within the Enpire were the hones of people with

scal es, people with tentacles, people who | ooked like lizards,
peopl e who | ooked |ike rocks, and people who | ooked |Iike noth-
ing el se had ever | ooked. To the M zl apl an, the evol utionary
origin of one's species and its biology was irrelevant. Many di-
verse races, yet One People. That was pretty inpressive

"How far is it to the retreat?" he called to the driver after a
whi | e.

"Fairiy far, sir. Another thirty or forty mnutes at |east."

He felt no guilt at taking the cabbie so far out of town; it was
the man's function to do this, just as his function was to be the
captain of the Faith of Gorusu, a position he had inherited at

| east partly on merit and after years of hard work and service

He had been selected for his career after the Exami nations at

age twel ve, and had been sent off to the Space Acadeny on his
thirteenth birthday. After ten years of intensive study and indoc-
trination in a rigid, nmonastic setting, with fewtrips honme to
visit relatives and no other breaks, he'd been conm ssioned and
assigned as junior on a freight scow going fromnowhere to

nopl ace in particular. He hadn't gone home at all after that; his
trips hone had becone | ess and | ess frequent with each year

away, anyway. That world was a primtive one of nonmadic herds-
men in a cold, harsh climate; his world was now conputers and
hi gh technol ogy, and he and his people no | onger had nuch of
anything in common except their genes.

Over the years, too, his conpetence and abilities had all owed
himfar too much latitude; they called ones like himbilge rats,
from some anci ent scourge no | onger understood in its historica
context. He had beconme jaded, lax in his personal appearance
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and habits, a real slob. He knew it was nostly rebellion at al
those years of straight-laced conformity, but he didn't care. He'd
been to a thousand worlds, seen much of what there was to see.
He' d even been over to the heathen—the Mycohl Enpire and the
Exchange. The former was always a chilling experience; the |at-
ter totally unnerving with its accent on the accumnul ati on of
wealth, its freewheeling no-norals societies and its totally na-
terialistic and chaotic bent. About the only thing the Mycohlians
and the Mzl aplan had in comon, culturally, was the inability

to conceive of anybody actually living in the domain of the Ex-
change—rootl| ess, foundationless, with nothing and no one but
yourself to rely on even in the nidst of a city or town.

Al three enpires, of course, had other things in comobn. He
could remenmber well the first rine hey seen Terrans not unlike
hi nsel f who were not of the M zl apl an, and how peopl e of the
same genetic stock could be nmore alien to one another than those
of other racial stock and other worlds.

Terrans were not, of course, the only races to overlap, but
they seened the | argest such group. Spacefaring races who'd
broken free of their own worids and spread out and established
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rather |arge real ns and thought thenselves the |ords of creation
until, of course, they'd run into the Mzl aplan, or the My cohl,
or the Exchange. Space geonetry and bad | uck had put his own
ancestors in the path of all three, with the result that the | ast
thing one could ever trust was form and race.

He' d been sonewhat irritated when the orders for this mission
had come in. Wen a captain took on cargo it was an obligation
and having to dunmp it off enroute and beg other ships to take it
was sonet hi ng he hated doing, but you didn't ignore these kinds
of orders.

Di scovering that nost of the Armwas in retreat out here hadn't
been hel pful, either, considering that the m ssion sounded ur-
gent. Wien the Holy Ones were in their retreats, they were cut
off fromall things nodern, which nmeant a buggy ride in the
country and person-to-person contact. This one snelled partic-
ularly unpl easant, too- He much preferred the standard m s-
sions, where they were checking out a newy di scovered world
and evaluating its potential and finding its hi dden dangers, or
perhaps a fragnmentary col ony, never absorbed into one of the
three great enpires, that had to be brought into the Mzl apl an

fold before it fell into the hands of the heathen and was cor-
r upt ed.
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The cabbie finally couldn't resist some conversation

"You work with the Holy Ones?" the driver asked, trying to
i magine a fell ow who | ooked |ike that anpbngst saints.

"1 do, when they need ne," he replied. "As to why they

pi cked a character like nme, | couldn't say, if that's your thinking.
They say | give 'em perspective. They spend nost of their tines
in the spiritual worid or anong the goodfol k, |ike yourself. |I'm

a jarring, ever-present rem nder to them of what people m ght
become if they don't do their jobs right."

The cabbi e half turned, then thought better of it, although he
really wanted to get sone indication of whether or not his pas-
senger was j oking.

They came around a bend and suddenly the Holy Retreat was
spread out below themin a shallow, w de valley. The captain
had never seen a Holy Retreat before, and he was i npressed by
the mani cured | awns, wooded areas, and inpressive facilities. It
appeared they would cone in by a large athletic field and track
that | ooked as good as any he'd seen; off to one side was a | arge
out door swi nmi ng pool, along with a nunber of snaller pools,
which, fromthe rising w sps of steam suggested hot springs
beneath. The place itself was laid out with a |arge but rustic-
| ooking tenple in the center, with dorns and support buil di ngs
constructed of wood in a simlar style. Had it not been a reli-
gi ous place, he wouldn't have ninded spending a week or so

t here.

There weren't a | ot of people around, but those who were

seened to be having fun. It was conforting to see that the saints
al so had fun now and again, at least to the limt of their own
restrictions.
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"I's there an angel in residence?" he asked the cabbie.

"Ch, yes, sir," came the response with obvious pride. "I,
mysel f, pray to the Venerated One who is here, dwelling within
the main altar of that very tenmple there."

The captain | ooked, a bit awed hinself at that news, even

though there was nothing nore to see. He was a cynical, woridty
man, a professional sinner and he knew it, but he was nonet he-
less a true believer- Al save the saints lived in sin and woul d
die in sin, and there was no way out of that except the nercy
and forgiveness of the gods through their chosen vessels of per-
fection, the angelic Lords of the M zl apl an.

For him any nore progress toward sal vati on woul d have to
wait until the next life at least, since the very thing that was
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extrenely unusual about himand nmade himthe choice of the

Ann of Faith for its work prevented himfrom ever attaining
sainthood in this life. Perhaps that was why he had turned out
the way he did. Everybody had at |east a crack at instant cleans-
ing and perfection; everybody except the very few who were |ike
him In older times the people had declared those tike him ac-
cursed, agents of evil, and had killed them but the later inter-
diction by the Venerated Ones had saved himand others from

that fate, although he'd had to work triple all his life to prove
hi s devotion and faith.

There really was no choice for a logical man. Those races and
peopl e of the Exchange paid |ip service to a mllion different
gods and deities, alnmost all clearly invented by cultures in their
own inmages to fit their own needs. Many, if not nost, of the
peopl e had no real religious beliefs at all

The Mycoh), on the other hand, worshiped the forces of evi

and darkness and served (hem for they were a constant, and
although it was difficult to see what that had profited them and
certainly it wasn't any sort of life he'd ever want for hinself, at
|l east it was consistent. People there followed the dark way be-
cause they were born into it and raised in it. Those of the M z-
| apl an had no doubts or questions, no chaos and no rituals to
dark gods who ignored themand did little or nothing in return
except give thema lifetinme of fear. Quite probably nost of them
deep down, had no nore commitment or true belief in their

deities than did the Exchange, but at |east there was no confu-
si on.

Here, though, within the M zlaplan, no |ogical person could

doubt the truth of his own beliefs and system Not when true
angel s lived anobngst the faithful and di spensed justice and nercy
and were accessible to high and |low alike on a day-to-day basis

t hrough the saints.

The coach travel ed down to the canpus, then followed a road

al ongsi de the running track, and both he and the cabbie, ordi-
nary nortals, |ooked over at the saints. The common folk, like
the two of them wore plain baggy clothing that covered them
conpl etely; the wonen wore |ong, nostly plain dresses as well
and little in the way of adornnent, to keep down the tenptations
of the flesh and pronote equality rather than envy no matter
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what their position. The saints, however, presented quite a dif-
ferent picture, having been cleansed of sin and al so nade inca-
pabl e of commtting future sins.
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Not all the sanctified | ooked as good as these specinens, but

these were the cream of the crop, perfect people; the nmen all

strong and viril e and handsome—nodel s of mal e physical per-

fection; the wonen equally strong but stunningly, naturally
beautiful, the inmage of femml e physical perfection to natch the
perfection of their souls. Their clothing tended to be close-fitting,
often revealing, for they had nothing at all to hide nor were they
ever capabl e of succunbing to tenptation

The cabbie | ooked with a sigh at a particularly gorgeous,

buxom beauty who wore nothing but a skintight pullover and
short shorts for running around the track: "I must admit | hate
to cone up here," he told the captain. "Sights |ike that awaken
in me the nost sinful thoughts, and sights |like those rippling
mal e nuscl es there arouse envy within ne, and in spite of ny-
self, | keep thinking, 'what a waste.' "

The captain smiled. He knew exactly what the fell ow was
tal king about but it was in his sinful nature to twi st knives oc-
casionally. just for the evil pleasure init.

"Are you suggesting that they are wasted? That becomi ng a
saint and attaining perfection of mnd and body is sonehow
wong or sinful? They are exanples for us to try and enul ate,
my good man. Their physical perfection is a gift fromthe gods
for this purpose. Are you suggesting that the ways of the gods
are sonehow wrong?"

"No, no, good sir!" the cabbi e responded, suddenly defen-

sive. "The gods placed our souls in these corrupt bodies, and it
was that which was tal king. Not being perfect, |I cannot al ways
control what it speaks to ne."

The captain | aughed. "Cal mdown and be at peace, fellow |
often feel the sane way nyself. | was just having a bit of fun,
that's all. Try being cooped up for long periods in a spaceship
with one or nmore wonen who | ook |ike everything your ani nal

ego ever fantasized in its nost sinful nmoments, and know t hat
they are unattainable. Early on | feared | mght go mad, and
even now it is by compromise in ny mind that | survive it. Tel
me—are you married?"

"Yes, sir. Thirty years next spring."
"Well, do you | ove her, then?"

"Of course | do!"

"Any children?"

"Six, sir. Two boys and four girls—apstly grown now but the
sort that nake you proud."

138 jack L. Chafker
"Why, then, perhaps you should stop feeling quite so nuch

guilt at what you cannot have and dwell on what you do, which
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isinits own way as wonderful as what the saints have. Reason
tenpers the comm ssion of sin."

They pulled up in front of a | ow, wooden, |odge-type structure
and the captain got out and thanked the driver and then clinbed
the stairs. No noney changed hands and no transaction was re-
corded anywhere; such things did not exist in the domain of the
M zl apl an. Each person worked at what the theocratic bureau-
cracy determ ned they were best qualified to do, and each person
had equal drawing rights on the | abor of others. In a domain,
even one that was spread over countless |ight-years, where
Church and State were one and all people were in close asso-
ciation with others and with the Church itself, there was no

sl acking, just as there could be no fundamental disagreenents.

That, in fact, was what people like himwere good for. Re-

moved fromthe omi present conmunal and social system and

its constantly judgnental people, he felt |ess pressure and nore
his own man. Such individualismwas a sin in Mzlaplan society,
and a grave one, but it could be tolerated with a snudged con-
science if the individual was useful and in the service of the
System

This was basically a Terran retreat; it wasn't that other races
were not wel cone and treated as equals, but just that each one
had different physical requirenments and different needs, from
food to waste disposal, fromhow they m ght exercise to how
they might confortably rest. Mrok the Holy Ladue, for exam
pl e, who was Arm conmander, was a Stargin, a birdlike and

hol | ow- boned creature who was quite fragile under sone con-
ditions and who in any case would prefer a retreat on a world
where flight was possible. He would pick up Mok along the
way, where the commander was taking | eadership courses at
Grinshin Starbase. The Kl ees, being Leburs and not any nore
holy than he, were the other two parts of his permanent ship's
crew and renmai ned behind at the spaceport.

There were, however, a few other races represented here; those
who could share in and use the facilities as well as Terrans.

There was al ways sonet hing unsettling about being around the
saints, particularly ones you didn't know. Behind the main desk,
for exanple, sat a big, bronzed fellowwith rippling nuscles and

perfect hair who, |ike the others around here, |ooked just too
good to be true. Few of the billions of people of the M zlaplan
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knew of or conmprehended genetic engineering; to the captain, it
was a given, and in places like this it gave hima secret, guilty
pl easure to di scover that even these exanples of perfection had
to work hard to keep | ooking that way.

The captain stopped in front of the man, bowed slightly, not-

ing that the little finger of the receptionist's |eft hand was ne-
tallic green in color, with a red band at the knuckle—a levitator,
of no particular concern to others—then said, "Captain Gun Roh
Chin, of the Faith of Gorusu, Holy One. | am commanded to
interrupt the retreats of Savin the Holy Peshwa, Krisha the Holy
Mendoro, and Manya the Holy Szin. An Armof Mzlaplan is
commanded to assenble i mediately.'
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The man | ooked the captain over with the same sort of distaste
and urge to run for the disinfectant that the cabbi e had shown.
It was sinmply not done to show up like this, and it was al nost
never done that one of the common fol k, rather than one of The
Holy, would arrive to sunmon a saint. Still, there was no ques-
tioning this arrival. A command of the gods was a conmmand,

and no ordinary person would dare conme here unless ordered to
do so by the gods thensel ves.

The big man jotted down the nanes on a pad. "Very well
Take a seat over there, Captain, and wait. | will have to | ook up
where your people mght be and then dispatch runners to find

them "

"As you conmand. Holy Sir. However, w th your perm ssion,

| should prefer to wait outside rather than in here. Wen one
spends nmost of his life confined within nmetal walls, he is eager
for whatever open space and fresh air he can get."

"Certainly. Go ahead. Just do not wander far, since | wll

summon them here." Unspoken was his evident relief in not

having to contend with this filthy character in his squeaky clean
entry room

Chin went out and sat for a few mnutes on the wooden”steps,

just taking in the peaceful view He pulled out another cigar, bit
off the end, then lit it with a battered |ighter, which had once
been engraved handsonely but now was so faded and bent and

worn that little intelligible remained. Snoking was not, strictly
speaking, a sin, but it was frowned on by polite-which neant
al | =M zl| apl ani an society, as well as being a known health haz-
ard. As such, it was the perfect statenment to nmake w thout get-
ting haul ed of f before a church behavioral committee.

The captain knew that it probably was not just his | ooks and
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manner that had disturbed the manager. Most |ikely the nmanager
was a telepath, able to read at least the first-level thoughts of
anyone el se except another tel epath—and a tel epath coul d al ways
tell another by the unique feeling of blocking. To such a one, to
any telepath, Gun Roh Chin would be horribly disturbing, sim

ply because the tel epath woul d have one sense renoved. Chin
woul d be standing there, could be seen, heard, felt, touched,

but to a telepath, he would be psychically dead. Chin was not a
tel epath and could not block one; he was an island, official cat-
egory Cipher. Therein lay his value to the system for G phers
were the rarest of the nmental mutations known.

There were quite a nunber of people with various paranornal
powers; it had conme fromthe old days, fromthe spacefaring
units who had spent year after year in ships, subject to unknown
forces and radiations, rotated slightly into alternate universes to
bypass the rigid speed of light. Long-termradiation had pro-
duced nmany changes, sone positive, some not, and sone nerely
cosnetic. Those with similar changes had tended to inbreed and
create, in effect, sub-races. The physical, however, was not the
maj or attribute that caused so nmuch attention, but the nental.
Sel ective breeding here, too, had created sub-races that were
physi ol ogically the sane as others but who had sone ki nd of
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mental power or ability not found anong nornal folk.

Savin was a Mesok, a huge humanoid creature, with a hard,

rubbery reptilian skin, nasty yellow eyes |ike sone giant cat's,
wi th big, bony hands whose fingers and toes ended in suckers

at their tips, and big, bony, dish-tike ears that seened glued to
the top of his angular head. He was a fearsome-|ooking one, all
green and bl ack, with enornous teeth that showed even with his
mout h cl osed. The very sight of himwas as intimdating as a
vision of Hell.

Savin was al so an enpath; it was nearly inpossible to deceive
him for he could sense and read your enotions and could trans-
mt to a degree. He could cal ma panic, whip up a nob, or make
you feel very happy with yourself. He could also sense any fal se-
hoods or guilt. Enmpaths nmade the best preachers, theol ogi ans,

and psychol ogi sts, and were essential to an Am.

Krisha was all too Terran, a dark-skinned bl ack-eyed beauty

who was al so a telepath; how good a telepath, only she knew

The average telepath, and the only "official" tel epaths, could
read only surface thoughts and broadcast their own thoughts over
limted di stances. The best ones had a vast range of reading the
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m nute energy fromthe thoughts of creatures beyond their own
race, and often even the primtive thoughts of creatures not yet
di scovered but about to pounce on you on sone alien world. No

tel epath, however, was supposed to be able to reach beyond the
primary, or surface, thought waves, down to those inner things
everyone thought and preferred to keep hidden. "Supposed"

was the operative word, though; Chin had seen Krisha and ot her
telepaths in actual physical contact with subjects appear to bore
down to their very souls.

Security officers were always tel epaths

Manya was a Gno//, a race that was quite alien but |ooked

Terran, at least to non-Terran races. Grolls were short, squat,
barrel -chested gnonmes with snakeli ke forked tongues, huge

poi nted ears that stuck up on both sides of their heads, and with
tough gray skin like an el ephant's hide. But they and Terrans
could eat the sanme foods, tended to share a liking for sweets,
had sim |l ar biological systenms, and weren't as far apart in an
evol uti onary sense as they seened on the surface. O course,
whil e Manya wasn't any beauty queen to a Terran, she was nost
likely the epitome of fermal e Gnholl physical perfection

Morok, the Stargin who was the Arm commander, was the

nost feared of all creatures, a hypno, who could scan the broad
band of countless alien wavel engths and, |ooking straight at you,
could comand your very will. Mrok could convince you that

up was down and red was bl ack and that you were the Queen of
the Fairies. Only a C pher |ike Gun Roh Chin, or another hypno,
could resist that unseen power, and if it was another hypno, it
was then a natter of power and will. Hypnos were priests by
definition and absol ute commandnent; any anong the M zl apl an
who were not, were satanic and to be summarily put to death-

if you coul d.

Chin sat snoking his cigar and watching the passing parade
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with sonme anusenent. The priests and priestesses, nostly Ter-
rans, were the epitone of genetic engi neeri ng—perfect nen,
perfect wonen, beautiful people beyond all the fantasies of the
ordi nary-bom like hinself, and all had one or another of the
Tal ents. He disconcerted Talents, and it al ways amused him

That fellow there, for instance, stopping, giving hima nildly
puzzl ed gl ance, then going on lest he call attention to his dis-
advant age and di sconfort. You didn't have to see that the little
finger of his left hand was tattooed with alternate bl ack and
white rings to know he was a telepath. Telepaths weren't alt that
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directional, so they still depended first on the usual senses before
directing their Talent at an individual. The priest had seen Chin,
and probably unconsciously directed a query or stab at him and

cone up a bl ank. Not blocked, as with another tel epath—ene of
themcould still feel another. To the fellow, born and raised a

tel epath. Chin had been the ultimate contradiction; a man clearly
alive and clearly seen, yet fromthe tel epathic viewoint sinply

not there. Chin knew that before the day was out the poor nan

woul d go through every possible test of his tel epathic powers

and then go nuts trying to figure it all out.

That priestess, there—very nice, superlative | ooks even for

one of the Holy Ones. She turned in, and although she could
cleariy see him she al nost wal ked over him Only the odor of
the cigar and a | ast-m nute "Woa, there!" fromthe captain

kept her fromtaking a spill. She started, staring at him obvi-
ously unnerved, and seemed about to say somnething, but then
thought better of it and wal ked around himinto the main build-

i ng.

An enpath, certainly. Lillie finger copper with small white

bandi ng. Enpaths were always highly directional. Many people

are pretty nmuch unnoticed by others, and, with an enpath, it

was i nconceivable that even if her mnd was a nmllion light-years
away, her Talent wouldn't immediately tell her that someone was
there. Nothing could bl ock an enpath, not even anot her enpath.
Therefore, to her. Chin sinply had not existed. Perhaps she

woul d be a bit nore observant and not as lazy in the future.
Certainly she would also go a bit nuts trying to figure it all out.

He had often wondered what it was |ike to have such powers,

and particularly to grow up with them take themfor granted
Sure, they said a telepath could only read your surface thoughts,
but it mght be fun to be a bit of a Peeping Tom even if it was
a sin. He wasn't a priest; he had no "Holy" in his nane. He

was bom a sinner and would die one, wei ghed on the Cosnic

Scal es to see which way his next incarnation would go.

And certainly being an enpath woul d be quite handy when

trying to pick up wonmen; the rejection rate would be way, way

down, and he'd know sincerity when he saw it, or project a bit

of his own lust into the other. Carnal, sinful thoughts, just per-
fect for areligious retreat. It brought out the worst in himevery
time.

Being a hypno in the Mzl aplan woul dn't be so hot. The tenp-
tation was too great; that was why they were required by law to

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (112 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:50 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt
THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE 143

be sinless priests. Being a hypno was the subject of too many

of his fantasies; if he were one, he'd surely reincarnate no nore.
He woul d burn in hellfire for eternity. Wth a price that high,

| eave the gl azed eyes to Mrok

But of themall, his Talent, the rarest of the rare, one that
they' d never successfully figured out how to breed, was the one
he | oved nost. Ciphers, or nulls, were the only really secure
people in the universe and the only ones who al ways sl ept
soundly no matter how sinful their thoughts or deeds. His

t houghts coul d not be read, his enptional state could be neither

absorbed by another nor altered by design, and, nost of all, a
hypno woul d get his lights put out after trying anything with
him True, it wasn't perfect—drugs could make himspill every-

thing, and a levitator nore than once had taught himnot to fool
around with them but, for the nost pan, they could have only
his body, never his mnd and feelings, and that felt pretty good.

And because his Talent was internal, affecting no one but

hi nmsel f, he had no mandatory identifier; his little fingers were
unador ned and thus he could nobve anpngst all the commobn

cl asses of people easily, as one of them while noving just as
confidently anongst the Talents. Very few could do that, and it
gave him a perspective and a freedom none of the others had.

And it drove all these people with their perfect bodi es and
sinless mnds, so accustoned to and dependent on their own
extraordi nary powers, absolutely stark, staring nuts.

The door opened behind himand he turned to see who it
m ght be, then rose fromhis perch on the steps and bowed
slightly at the sight of Krisha the Holy Mendoro.

Li ke the rest, she was beautiful. Tall, dark, with sparkling
eyes and sensuous lips, with lush black hair cut short and a body
men would kill for even though it was forbidden to them She

was fairly young, |ooking no nore than in her md or late twen-
ties, although she was probably ol der than that, and her voice
was firmand clearly used to confident command.

"You' ve been teasing the poor Shepherds again, haven't you,
Capt ai n?" she asked accusingly.

He shrugged and gave her a sheepish smle. tt! was just en-
joying the air and sky and a good cigar. Holy Mther, m nding
my own busi ness. Wat reactions others might have is not ny
fault, surely."

Her eyebrows rose and you didn't have to be an enpath to fee
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her skepticismat his reply, but she turned quickly to business.
"What brings you here?"

"The Ann is commanded to assenble with all deliberate

speed," he responded crisply. "Naturally | can't say nore, even
here, but once aboard I'Il brief you. W'll pick up Mrok on
the way. | assune he'll already have nore of the gory details
than | have now. From what they gave ne, though, it sounds

like a nasty one."
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She nodded. "Aren't they all? After being here a while and

talking with the other priests and priestesses and hearing them
excitedly describing adventures we woul d consider dull and rou-
tine, 1 often have wondered if when the Holy of Holies set the
threads of our destinies in this incarnation, it was stipulated that
we woul d get the worst of the worst."

Chin shook his head slowy fromside to side. "No, it isn't

that sort of destiny. W get the worst because we're good. Per-
haps the best. Al that will do for us in the end is send us to the
next incarnation far earlier than nost of the others here, but,
until then, we are the best.’

"Per haps," she responded automatically. Pride was a sin and

she could not sin, but was it pride or truth that he spoke? They
al ways did seemto get the nastiest, npst inpossible assign-
ments, and so far they had al ways perforned.

He understood her problemw th the prideful aspect of his
statement and respected it, but he wasn't a holy anything and he
felt trenendous pride in hinself and the teamand in their ac-
conplishments. He al so was dead honest with hinself. He | oved
hi s worKk.

"Savin and Manya are com ng?" he asked her.

She nodded. "They will nmeet us here as soon as they can get
cl eaned up and prepared. How did you get out here?"

"Taxi fromthe spaceport. | assune we can get a ride back
sonmehow when we're ready, although this isn't exactly on the
regular taxi routes. If not, | can use the ship's communicator

and have one of the Kl ees send a taxi out."

"No, that will not be necessary. | will go back to the desk
and arrange for a cart. Someone will come and pick it up later."

He wat ched as she turned and did just that, and gave a sigh

It wasn't easy being around such a conbinati on of beauty and

brains on a no-touch basis, with the know edge that you hadn't

a prayer of ever scoring and that even attenpting it would be a

sin of the gravest sort. Still, it was sonetines handy if you could
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pi ck your confessor and did so judiciously. Sonebody who'd tel
you to cure your lusts by going out and getting | aid. Now tha
was a penance he al ways religiously obeyed.

Savin the Holy Peshwa appeared, |ooking as nonstrously

handsone as usual, teeth gleam ng, pupils just tiny slits nowin
the bright sunlight. Like Krisha, though, Savin should never be
underestimated. He was brilliant, if a bit cold, and a neticul ous
pl anner who usual ly thought of all the angles. The Armi s whip,

he was its chief soldier and exceptionally good at it. They al
were exceptionally good at what they did.

Behi nd hi mcane a short, squat humanoi d; a gnonelike crea-

ture with huge yellow eyes with catlike pupils that changed with
the light, and a broad slit for a nouth, inside which. Chin knew,
was a very large and very long reptilian forked tongue. The

hairl ess body was el ephantine gray, the hide tough enough to
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stop all but the nost powerful arrow or spear, the huge ears
rising up fromthe rounded face like giant |eaves, but twitching
and turning here and there. This was Manya the Holy Szin.

Manya wasn't all that strong and didn't nove all that fast, but
she had anot her rather uncommon Tal ent that had served her and
the Abmquite well over time. She was what they called in the

ol d speech a chaneleon. If she w shed, she could cloud the

m nds of all around her so that she would be, in effect, invisi-
bl e—except, of course, to Gun Roh Chin, as well as nachines,

el ectronic caneras, and automatic sensors. It was one of the few
traits that was not due to the nutations of early spacers; it had
developed in a fair percentage of her race as a protective nech-
anism So far, only the Giolls were known to have this ability,
and, also so far, there hadn't been another race, no matter how
alien or on what brain wavel engths they operated, that it didn't
work on. The Grolls were a M zl apl ani an plus not shared by the
other enmpires; they existed only within the M zlaplan. This al one
had saved them several times in encounters with those of the
Mycohl and the Exchange. Many an opponent had failed to ac-

count for Manya, and paid the price of that |apse.

Krisha energed to join the trio, and together they waited for

a cart to be brought up. Aside fromthe usual polite amenities,
there wasn't a lot of talk between them They all knew each
other all too well by this time as it was. None of the Holies
really wanted to know what Chin had been doing since the |ast
Call, and Chin knew he'd be bored to tears if he asked themthe
same question. Nor could he tell them anything he knew of the
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mssion, as little as that was, until they were safely aboard and
away fromthis world. This was an espionage matter, and one

never knew if an enemy was about in such cases. |If nothing was
said here that might have the renotest chance of being overheard
and reported, then there was no chance of alerting or spooking
their prey.

Fairly quickly they heard a dull whine, and from around the

back of the main building cane a small electric cart with Spartan
met al benches in back and an equal ly unconfortable scul pted
plastic driver's seat. The young priest who brought it bowed to
them and then wal ked away wi thout a word. Questions would

have been i nproper and unseem y—and there woul d be no an-

swers anyway, since it was none of his business.

The trio of Holies got in the back. There was no question who
woul d drive; Chin ranked | owest of this group on any totem pole
except in matters of ship command once aboard, and he didn't

mnd. Truth to tell, he preferred driving to being a passenger in
a vehicle driven by sonebody who was so confident of reward

in the hereafter.

It took less tine to get back by electric cart than it had to
arrive by horse cart, even at the magnificent average speed of
twenty kil oneters per hour, and Chin went straight to the staff
entrance. As they got out, a young worman cane up and asked,
"WIIl you be using the car again. Captain?"

"No," he responded. "It's all yours."
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She got in and drove off, not back to the retreat but sinply to
a parking area. Sonebody would be along to get it sooner or

| ater, or sonebody el se would show up wanting to go out there
That was the way of things in the M zlapl an.

There was a shuttle waiting for them he'd seen to that detai
before going up to the retreat. As Spartan as the cart, but utili-
tarian, and fully automated. They got in, took seats, strapped
thensel ves in, and the shuttle hissed, ran its self-tests, then lifted
of f as soon as clearance fromthe harbormaster's control com
puters was received. In forty mnutes it was in orbit; ten mnutes
later it had maneuvered into position to dock with the Faith of
@Qurusu. The airiock interconnects hissed once again, the shuttle
gave a gentle shudder, and then they all unstrapped and nade

for the hatch. Now the protocol was reversed; it was unthinkable
to precede a captain aboard his own ship.

Mazarun Kl ee awaited them She was a tall, slender Lebur,
sl eek, supple, with smooth gray skin. Leburs were totally hair-
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|l ess with huge, round black eyes in a thin, alnost triangular
head, with tiny black nmouths and flat, flaring nostrils. Their
huge hands each had three fingers and an opposing thunmb, and
they had equally huge flat feet. Sonmehow, these features com

bi ned to produce an exotic kind of beauty, and they were attrac-
tive even to humans.

"Cast off the shuttle and prepare to get under way as soon as
har bor cl earance gives the word,"” Chin said crisply. He ignored
the Hoties he'd gone to so nmuch trouble to retrieve; he had work
to do now and they didn't. Besides, they knew their way around
the ship by now very well. So well, in fact, they'd required no
| uggage of any ki nd.

"Already in progress, Captain," Mzarun Kl ee responded,

using a tiny radio that converted her strong tel epathic speech to
sonet hing audible that a null |ike himself could hear. The words
had a sound to himlike that of a beautiful, sonewhat sexy hu-
man soprano, but that m ght have been the radi o engi neers

choi ce. The Lebur were one-way telepathic with all but their

own kind; they could broadcast to a specific person or group,

but could not receive any but their own kind' s thoughts in return.
Kl ee, of course, had ears, although no nore than tiny holes on
either side other flat skull, and could hear and understand hi m—
but the smaller Lebur nales were totally deaf and dunmb in the
conventional sense, able to conmunicate, even hear, only tele-

pat hically anong their own kind. Anthropol ogists said that the
Lebur mal es never fully devel oped physically and really served
only one purpose—even on their hone worlds, they were depen-

dent on the fenales for nost things. Fortunately for the nal es,

a Lebur fenmale had to nate or die, and always mated for life.

Indeed, it was Kumazon Kl ee, Mazarun's husband, who was

up on the bridge handling the routine. They nmight be snmall and
weak, but there was nothing wong with Lebur nale's intelli-
gence and Ku could read the screens and punch in the approva
codes as easily as anyone el se.

It was because Leburs quite literally had to nmate that there
were none in the priesthood, but because of their high culture,
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intelligence, and their strong sense of honor they were as com
mon as humans in ship's crews and prized for their loyalty
t hr oughout the M zl apl an.

"Grinshin Starbase in sixty-two standard hours. Captain,"
Mazarun told him "Qur sealed orders will be carried with M-
rok."
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He nodded. "Very well." He al ways wondered about that

sexy nmental "voice" of hers; Was it actually hers, or was it only
in his mnd? It was |i ke wondering whether different people ac-
tually saw col or exactly the same. How coul d you know unl ess

you coul d use another's eyes and brain? "Do we have a transfer
poi nt for the cargo?

"No, sir. We'll have to carry what couldn't be unl oaded here.
It's nothing vital."

"And not hing useful,"” he nuttered. "All right, let's get on
with this. | want to see the charts and I want the inventory of
the storage nodules for the Ann. | do wish we had a nedic
aboard for this one, though. At |east Manya has sone |ab train-
ing."

Mazarun's strange head turned toward himin surprise. "You
think we will need one?"

"I think we're going to be treading into a Mycohlian quag-

mre. | can feel it. The fuel warrants show we've got a long trip,
and the added inventories and specific questions |I was asked

i ndi cate sonmething really nasty."

"We've taken on the Mycohl before."

Chi n nodded. "And never cone away totally unbl oodied. Al -

though I'mquite fond of ny body and ny position in life, |I'm
willing torisk it tine and again in the surety that at |east ny
soul is safe. Criminals, madnmen, revol utionaries, and new alien
worlds don't as much bother nme as excite ne. You know that.

But with the Mycohl, even the purest anongst us can |ose his or
her very soul. Don't forget that, Mazarun. Qur previous en-
counters have been nostly strai ght up—+them agai nst us—for

sone new speck of dirt sonewhere, and that's been bad enough

But |'ve just got a bad feeling about this one, that's all. Mybe
I'"m developing into a Predictor."

Actual Iy, his hunches were based not on any paranormal pow

ers but on long experience. The additional inventories, the kinds
of weapons, testing and | ab equi prent, the nature of the refer-
ence tapes, the additional security systems on everything having
to do with the ship and records, even the amount of fuel allo-
cated—al | painted a picture clear enough that he didn't have to
have any special power to figure out what was what.

Facing a powerful galactic enpire, where good was evil and
evil good, where up was down and wrong was right, was bad
enough. But when such a civilization was run by denponic spirits
who could be literally anybody, not clearly defined in formas
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were the angels of the Mzl aplan, well, being pure in heart just
didn't cut it at all. And although he was a believing man. as
they well knew, he was hardly pure of heart, now or ever

It took three days for himto reach the starbase and pick up

the last of the Arm Mrok the Holy Ladue came aboard with

hi s usual brusque nmanner, barely nodding to the captain and the
Arm Birdlike and holl owboned, with | ong, clawed hands at the
end of great rubbery gray-black wi ngs that, folded, appeared

I'i ke sone kind of denonic cloak, his bullet-shaped head ap-
pearing to be all mouth and sharp teeth so that you m ssed the
tiny but penetrating red eyes, the Stargin was at once fierce-

| ooking and frail on his long spindly | egs, one of which bore the
metal lic blue and gol d bands that marked himas a hypno.

Nor was Morok ever particularly happy to be back aboard

ship, or in nost places other than in regions of |ow or zero
gravity, Stargin were not one of the nore commpn races, and
Chin's occupation had never taken himto one of their few worlds,
but he knew that on those worlds the Stargin used their wings to
fly and enjoyed such freedom it was a living hell for Mrok

to spend nost of his tinme under conditions nore confortable to
bi pedal creatures. He was earning his place in a high Heaven by
nore than his nmere position as Hi gh Priest and Arm Com

mander. He never conpl ai ned, but his disconfort could be sub-
limated only so far, and the situation always nade hima bit

nasty.

Mor ok stopped, reached into a case he carried with him pulled

out a nodule with the nost holy of seals and handed it to the
captain. "Cast off quickly. Gunny. Al speed."” the Stargin said
in mat raspy, artificial voice of his that was the only way one of
his race could formthe sounds of comon speech. "As soon

as we nake the junp to null-space | will want a conference of

the Abmin the wardroom”

Chin took the nodul e and bowed slightly. "As you command,
Holy One," he responded, and turned and nade his way swiftly
back to the bridge

Kumazon Kl ee had al ready di sengaged fromthe starbase an-
chorage and was now taking the ship out and away, awaiting
course and speed. The nute Lebur saw Chin conme on the bridge

t hrough the bank of monitors in front of him turned, and waited
expectantly.

The captain wasted no tine beyond a cursory check of the
status screens to assure hinself that all was correct—a habit,
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since the ship's conputers really did the flying and Kl ee'sjob as
hel msman was nostly to ensure that all was well and nonitor

ship's functions for possible nechani cal problens. Then the

modul e was inserted, seal intact, in the special input port to the
right side of the bridge comand chair. The port broke the seal,
made the connection with the nodule, and then it was the nod-
ule's turn to make certain that the ship was the correct one, the
i nput port was the correct one, and through contact with the
ship's conputers to verify that only the personnel aboard were
actually there and that all was well. If anything was aniss. Chin
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had one chance to answer satisfactorily any anonalies; if he
couldn't, or it was definitely the wong place, or things couldn't
be fixed, then the nodul e woul d di ssolve and short out the ship's
computer as well.

Al'l, however, checked out. and the nodul e then began dunp-

ing its instructions into the main conputer of the Faith of Gu-
rusu. Chin and Kl ee both stared at the nmain status nonitor,

wai ting thenselves to find out where they were going.

The ship began to nove of its own accord, gaining speed and
setting its course as it went. Wth all the programs now fed and
verified, the screen signaled for Chin to renove the nodul e,

whi ch he did. The seal was burned away, but the nodul e was

still good for a single backup just in case they had probl ens on
t he way.

He reached over and quickly typed in the questions he wanted
answered. The M zl apl an coul d easily have built conputers that
tal ked, but in the interest of equality and out of deference to
those races for whom hearing was a problem they accepted
manual input and projected screen data as an alternative. Wen
Kumazon was on the bridge, as now, he always used that system

On the screen the basics appeared al npbst instantly.

Destination: Medara, second fromthe star called only
VX-2664- A. Col oni zation Project. Cassification: frontier. Col -
onies: 1, prototypical. Inhabitants: 55 of whomthe nmajority
were Terran. M ssion: prevent destabilization of colony by M-
cohlian interlopers.

It was pretty far out. His chart had actually put it outside the
Mzl aplan, in a sort of No Man's Land. In fact, the nearest
habi t abl e worl ds were Mycohlian, as Chin had suspected. They
never chose this teamunless the job was particularly dirty.

The captai n punched up what was known of the Mycohlian
worl ds. One Terran, which was bad all things considered, one
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Thi on, and one Corithian. He liked neither Thions nor Corithi-
ans particularly. Neither of themwas represented within the M -
zl apl an races and each of themwas in its own way unpl easant,
but at | east now they would all know that the intruders would
probably be Terran. The other two would stick out rather obvi-
ously in the snmall col ony.

The t hree known enpires—al though neither the M zl apl an

nor the Exchange liked to think of thenselves in those ternmns-
covered nore than a quarter of the galaxy at this point and con-
tai ned, among them over four hundred sentient, advanced races.
Only a relative handful of races had any sort of spaceflight be-
fore being discovered and incorporated into one or another of

the political giants, and fewer still had di scovered the nmeans to
cheat |ight speed and becone interstellar civilizations. And, of
the tatter group, only five existed in truly vast nunbers, either
because of the age of their interstellar civilization or because,
like Terrans, they bred faster than a cold virus.

Wth al nost three-quarters of an entire galaxy left to explore,
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each enpire had different priorities. New civilizations and races
were the primary aimof the M zlaplan; they brought the Truth
and Way of M zlaplan to those ignorant of it, white protecting
them fromthe venal and satanic ways of the other two enpires.
The Mycohl wanted to extend their power and control as far

as they could, to inpose their own harsh and brutal system on

all they could seize, naybe just because such expansion fuel ed
their enpire and justified its kind of rule. The Exchange pri -
marily sought new products and new i deas and new custoners,

al t hough there was an underlying feeling that they had to protect
anyone new fromthe other two systens.

And, of course, any world that was habitabl e by any race of

the three had to be held, or it would be defaulted to the others.
This was a matter of principle that extended even to worlds that
were pretty well worthless, uninhabited pieces of rock. Chin
thought of it as a kind of intergalactic game of Go, the ancient
game of his own Terran people, where you had to take all the
enpty spaces and cut off your enemy. Expansion coul d never

stop, lest your enem es capture all the space around your own
vast enpire and block it fromexpanding farther. If that ever
happened to any one of the enpires, while the other two kept
expandi ng and growi ng, the cut-off emnpire would becone de-
pleted, |ose its purpose, and begin to wither, eventually to be
digested by the two victors -

152 Sack L Chal ker

And that was why a bunch of M zlaplan were out on a worth-

| ess chunk of rock trying to establish a colony. The Mycohl had
been turning at that point in the frontier, beginning to threaten
a flanki ng movement, cutting off an area of expansion. Medara

was essential to the M zlaplan not for what it was but for where
it was.

And, as he | ooked at the star maps, that fact worried Gun Roh
Chin the nost. It was a very long way to the next inhabited

M zl apl an worid, although there was nothing in between to speak
of . Possession was nost of the lawin this grand gane, too. Unti
the M zl apl an scouts coul d di scover another world in |Iine beyond
Medara in that direction, Medara had to be not nerely clainmed

but hel d, possessed, inhabited. If they failed to establish a per-
manent col ony there, soneone else could claimit |ike an aban-
doned ship. OF course, treaties forbade the other enpires from

in any way influencing the success of a colonization effort, but
everyone understood that this only neant not getting caught at

it. An agreenent between two enpires could always force a
decision on the third, so the Council of Enpires could invoke
penalties on one nenber if it got caught doing sonething for-

bi dden by the treaties. On that one point, and in the self-interest
of all three, alliance was possibl e-

The trick, then, particularly in a case like this, with one |one
colony so close to eneny territory being defended by the inhab-
itancy of a nere fifty-five souls, was not to get caught. The
Mycohl were good at that.

And the sacred duty of the Armwas to catch them red- handed
and present themon a silver tray to the Council.

@un Roh Chin sat back in his comrand chair a noment and
si ghed. As nervous as he always was going into one of these
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situations, and knowi ng the odds and the fearsoneness of the
eneny, he still couldn't help it.

He | oved this job.
UNVELCOVE GUEST
Morok the Holy Ladue got right down to business.

They were all there in the wardroom the fearsome-|ooking
Savin, the beautiful Krisha, the wi zened Manya, and Captain
Chin. Mazarun Kl ee was al so there, though not as a nenber of
the Arm In an energency, she and her husband m ght be the
only hope of getting out a nessage or summoni ng hel p, and so
they had to know what the rest were supposed to do.

Mor ok opened with the traditional prayer, "May the Gods of

M zl apl an and their Holy Angels watch over and guide their
servants in this great task," then got imrediately down to busi-
ness-

"You have all read over the basics on this Medara and | do

not have to tell you the geopolitical situation, 1 trust. Ceograph-
ically, this insignificant dirt ball is essential to the continuance
of our Holy Mssion and the thwarting of satanic noves agai nst

us. It is always such places that acquire this inmportance, sinply
because of their lack of intrinsic value. Were this an inhabited
world, we would be justified in bringing in whatever force we
needed, but under the stupid ganmes of the diplomats we cannot

do so without it being interpreted as an accusation of inpropri-
ety and thus an insult to the Mycoht, which they could exploit.

So, we are left to play the usual ganes with inadequate forces

and personnel, and the stakes are very high. The forces of evi

will stop at nothing on this one; we nust be worthy indeed to
prevail."
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"Has an intrusion been deduced or nerely suspected?" Krisha
asked the | eader.

"A Holy Inquisition has been mandated by conditions, al-

t hough we' ve been wat chi ng and expecting sonething, naturally,
almst fromthe start. O the fifty-five people in the devel op-
mental colony, the only priest, Wi the Holy Li Tai, was found
dead a week ago. It took this long for the report to get to us,
and for us to be dispatched with all speed—alas. W shall prob-
ably | eam not hing of inportance about his death by the tinme we
get there."

"He was murdered?" Savin asked, jotting down sone note
to hinmself on a pad.

"Probably, although it is reported as a natural death. It would

be, of course. He was found slunped over his desk in his office.

The official cause of death according to the colony nedi cal of-
ficer is a burst blood vessel in the brain—a stroke, in other words.
However, as you all know, that is one of the easiest causes of

death to fake convincingly, and the forensic facilities in a col ony
of this size are limted, even if the nedical officer had been an
experienced coroner and not the usual internist they send to
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pl aces like this. Manya, you won't have a tot to work with at
this point, but do your best."

The science officer nodded her massive head. "W can safely
assune foul play, in any event. The first thing anyone woul d do
woul d be to remove the saint. The Holy was, | presune, a tele-
pat h?"

Mor ok nodded. "Yes. Not the only one in the col ony, but, of
course, the only incorruptible one. They al so took advant age of
the requirenent that saints be cremated three days after death,
knowi ng we could not possibly get there in time to see the

body. "

"I find the idea that he was nmurdered sonewhat questionabl e
as a starting assunption,” GQun Roh Chin put in. "It seens to
me that killing the only Holy One, knowing it will invoke an

Inquisition, is the lost thing you would do. You trade one |oca
priest for many, all of whom unlike the victim are trained and
enpowered investigators. And if we find any evidence at all, we
will be justified in bringing up whatever force and personnel we
need. The possibility that this is in fact a natural death cannot
be excl uded. "

"W exclude nothing, Captain," Mrok responded curtly,
"but if we go on the assunption that Wi was nurdered, then
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your point is even better taken. It inplies that the Mycohl no

| onger care if we cone in—-er, worse yet, that we are being lured
in, either to be used in sone nefarious way or possibly to certify
that there is no foul play, or to nmake a rash accusation without

sufficient evidence to take to the Council. Either of the latter
two possibilities would be as good as giving them Medara by
default. We cannot stay forever; a clean bill of health would give

themfree rein there for quite sone tine. An accusation we can-
not nmake stick would wind up in the Council awardi ng Medara
to Mycohl as our penalty for bringing a false charge. W did not
intend to bring such a charge, but the danage is now done."

"What ki nd of damage?" Manya asked in her tow, raspy
voi ce.

"Qur diplomats junped to the same concl usi ons we have, but,

al as, they blundered in bringing it up, ever so discreetly, with
the Mycohl thenmselves. It was hoped," Mrok said sourly, "that
this mght scare themoff."

"And instead they went public," Savin guessed.

Morok' s birdli ke head bobbed in his gesture of affirnation.
"Either they saw the blunder and capitalized on it, or they
counted on it and we fell right into their trap. They deni ed any
inproprieties, naturally, and nade a great deal of indignant fuss
al nost at once. They went immediately and loudly public in the
chanmbers, challenging us to prove our allegations or to wthdraw
them giving us no choice but to nake a formal protest.”

"Uh-oh," Krisha said, shaking her head in disgust. "Then he
better had have been nmurdered, and we better prove it."
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"Indeed," Morok responded. "And that, Captain, is why we

begin and end with foul play. Thanks to our own diplomatic
stupidity, they have been able to invoke the Minchang Treaty,
putting us in an inpossible position. They have gone on record
actually urging an investigation to clear their good nane and
they have further demanded that. as the Treaty allows, an outside
observer be appointed to ensure our fairness!"

They were all suddenly upset except the captain, who kept his
silence and nerely watched, and Krisha, who seened thought -
ful

"Thai is intolerable!" Savin cried angrily. "To have an alien
a heat hen, |ooking over our shoul der, making decisions for rea-
sons of its own—No! Who knows what notives such a one m ght
have? They woul d be as nuch an eneny as the one we seek!"

"Sacril ege," Manya rasped. "This is an Arm of the Gods!
156
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We act not just on our own but as the extensions of the Lords
of Creation! What if this—ereature, this-heathen—should re-
verse our finding? It is giving Hell an absolute veto over the
gods' Such a thing is irreconcilable with our own holy infalli-
bility!"

Morok's birdlike head listened inmpassively to the argunents

and pleas, and waited for the din to die down. Finally, unfazed,

he said, "The argunents are correct and well taken, but they

have al ready been argued before a Gand Council of the M zia-

plan itself. Theologically, it was rightly determned that, as an
Arm we act with supernatural aid. Are the heathen not also
subject to the ultimte will of the gods? If not, why do we try
and convert then? Are they not of the sane seed as the majority

of the M zlaplan. ignorant of the truth and as such given to all ow
Hel I equal weight, yet hardly dammed. If we do the work of the
gods, then the gods must also be trusted to have influence over
the observer. That was how the treaty was enabl ed and how our
ancestors could agree to it in the first place, and, overall, it has
wor ked out well."

"But a heathen'." Manya was |ivid.

"It is not as bad as all that," Mrok soothed. "In severa

hundred such cases, when the Exchange has had no stake in the
outcone, they have virtually always cone down on our side

They are not a pl easant people nor froma pleasant culture, but
sonmething in their souls inpels themtowards the side of the

gods when it is us versus the satanists. They resist us, perhaps
even fear us, but they truly dislike the Mycohl. It might even be
argued that the Cbserver works in our favor. W only have to
prove interference; by virtue of their protestations of innocence
and ignorance of this affair, the Mycoht do not even get to tes-
tify."

"Unl ess," the captain noted, "the fellow really dropped dead
of natural causes."

He drew icy stares but otherw se silence.
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Kri sha al one anong the clerics had not argued. Now she said,
"There is no use in arguing, nor in raising false fears. W have
to accept the Observer; to do otherwi se would be to hand the
world to the Mycohl by default. It seems clear to ne that we
have a nearly inpossible task as it is and will need supernatura
aid. Fromwhat | hear, | amconvinced that this was in fact a
plot; that they perceived a weakness in our |egation and ex-
ploited it. Commt one nurder sure to bring suspicion and a
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reaction, as the captain said. Then draw our people into nmaking
an accusation, forcing us to prove nurder by their agencies,
under conditions where that is next to inpossible, or to surren-
der the planet without a shot. It is diabolically clever; exactly
what | woul d expect fromthem"

"Do we know who the Cbserver will be?" Savin asked un-
confortably.

"l have his nane and dossier," Mrok responded, as the

others continued to seethe but kept silent. They had no choice
but to accept; the decision had been nmade by Divi ne Council

The gods thensel ves had accepted, and so, as far as they were
concerned, had decreed the Cbserver, and above all el se the gods
must be obeyed. "It's probably phony, of course. The Cbservers
are supposed to be disinterested judges, usually political officers
or diplomats, but we never send an amateur when we are re-
quested to send an Cbserver, and we assune the sanme of them

We can expect this Chserver to actually be soneone fromthe
espionage or mlitary branch, who will be nobst interested in our
met hods and attenpt to build information for his own side from
our investigation. Captain, you have been an Cbserver, have you
not ?"

Al'l eyes turned to Gun Roh Chin, who sighed and nodded.

"Yes, Holy One- Twice. Needless to say, neither of the others
will accept a cleric fromus, since how could any of you rule in
favor of Mycohl ?"

That seermed to shock them "Could you do so. Captain?"
Kri sha asked, finding it inconceivable.

"I can and | have, in one of the two cases," Chin responded,

seeing the expressions and enjoying them "M oath and ny

honor required it no matter what ny personal revul sion. A par-
ticularly clever Exchange corporation, which coveted a new and

rat her unpleasant world for certain unique products possible

there, spent a great deal of time and noney creating the ap-
pearance of an indigenous and invisible alien |ife formthat slowy
and nethodically w ped out a Mycohl hive-—that's what they cal

their political-tribal groups. It was a brilliant and insidious plan,
particularly ugly in operation, whose notive was sheer greed,

the ultimte curse of the Exchange and its culture. My presence

and status allowed the Mycohlian operatives at the Exchange to
gather the evidence, and on the worid itself | was then able to
observe a clever trap laid with know edge that presented ne with
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sufficient evidence to certify the Mycohlian accusations. It was
most unpl easant, but an education."”

"To cause the death of satanists is no evil, no matter what the
nmotive," Manya rasped. "To find for the Mycohl is to serve
evil'"

The captain was unruffled. "Neither nmy Holy Lords nor the
Exchange saw it that way, nor do |I," he responded calnmy. "I

was taught that personal honor and oaths before the gods are

i nviol ate, the highest standards. To have lied or condoned nass
mur der knowi ngly woul d have vi ol ated both of those and nmade

me no better than the Mycohl. Such are the tests the gods give
us, or so | was instructed. To have found against evil, no nmatter
what ny personal feelings, would have nmade ne indi stingui sh-

abl e fromthe satanists. Such rulings are difficult, knots that defy
tidy untying. That is why judges are so often necessary, and why
they are so well respected and live such stressful lives."

"The captain is quite correct,” Mrok told them "It is why

he is so valuable, and why such as he are nenbers of the Arns

even though not of the clergy. W nmust never |ose sight of the
fact that the souls of the Mycohl are the souls of the damed,

continually reborn into evil, beyond any hope of redenption,

but always attenpting to gain nore converts to their sort. It took
great courage for the captain to go in there at all, to be totally
surrounded by a denonic society, and not to fall into their mas-
ters' noral trap. Captain, it will be your task, as one who has

been in that position, to keep the Cbserver straight and to the
task, to facilitate his job, while also making certain he | eans
not hi ng but what he is sent to observe."

Chi n nodded- "I understand perfectly. This is not done every

day, you know. Requests for (Qbservers are extrenely rare. It is
likely that | can quote chapter and verse of the treaty |anguage
better than this fellow can. Besides, it is far easier to work with
Exchange people than the Mycohl. The fol k of the Exchange are
merely lost or directionless souls; they are not necessarily
dammed. " He sighed. "So when do we pick this fell ow up?”

"The arc of the routing to Medara takes us at one brief point

to the closest intersection with an Exchange region," Mrok told
him "At that point we will effect the Cbserver's transfer to this
vessel, then proceed directly to Medara with no other stops or

del ays. "
Chin nodded. "I know the point. That would be in, oh, three
and a half days, give or take a few hours. Holy Manya, | know
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your distaste, but you rust give hima thorough and conpl ete

exam nation before we reach our destination. Just as the Mycohl
will accept no clergy fromus, so we accept no cynols fromthe
Exchange. | should not like a cynmol |oose on this ship, let al one
on a colony of ours, and it is quite a tenptation each time for
themto try and slip one in on us."

Manya's great head turned toward him and she said, "I'lI
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have no soulless nonsters in our holy presence. No nmatter what
tricks they try, | ambetter. | personally hope they do try some-
thing like that. Then we can with full right and justification
atom ze the creature and not be burdened with this Cbserver
nonsense. "

"Be cautious, yes, but correct," Mrok warned her, and the
others as well. "Renenber that unless we can catch the Mycohl

in the act and force a confession, the future of this world wll
depend on us convincing the Observer. If we begin by making

an eneny of the Cbserver, making himdislike and di strust us,
then we help the Mycohl and make our task even less likely to
succeed. Indeed, if we |ose this because of our mi stakes, we

may forfeit divine intervention and aid. | don't say you have to
love him but treat himwith the respect due his position."

Krisha | ooked around the table. "If we are to assunme that the
death was nurder, that the Mycohl are doing sonething to nmake
the colony fail, then we nust al so assune that they factored in

t he Cbserver.'

"I't would strengthen their clainms of innocence if the col ony
failed," Chin noted. "A clean bill of health froman indepen-

dent bserver, perhaps a finding that it was strictly a |ocal crineg,
woul d give thema free hand to force our public humliation

Even if we failed, there are scores of legalistic and diplomtic
dances possible, but if the Cbserver comes down with a definite
finding of no intervention, we are out in the cold in a very big
hurry."

Mor ok' s head bobbed in agreenment. "Exactly."

'Have you considered that one of our own might truly have
gone nad and done this deed, and that the Mycohl are just cap-
italizing on it?" Savin asked them

"Unlikely," Morok replied. "The prize is too tenpting for

them not to make a takeover attenpt, as we might well have

done in reversed circunstances. This was already taken into con-
sideration before we raised the point with the Mycohl."*

Krisha frowned. "What | cannot understand," she said, "is
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why this was not anticipated. W nust be growing |lazy and | ax
in our duties. Qur best counterinteU gence people should have
been there fromthe start, and our best military scientists."

"They were," Mook assured her. "At this point we arc called

in only because it is a priest who died in nysterious circum
stances, not because of |ocal request or need. In fact, | expect
some resentnent anobng on-site personnel, since we will, by our
very presence, be usurping their function and presenting them
with a new | ayer of higher-ups to answer to."

"If any resent the Arm they are bl asphenbus," Mnya
snorted. "They should rejoice that the gods have sent us."

"Manya, if the conmon fol k of the Mzl aplan were perfect

and free fromtenptation and sin, there would be no need for
such as we," Mrok noted, "nor would there be need for nore
i ncarnations. The Assunption would be at hand. You are very
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good at what you do, Manya; none better in ny hunble opinion,

but you have blind spots as a mnister of the True Wrd. W are
dealing with fallible, corruptible people, people who have not
the arnor to withstand sin but who want to do the right thing.
They need us, but their sinful natures and godly wills are al ways
inconflict. W are at war, not with the other great powers, but
agai nst the one great Power that is not flesh and bl ood, and

agai nst which ordinary folk, no matter how brilliant or well-
educated or noble, are powerless w thout our aid. W nust al

be mndful to deal in what is, not what we would like it to be."

@un Roh Chin listened to their wangling and had sinfu

t houghts, since he felt very happy to be hinself and not one

of the Holies. That in itself was somewhat bl asphenous, because
their incarnation was the second- hi ghest possible within the
physi cal universe, and a |l evel his own soul would have to attain
at some point, to achieve eventual heavenly perfection. To be

i ncapabl e of sinning was not the sane as having a sinless soul
Only the Holy Angels, the physical angels of the M zl apl an,

were totally free of sin. He was resigned to the fact that he was
probably as high as he was going to get right now, and since the
Assunption could not come about until all who were capabl e of
attai ning perfection had done so, he was inevitably damed
somewhere down the pike. It gave hima certain fatalism but it
made life easier to live

Normal Iy, each nenber of the Armremained alone in his or
her own cabi n except for meals and di scussi ons, praying and
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studying the materials for the mssion, but they were all curious
enough to energe and gather near the main airiock when the

ship sl owed and stood by to pick up the passenger that no one
want ed.

The Chserver came in a Mzl aplan naval vessel, which docked
and i mmedi ately prepared for transfer. The airiock seals were
made, there was nuch hissing and a bit of groaning that would
make many peopl e nervous but which the captain understood

was nornal, then the airiock signal switched to "EQUALI ZED—
OPEN' and GQun Roh Chin pressed the rel ease on his side and
the | ock swung back

First in was a m ddl e-aged naval officer, a Zrubek—ta\\, bi-
pedal, with a nottled, |eathery brown skin and flaring nostrils,

a face that always rem nded the captain of a canel's, |ooking
even nore out of place in the traditional |ight green of the ship-
board navy. He bowed slightly in respect to the captain of the
freighter, then said, "One passenger for you. Captain."

"Thank you. Conmmander. We have been expecting him"

The officer's round yell ow eyes widened a bit. "I think you
m ght be in for a bit of a surprise, then. Captain." He stood
asi de, and down the | ocking tube cane the Exchange Observer.

Chin saw i nmedi ately what the officer neant. A wonan! he
t hought, startled. And so young!
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"I knew it!" Manya muttered, as the others also stared at the
newconer. "They are nocking us!"

The captain was strongly built but he wasn't a tall man, barely

a hundred and si xty-seven centineters; the Cbserver was al nost

a head shorter and slightly built—at |least ten, twelve centinmeters
shorter and probably thirty kilograns |ighter than he. She had
short reddi sh-bl ond hair and big blue eyes. an exotic conbina-
tion to him and the palest skin he could ever renmenber seeing.

Al though this was paired with a body only a genetically bred

sai nt should have, her face and snall size nmade her seema nere
child, alnbst too young to be allowed out al one, never mnd

sent out on a Job like this. And, if she were his daughter, | ooking
as she did. Gun Roh Chin knew he wouldn't et her wal k down

the street al one.

She smled a sweet snile and said. "How do you do. Captain.
I"'mKelly Morgan." She extended a hand and he wasn't sure

whet her to shake it in Exchange fashion or kiss it. He settled for
shaki ng, which seened right. Regardl ess of cultural differences

or prejudices, he and the rest would have to think of Mrgan at
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all tinmes first as Observer, a species of one, and neuter for of-
ficial purposes.

It's going to be hard to do thai, though, the captain thought
wistfully.

"You |l ook startled," she noted, a bit inpolitic.

"We, uh, sinply did not expect a wonan," he responded,
deciding that this was his ship, his mssion, and his nation and
that he was not going to mince words with her.

"I know. The nanme throws everybody off. The story of ny
adult life. Does it bother you?"

How do you answer that one without being insulting? "lIn a
sense it does," he responded carefully but honestly. "In the

M zlaptan it is not the customfor young wonen to travel al one,
| et al one be on a nission such as this."

"l understand |I'm breaking a few social rules, but, like you

I was asked to do this by people |I'd have a hard time turning
down, particularly for the sake of ny future advancenment. And

it gives me a chance to get to know a bit nore about your people
and culture." There was a noi se behind her and she tumed-

"Those are ny bags. | assunme they can be sent to my cabin?"

He nodded dunbly, and Mazarun Kl ee's sl eek gray shape cane
forward, picked up the two cases and went off with them

Morgan | ooked at the Lebur and then over at Krisha and
Manya. "At least | amnot the only femal e aboard."

Chin shook his head. "No, but Mazarun is here with her
husband and the others are clergy. Come, let me introduce you."

They went down the line as if at a diplomatic reception. Mor-
gan noted the frostiness, and had expected it, so she settled for
the customary pro forma bow i nstead of handshaking. Chin
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couldn't help noting how cool and controlled the wonan was.

Even he woul d have sone probl ens shaki ng hands with Savin,

for exanple, whose fingertip suckers secreted a snelly resinlike
subst ance which was hard to get rid of, and with the way that
Manya was radiating hostility, anyone shaking the Groll's hand
m ght come back mnissing his own hand.

The formalities out of the way, Mrgan turned back to him

and said, "1 assune you want to check ne out, nake sure

have no hidden inplants or whatever. W' d best get that all over
with right now, if you like. It'll make the rest of the trip a bit
nmore relaxed for all of us."

The fact that she brought it up, and so soon, neant that they'd
find nothing, or she was confident that they woul d not—but, of
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course, that too could be a clever ploy, to disarmthemor give
her time to do somet hi ng.

"This is Manya the Holy Szin," Chin told her. "She is our
science officer and is nedically trained. Manya, she is correct.
We should do what we nust right off.’

Maki ng no effort to conceal her ill will, Manya al nost snorted.
"Very well," said the Groll, "cone with ne."

They went off, and as soon as they were out of earshot. Chin
snapped the intercomoff his belt and transmitted orders. "Ex-
am ne and anal yze the luggage and all its contents. Don't negl ect
to examine the cases thenselves as well. | want a readout and
comput er eval uation on everything down to the subatomc |evel.'
He slipped the comunicator back on his belt and stared at the
silent high priests and priestess.

"This will not do at all," Savin commented after a noment.
"Manya is correct. They are tweaking our collective faces by
viol ating our ways so clearly.'

"I'"'mnot so sure about that," Krisha responded. "I tried to
scan her and got nothing at all, although she has no standardized
attribute markings. Savin?"

"Not hi ng, " responded the enpat h.

"Anull, like our captain, here," Mrok put in. "Nulls are
extrenely rare but perfect for this sort of work, which is why
Captain Chin has twice had missions simlar to hers with us.

The fact that she seenms so young, alnost a child, is possibly
deception as well. It would be very difficult to take her seriously
or think of her as one of consequence. If in fact she is older than
she seens, and nore experienced, she could use erroneous as-
sunptions to her advantage. The best agents are those whom no

one would | ook twice at or take seriously. | do not think we can
underestimate our Mss Mrgan or the people who sel ected her

for this. Besides," he added, "we are stuck with her."

Krisha, ever the security officer, nodded. "Captain, the fact
that you are Terran, as is she, and a nmal e unburdened with saint-
hood, makes you the |ogical candidate to find out what |ies be-
hi nd those startling eyes, and perhaps nakes you her nost likely
target for intelligence as well. Do not be taken in by her so
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easily. She will undoubtedly attenpt to get quite close to you.
Let her, but do not |et down your guard."”

"I ndeed? Why do you think she will do anything but nerely
stand around and ask questions?" he responded, not exactly
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averse to the thought of her getting close to him but remem
bering how he hinself had functioned in the role of Qbserver.

"It is what | would do in her situation," Krisha replied know
ingly, "if | were her and if | had no other restrictions, and if |
came froma culture as norally decayed as hers, | would not
hesitate to use whatever neans avail able for my purposes. Situ-
ations like this do not happen by chance. Captain, and the
Exchange has excellent intelligence."

Kel 'y Morgan was poked and probed and scanned and noni -

tored to within an inch of her life, but it wasn't anything she
hadn't expected nor undergone in preparation for her assign-

ment. They had al so prepared her to an extent for the obvious

suspi cion and hostility those of the Mzl aplan m ght have toward

an outsider, but it was kind of tough facing Manya the Holy Szin
right otf, one on one, w thout anyone else there to act as a buffer.

Al t hough she'd been well briefed, to the point of being told
that this particular Armwould nost likely be the one sent, she
had an initial inpression that the others were what anyone woul d
expect: highly conpetent people doing their jobs. Mst of what
she knew was about the Captain, on whomthere were vol um -

nous files fromwhen he'd worked as an Cbserver, but the rest
were still just descriptions in a briefing book.

That briefing m ght have been all wong, or they might all be
wil d-eyed religious nuts, but clearly Manya was an absol ute fa-
nati c, exani ning banal pleasantries for insults and seem ng very
rough and nasty. It would not do to turn her back on this Manya,
she decided. It wasn't conpl etely unknown for Observers of all
stripes to have tragic accidents in the course of their duties,
particularly if it becane clear that a finding wasn't going to go
the right way. Supposedly none of these clerics could sin, but
sin was in the mnd, not an absolute, and was cul ture-driven and
then filtered through | ayer upon |ayer of rationalization. These
peopl e believed that the Mycohl were truly denons, and if they
couldn't nake a case, the Mycohl stood to enbarrass the hel

out of them

"How ol d are you?" Manya snapped at her.

"Twenty-four," she responded.

"And you are not yet married?"
"No. "

"Nor a virgin, either,’
lots to judge us."

Manya nuttered. "They send us har-
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"I am neither harlot nor judge," she responded, controlling
her temper. She was in their domain, after all. "My people
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consi der wonen equally as responsible as nen. W night marry
for love, or not at all, with the sane choi ces nen have."

"It is not a question of choices!" the priestess snapped. "It
strikes to the very essence of what it means to be sentient."

"l know you do not want nme here, but | amhere, and | think
| amsentient, and | will be fair. Wiy can't you just leave it at
t hat ?"

"Because your people are barbarians!" Manya shot back an-

grily. "Wthout rules, there is no civilization. Wthout a consis-
tent system of behavior, without a clear-cut definition of sin,
nmoral ity becomes a nmere argunent over the best way to train
animals. Wthout awareness of sin, there is anarchy and decay

and the descent to satanism And if you are under denonic in-
fluences, you can not possibly be fair. You cannot be neutral to

evil! That initself is evil!"

"l amnot neutral to evil," she assured the Gioll. "Show it
tonme and | will testify on your behalf."

"How can you be other than neutral to evil, when you have

no definition of the tern? No two people of the Exchange woul d
define it the same way. Even your dictionaries argue about it.
No, M ss Morgan. |If you are neutral, then you are the eneny

of all for which I stand."

"Then that's the way it nust be," she responded, not having

any other way to respond. She had been quite proud of her com
mand of the M zl apl ani an naster |anguage, the Holy Tongue

they all spoke no matter howill-suited it was to sone of the
races, but now she was beginning to discover that it didn't really
all ow for the kind of sarcastic retorts she was capabl e of in her
own tongue and si x other |anguages.

"That's it," Manya snapped at |ast, her nottled face show ng
contenpt and her eyes glaring. "Your body is cleaner than your
dammed soul, although that's not saying nuch. Lawfully cl ean,
anyway. "

"My soul is nmy own. Reverend Mdther," she responded cor-
rectly if coolly—there was little chance of her ever w nning over
Manya, that was obvious—but it is not ny sou! that is at issue
here, nor ny body. | shall try and keep out of the way and be

as unobtrusive as possible. This is your problem not mne. |

am not your problem and will not be, unless you choose to

make it so."
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A Guoll's grin was a rather frightening and intimnmdating sight,
particul arly when you knew there was no humor behind it.

"I have no problemw th you," the priestess told her. "If you
are true to your stated goal, it wouldn't matter how badly we
treated you nor what we did. In the end, you would still have to

testify for us."

That one she was ready for. They'd told her in the preparation
classes that something |ike that comment al ways arose early on

"No, Reverend Mdther, you should check with your Arch-
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bi shop on that one." She drew herself up to her full hundred
and fifty-two centimeters. "See nme? | ama very snall person

but | have one trillion heads and one trillion swords' |In our part
of the gal axy any race who would do me harm woul d harmtheir
own citizens, and the individuals who did so, regardl ess of the
out cone, woul d be subject to judgnment by the other two parties.
You nmay not |ike the Exchange or its powers, but you and your
peopl e respect it because it is equal to your own in that power.
I amone small person and | am not M zl apl ani an, but here,

now, and for the duration of this assignnment, / am everybody

el se'."

She stood there a nmonent in silence, and Manya sai d not hi ng
in reply, her face as Groltishly inpassive as ever.

Kelly Morgan took a deep breath and said, in a calnmer, softer

voi ce that was nonetheless at |east as icy a tone as Manya was
capabl e of using, "Now, if we are through with all this, | should
like to be taken to ny quarters and allowed to freshen up."

Manya pressed an intercom button and Mazarun Kl ee ap-
peared as if she'd been waiting outside for just such a summons.

"Take the (nserver to her quarters and show her the layout,"
Manya i nstruct ed.

Kl ee' s head nodded, and she beckoned and | ed Morgan out.
The door to the lab and infirmary closed with a hiss that seened
al nrost a coment on the dial ogue just past.

Anot her door slid open opposite Manya, and Krisha stepped
through. "Well? What do you think?" she asked the Gnoll
wanting a first inpression.

Manya shook her massive head slowy fromside to side. "It

is hard to say. She is what she says she i s—physiol ogically, at

| east. They sent no nonsters or hybrid surprises. And yet, some-

how, | have a feeling that we are being had. It goes beyond ny
innate distrust of all heathen, although that is a part of it. It is
the heat hen brains who chose her for this job that | sense |urking
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in the air somewhere, leering and |aughing at us. She is certainly
m staken if she believes that | underestinmate her accursed enpire
of exploiters and thieves."

"Per haps your problemis that you overestimte them" Krisha

suggest ed.

"No, no. | provoked her here. Deliberately so, while she was

still inside the nonitor strips. | went so far as to threaten her."
"l heard."

"Her bl ood pressure started racing, her heart pounded, and

she was about as scared and as angry as it is possible to be

wi t hout harming herself—-all as to be expected. But she did not
break down, did not fold up or backtrack. |Instead she answered

with calm deliberate reason and counterthreat, so adroitly that
had | not been nonitoring her with the Terran norns pro-

grammed in, | would have thought her nade of steel. | do not
overestimate; | merely think that the evidence indicates that those
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who selected her for this mght well know just what they are
doing. No girl that young has that much poise and self-contro
unl ess she is exceptional. | would like very nuch to know nore
about her background."

The security officer shrugged. "Perhaps our fearless captain

can get it out of her, although if she's as good as you think, it
will be only what will do her no harm and us no good. W are
only a bit over three days to Medara. W must not forget that

the girl is not our true problem the Medara situation is. If we
| ose Medara by our failure to support the | odged protest, then
what difference does the girl make?"

"W nust pray for guidance,"” Manya responded. "And en-
|ightennent,"” she added gravely.

"I must apol ogi ze, Captain, for |ooking so poorly, but it has
been a long trip under less than ideal conditions," Kelly Mrgan
said as she entered the small ness area behind the bridge.

The captain stood and bowed slightly. "You | ook quite-
acceptable, | assure you. Please have a seat."

She glided in snoothly, and Kumazon Kl ee began the service

with a silence that startled her. He caught her slight junp at the
Lebur's noves and smled slightly, hoping that the smle would

not be seen as offense.

"The Leburs are an efficient and graceful race," he com
mented. "They mate for life, and each sex has attributes the
ot her needs but lacks, so it's as nuch a synmbiotic relationship
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as a romantic one. W |ike to say that we need one another or

we can't do without the other, and such things—but, with them

it is really true. Kumazon, here, is both deaf and physiol ogically
dunmb, and can comuni cate telepathically only with his mate,
Mazarun. Yet his mind is brilliant, on a |l evel we cannot com
prehend, and he can handl e things of minute size and often per-
form dozens of tasks al nost at once, keeping all progress in his
head by sonme kind of inborn sense. Mre than anyone, he runs

this ship—2 nerely preside, as it were, by virtue of having grad-
uated fromthe Acadeny."

She | ooked at the food. It was sonewhat strange, as she had
expected, but nothing her briefing programs hadn't covered. In
fact, if those prograns were to be believed, this was to be quite
a culinary treat. Mst Exchange ships, except for the great lin-
ers, used synthesized neals created out of waste materials. They
were nutritious, they did what food was supposed to do, but they
tended to all taste like—well, nothing nuch. Wile the mlitary
and other institutional ships of the Mzlaplan ate no better, the
freighters had a reputation for good food freshly prepared. They
had the roomfor it, and with the lonely life of a freighter crew
it was one of the few pleasures they had.

"W are eating al one?" she asked, curious. "Not with the
ot hers?"

He sighed. "I doubt if any of themw Il eat nuch on this trip.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (133 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:50 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

The tendency is for much prayer and fasting before a Holy M s-
sion. In any event, food as rich as this would probably cause
themall to come down with bellyaches. The priesthood is a

rather austere life, with one foot already in the next world. |
mysel f confess to being one of the dammed. The nore | see of
them the nore | appreciate the agony of their lives and the |ess
I crave such a thing nyself. | fear that | amtoo content with ny
lot inlife; | shall never progress."

She smled a bit at that and tried the food. It was good, and
she was experienced enough not to ask what was actually in it.
Do that enough in alien environnents, and you wound up on a
fast as bad as those Holy Ones. And this was an alien environ-
ment, even if the man across from her was descended fromthe
same human race as she

"I find your candor a bit odd," she said after eating a bit. "It
seens to ne that anyone who thinks as you do wouldn't be the
sort of man they'd trust for this sort of mission.”

He shrugged. "I nmake no secret of ny attitudes, and they
THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE
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know it. Manya, and | think Savin, are sonewhat scandalized

and | fear quite a lot of prayer tine is wasted on ne. Morok
only appreciates ny honesty and says it shores up his confidence
in my trustworthiness, and Krisha is too worldly in her back-
ground not to understand. The gods have used sinners, even the
worst of them for their purposes since tine imenorial. There's
not areligion in the history of any people where that is not so.
My own ancestors were al ways pragmatic; they prayed to their

gods for rain and got drought, and they prayed for a good harvest
and got plagues of locusts, and still they prayed. Mrok believes
that the gods nade ne this way because | serve them best as

am | prefer to believe him™"

She gave hima polite chuckle, which he seened to appreciate.
She was beginning to Iike Gn Roh Chin, who seenmed a rock
of sanity in this enpire of saints.

"You said Krisha was of a woridly background," she noted,
trying to get as much of a handl e on these people as she coul d-
"I thought the priests were essentially bred, not made. | think
I read that they were perfect vessels prepared for the souls of
the saints to enter.”

"To an extent that's true," he acknow edged, "and nost were

bred to it. Not everyone who grows up in those perfect bodies

wi nds up a saint, however, no matter how hard they try. It is

said that some inproper souls get in, or the supply of souls rising
to that level is not as great as the capacity to breed physica
perfection, allow ng sone good but not-yet-ready souls to enter
Those are weeded out and then bl ended into the general popu-

lation. O hers, like Krisha, aren't bred at all but arise anobng the
ordinary folk, and for one reason or another are determned to

be saints. Krisha was that way. Bomin the nornal way to par-

ents she knew, no known mani pul ati on of genes or whatever,

rai sed as ordinary folk are raised, normal chil dhood and school -
ing, that sort of thing."
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"And one day the local priest, or whatever, saw that she was
acting like a saint and took her out of there?

Chin sighed. "No, actually, quite the opposite. She was a

rebel; she rejected nost of our society and its standards. She
refused the marriage that her parents and the Church had ar-
ranged for her, and when it |ooked as if she'd be forced into it,
she ran away. That is what is known as an ecclesiastical crine.
They found her, of course, and she was given a choice of re-
canting her rebelliousness and accepting her lot or facing eccle-
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siastical judgnent. She refused the former and so got the latter.
Her family was not w thout power and influence, and she has

real power as a telepath. In such cases, it's not unheard of for
the ecclesiastical court to find that the accused is a m spl aced
sai nt —hi ch they did—uling that her rebelliousness was caused
by this, and she was therefore to be cl eansed of her sins and
taken before the Lord M zl apl an. That action al one conmands

ei ther sainthood or death. She did not die, so here she is."

Li ke the two naster races of the other enpires, the Mzl apl an

were an ancient race, one of the ol dest known. Al though no
outsider ever saw them they were far nore tangible than the
Exchange' s own Quardi ans, where even the highest officials of

the Exchange had no idea, or at |east clained they had no idea,
just who or what or where the bosses were. The M zl apl an were
smal |, chunky creatures, dark granite-gray in color, barely a

met er high on average, and alnost all of that was a great, vaguely
humanoi d head. They had enornous eyes, broad noses with un-

dul ating flaps, and enornous thick-lipped mouths with tiny, al-
nost hairiike tendrils inside and around the |lips. Mre substantia
tendrils grew. Medusa-like, on their heads. They had only ves-
tigial arns and | egs and were essentially hel pl ess, except for the
racial trait that had made themthe masters.

There were a nunber of hypnos around—Mrok, in fact, was
one—but while sonme had great power, it was transitory and faded
over time, and was not equally applicable to all races. To cone
face to face with a M zl apl ani an, however, was to conme face to
face with a race of hypnos, a race so powerful that no known

ot her race save the Mycohl could resist their will, fromthe high-
est to the | owest, and before which even the nost powerful non-
M zl apl ani an hypno had no chance. No matter what you knew
intellectually, no matter what your background or intentions,
when you faced one, you were face to face with a true god—ene
you coul d but worship and obey without question or hesitation,
not just then and there, but for life. Everyone who cane before
themwas their absolute slave and woul d obey any conmmand, do
anything at all, even kill or be killed, in their service.

Nobody really knew whether or not the Guardians were im

mune to the M zl apl ani an power, since nobody in the other em
pires knew any nore about that third race than did its subjects.
Fortunately, for the Guardi ans, close physical presence was nec-
essary; you couldn't broadcast the M zl apl ani an power nore than
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a fewneters, and if the ancient race still reproduced at all, it
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was very slowy and their enpire was very | arge

Those few who did not succunb to the will of the M zlapl an-

ian, either died in agony fromthe experience or were reduced

to gi bbering, unthinking animals. Even the Mycohl, the one

known race that could not be controlled by them would die in
their presence. But a Mycohlian, in a face-down, had been known
to take the Mzlaplanian with it when it died. It wasn't hard to
see why the M zl apl an consi dered the Mycohl the enmpire of evil,
of all that was hellish and unholy.

Morgan coul d i magi ne the scene of poor Krisha, who nerely

want ed an i ndependent |ife and to nake her own deci sions,

haul ed forcibly before the Lord Mzl aptan, her will drained out
of her, her spirit redirected to serving, defending, and perpetu-
ating the systemshe'd rejected. Gven the religious instruction
that denned sin in her culture and then forbidden to succunb to
such sin.

Chin read her thoughts. "They really cannot sin, you know, "

he remarked casual ly. "They have sinful thoughts, of course,

since they're still people and still in the real universe. They have
the sane tenptations as we—nore, | think, than soneone |ike

me, who is out in space nmost of the tine—but, unlike us, they

cannot succunb, not even slightly."

"l beg your pardon if | offend, but, honestly, | think | would
go mad, " she told him

He shrugged. "There's no offense there. | often thought the

same thing, but, of course, it's inpossible for themto go nad.

You see, for you, for ne, religionis a cultural thing, an insti-
tution, but, deep down, we have sone doubts, probe sone hol es,
real |y wonder about sone of it. They can't. They don't academ
ically or ritually or nerely enotionally believe it's a hundred per
cent true, they know it, knowwith a certainty we can never feel
Al the questions, all the doubts, down to the core of their souls,
have been renoved."

She stared at him "Do you have doubts?"

He grinned. "Madane, part of the benefit of our systemis

that | received a truly excellent and well-rounded education. In
addition, | have a passionate interest in nmy own people' s ancient
hi story and culture, the oldest of any human history known.

And, in addition to that, | know just as rmuch of the history and
exobi ol ogy of the galaxy as you do, |1'd say. The nost intellectua
people | know are freighter captains, for we have very little el se
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to do out here. There is a small ship's shrine aboard but tenples
are light-years apart, and the |l ost thing spacers want to do is
make planetfall on a Holy Day. Many of my coll eagues do nuch
penance for that; if they have the sort of thoughts | do, and they
must, then every tinme they nmake planetfall they betray those
thoughts. The only way to avoid unpl easant ness, shall we say,

is to think the correct thoughts. | amquite bl essed, or cursed,
conpared to them since, you see, as a null, ny thoughts re-

mai n—y own. "

She nodded. "I think | see." Indeed, the presence of a null
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and particularly one as sophisticated and worldly as the captain,
was an unexpected and quite happy turn of events for her. The
nunber of people with any freedom even of thought, in this
totally conformi st culture could probably be nunbered in the
hundreds; certainly no nore thdn a few thousand. To find one,

and one of the even rarer human ones, in this situation, was

al nrost too good to be true.

Now t hat brought up an ugly thought. As a null herself, she
could not verify that Chin was who or what he said he was. The
mere fact that they would have such a nman as their captain in
Holy I nquisitions was suspect in and of itself. She was well
aware of how easily personalities could be tailored to fit needs.
The captain was obviously trying to befriend her as part of his
job, and it would be a m stake to underestimate these people
simply because they had such a repressive and servile society.
They had, after all, managed to inpose that society and system
on well over a hundred races, sone of whomhad quite literally
nothing in common, and hold it together, and link it all wth
relatively sophisticated technol ogy, even co-opting features from
the religions they superseded and evol ving the system as they
went. Gun Roh Chin could, in fact, be al nbst anyone, even a
priest hinself.

It was true that the clergy could not sin, but "sin" was a
relative termin any | anguage. It would hardly be a sin to deceive
a nonbeliever, an infidel, froma society that |ooked to these
people like a snake pit. Some ancient religions found no sinin
human sacrifice; indeed, many found holiness in torturing and
killing nonbelievers. This was a culture whose people were fully
capabl e of suicidally detonating a bonb that would destroy a
building, a city, even a wortd, if their Church told themthat it
was the will of their gods to do so and that they would attain a
hi gher incarnation by the very act.
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@un Roh Chin sipped some hot tea and settled back confort-

ably in his old, worn, wardroom chair. Krisha sat across from
him |ooking a bit wan and weary even at this juncture, but stilt,
wi thout Kelly Morgan's coiffured hair and nakeup and jewelry,

the priestess was a dammed attracti ve wonman.

"You' ve had several days with her now, " the security chief
noted. "I want your overall opinions."

The captain put down his tea and gave a slight shrug. "She

has certainly cone on strong to ne, and, | admit, | didlittle to
di scourage her. Alas, it is for the sane notive: She is trying to
gain an ally and friend, and | amtrying to win her absolute
confidence. "

"Mbdesty, Captain? O are you truly convinced that she does
not find you irresistible?"

He chuckl ed, but dodged a direct answer. "The question is
irrelevant. She has a job to do apart from any personal feelings
or desires. She is quite bright; possibly even brighter than any-
one here. For one so apparently young, she has an incredible
fund of know edge about al nobst anything one might bring up,

and a consummate skill in betraying only what she wi shes to
betray while gaining much fromnme even if | amtrying to betray
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nothing at all. Still ..."
"Yes?"

"l just have this sense, sonehow, that, deep down, she's very
nervous about sonething. Not us, not this ship, not the journey,
but sonething."

"Now you are no longer a null but a psychic?"

He | aughed. "I shall read no tea leaves, | promise. It's the
job, nore than anything. | nust deal with every |level of society
at one tine or another, punctuated by |ong periods of isolation,
whi ch gives me a certain distance and perspective. You learn to
read people. No matter what her appearance, she's a pro. She
knows that | amher 'handler,' as it were, but she's hiding far
nmore than what one expects such an Cbserver to hide. You can

al most snell it. And it grows, day by day, as we approach our
goal . "

"What do you think it is, then, other than the usual nerves?"

"I can only wager on the general nature of it. The intelligence
service of the Exchange is exceptionally good, unencunbered

as it is by the slightest trace of ethics or norality, or by a depth
of predictability such as our own people and al so those of the
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Mycohl m ght have. She is so well-briefed, she is probably
overbriefed. | believe she knows far nore about where we are
going and what we will find than we do."

"But Medara has been quarantined since the nurder was dis-
covered. No one new has gone there since . . . Oh!l | see! That's
really the point, isn't it?

@un Roh Chin nodded sol emly. "lIndeed. Consider our own

not untal ented Secret Service. A colonial claimis nmade by a

rival out on a frontier that is crucial in our galactic ganme of Co.
We and the Exchange may be rivals, even potential enemes, but
that is irrelevant. No matter how much we distrust or suspect or
even detest one another, we have a comon third-party eneny.

I have studied the star maps. Medara is at a critical juncture, at
the outernmpbst extension in that region claimed by oursel ves and
the Mycohl. The Exchange itself has several tentative clains just
a fewlight-years away, with the Mycohl in between them and

us. | have no way of know ng how val uabl e those cl ai ns are,

but let us say, for the sake of argunent, that one or nore of the
Exchange's newfound treasures out there is of great potential

val ue. The Mycohl m ght be tenpted to cheat, to bring up forces
and eradicate them (/, that is, there was no one else out there
to nonitor such a nmovenment—such as the M zl apl an on Medar a.

What woul d you do?"

Krisha thought abut it. "Try and elimnate us first, of course
If we | ost Medara, it would push us well back, turn our efforts
wel | away." She suddenly saw where he was going. "Ch! |

see—+ woul d nake very certain that one of our people was on
Medara, reporting on just about everything, making certain that
anything | earned there was transmtted back to our people. You
think the Exchange has an agent on Medara."
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He nodded. "It's what / would do. And if / were being sent

there as Cbserver, while the law and the treaties forbid it, |
woul d certainly be inforned of this fact, perhaps even the agent's
identity. It would be nmore than a little enbarrassing if the Holy
Inquisition were to uncover their man in the course of trying to
find the Mycohl. An ethical conundrum but we'd have no

choi ce. "

"If you are right," she said, thinking hard, "then | want the

identity of that agent. | do not want himtaken, but | want to
know who he is. If we could find the codes and transm ssion
met hods he uses without alerting the Exchange ... it would be

nost hel pful. Not to nention naking certain that the Exchange
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recei ves exactly what we wish themto receive." She sighed
"W shall be busy with the main investigation. You take their
man—and i f you need help, we'll try and give it."

He nodded. "I was already thinking along those Iines. | be-
lieve she trusts nme, to an extent. | intend to use that trust."

"Still," Krisha responded, "be careful. Ask yourself this
question: In such a situation, would they send a sacrificial |anmb?
O would they send one of their best?"

"I amtrying not to underestimate her. | sinply hope that she
underestimates ne."

Kri sha sighed and shook her head slowy. "This is all spec-
ul ation, you know, based entirely on your perception of sone
sense of nervousness while |ooking into her big brown eyes."

"Jeal ous?"

"Yes," she retorted, not returning his joking tone. "Not in
the romantic sense, of course. Ch! | think this is the worst of it.
Being unable to lie is at tines a great curse.”

He understood, as nuch as anyone not in her position could,

what she nmeant by that. To be incapable of conmitting a sin was

not the sanme thing as being without sin. Krisha was still young,
still attractive, and, unlike her conpanions in the Holy Oders,

she was not a willing nenber. They had either been bred for it

and raised in it with no thoughts of anything else, or they had
cone to it on their own and been judged proper for the role.

They, too, nust have their tenptations, their burdens, their re-
grets, but in all cases their situation was different. None of them
as far as he knew, had been ordai ned against his or her wll.

Krisha was not an example of M zl apl ani an devotion but rather

of its justice. She was an exanple to the others who m ght be
tenpted to break free of the system to harbor |ess than perfect
t houghts. One who had rejected the systemand its val ues, whose
puni shrent was to eternally not only obey alt of those rules as
no ordi nary human could but also to serve them work to pre-
serve them and to naintain them Her primary duty for the

I nquisition was not these infrequent full-scale investigations, but
rather to travel around, talking to young girls and attenpting to
identify any doubters or potential rebel s—and deal with them as
appropriate. For a personable figure and powerful telepath, this

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (139 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:50 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

wasn't very difficult; those she herself could not turn back to the
proper way, she could refer to powerful priestly hypnos like

Morok who, with the local priesthood, could turn al nost any

doubter into a true believer, with Tal ents and conditi oning.
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But, usually, there would be no need for such drastic steps.

She was the best wal king exanple for recalcitrants, for she could
tell them of her own rebellion and her punishnent. They had

made her incapable of committing sin, yes, and incapable of not
serving in whatever capacity she was commanded to serve, but

they had deliberately not altered the person inside.

By this stage, nost people had snapped, becone fanatics like
Manya, totally suppressing or rejecting their old selves. That
was what was supposed to happen, eventually. Not to break

would be to live in eternal tornment, forced to behave as you had
no wi sh to behave, forced to betray what you felt was right,
forced to obey what you wanted to reject, yet forbidden hypnot-
ics and ot her nmeans to ease the pain.

The captain feared the inevitability of Hell one day; Krisha
the Holy Mendoro was already in it.

"You envy her, then, because she is what you wanted to be."

She nodded grimy. "Yes, that is so. | have confessed it al-

ready to Morok, who commanded ne to pray many hours that |

may expunge such feelings. | do so, but it does not help. The
problemis, it would be a terrible thing to wish her m sfortune

if she were one of us, but she is of the eneny. It is doctrine that
the eneny has its pleasures now, for a short while, but suffers
horribly for eternity after death, while for us it is the reverse.
do believe this, but | have never been able to accept its unfair-
ness. "

"I"ve been to her realm" Chin renminded the security officer

"While a few live wondrous |ives, nost are in msery and wll

never clinb out, and those who are on the top, those few, are
there at the expense of the others. | began, | adnit, with sone
slight envy for the conforts there, but 1 was soon overwhel med

by the inequities. It is an ugly place, but those at the top cannot
even see or conprehend the ugliness that supports it. There is a
price to be paid for everything, and there is no perfection in this
life. There the individual supersedes the needs of society, of the
masses. It is a culture of greed. The Mycohl have a structured

hi erarchy, a hybrid of theirs and ours in sone respects, yet one
in which masses of people are rated and graded |i ke neat or

eggs and whose share is based on that subjective grading system
with the top so renoved and debased that there are no norals,

no ethics, no systemat all but power. Qur Holy Ones do not

abuse; there is no starving here, nor hunan sacrifices, nor arc

i nnocents brought to slavery, debauchery, even ugly death, to
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feed the egos of those above. There are always inequities, but,
of the three, we are the only one with a sense of val ues, of
obligations to others, a true definition of sin. | amone of the
few who could live el sewhere. | have seen the others, and | am
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still here."

She considered that. "Perhaps, then," she responded thought-
fully, "your experience is what is necessary for true peace. W
have val ues, true, and a social systemthat works, and a sense
of sin. but we never see it in the context that you have been
bl essed to see it. Perhaps if | had seen what you had seen, ny
soul could be at peace."

"Interesting thought," he agreed, taking out a cigar and
studying it for a nonment. "Perhaps you can't really appreciate
sin until you' ve cone face to face with the real thing."

A VERY ANCI ENT GAME

Medara may have been in the hands of the saints, but it was
certainly no paradise.

The entire forward base, or "establishnment colony,"” as it was
called in the jargon of interstellar treaties and conventions, con-
sisted of a set of dull, blocky buildings with rounded roofs con-
nected by a series of enclosed but not heated tubelike wal kways.
The whol e conpl ex was sprawl ed over only a few acres, the

only signs of any habitation on the planet; dull, gunnetal gray

pi eces of ugliness dropped into a dry, forbidding | andscape of

dull yellows and off-whites and rounded nountai ns show ng the

ef fects of rugged weat heri ng.

The nost noticeable hardship was the wind; it blew constantly

and hard, and seened |ike sonme invisible giant's rage, shaking
and rattling the whole place. The atnpbsphere was dense, but

| acking in sufficient oxygen for nost races, and outdoors al npbst
everyone had to use small respirators. The canp was theoreti-
cally sealed and pressurized, with every entry and exit a safety
airiock, but the designers had never reckoned with that wi nd,

and there were often breaks in the seals, which allowed sone of
the precious air to escape. Everyone wore his respirator like a
neckl ace at all tinmes, knowing that sooner or |ater he woul d need
it. One of the seals had, in fact, blown on the night of WiI's
death, and there were still signs of a quick fix in that connector

At the far end, nearest the dormtory-like sleeping quarters
but far fromthe | abs and research stations, an end npdul e con-
178
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tained the snmall chapel and sacristy where Wi the Holy Li Ta
had been found sl unped over his desk, dead.

The tall and eerie-looking Savin tapped his claws on his chi-
ti nous exoskel eton in a nervous habit while studying the |ayout,
t hen shook his nmassive head.

"It's inpossible,"” he nuttered, as nuch to hinself as to

Krisha, beside him "All fifty-four live right next to the scene
and have open access. No one would notice if you went in there,
even if the place was crowded. We assune the notive; all of

them had opportunity. If Manya cannot find the neans, or if the
means are pedestrian, then it is hopeless to decide which of them
didit."

Krisha nodded grimy. "The hard way, then. | have deliber-
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ately kept nyself shut down and apart, and have net few of

them but it will not take | ong before they all know nore about

us than we do about ourselves. That is the nature of places |ike
this. W need to begin interview ng i medi ately, before they

can properly prepare for us. W will use the sacristy. You wll
interview, and | will sit behind the screen and nonitor. Take the
Talents here last; it will be better if they are kept guessing as to
our own strength and abilities."

Savin made a noi se that sounded like a distant, echoing roar
but which was, for him a noan. "Fifty-four! A halfdozen Tal -
ents and forty-eight without. This will be a |ong process."

"Then we had best get to it," she suggested, having no ap-
petite for it either, but, like him no choice.

On the opposite side of the conplex, Manya sat in the tiny

t wo- bed hospital and punched up the controls. The | ong-dead

and cremated cleric appeared in a hol ographic image, so detail ed
it alnobst seenmed as if the body were there, although "lifelike"
was not the word to describe it.

Grudgi ngly, Manya noted that col ony personnel had foll owed
procedure to the letter; that, at |east, was sonething. As soon
as the body had been discovered, all were excluded until the on-
site three-person security team carefully photographed and
mapped out the death scene in the sacristy. Then the body had
been renoved to the hospital and run through the full scan,
creating a detailed picture inside and out of the dead man down
to the nolecular level. Now, days |later, Manya could slowy but
surely strip away |layer after layer of the victim getting nore
detail than she could have fromthe body itself, zeroing in and
i solating any factor that drew her attention
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The bl ood and other body fluids showed no significant abnor-

mal ities, but she hadn't expected that they would. The contents
of the stomach showed no traces of poisons or any substance

nore | ethal than the remains of a very spicy stew. There were

no signs of sudden shock, such as el ectrocution or being struck
by a ray, nor any other obvious signs of death. The heart, |ungs,
and other internal organs appeared in fairly good shape. The
worst thing she could find in the initial scans was a significant
fl abbi ness showing that Wi did little or no exercise, and a ten-
dency toward obesity that really wasn't all that unusual in a
castrated human mal e.

She expected nothing different. In fact, the less she found, the
nmore convi nced she becane that indeed Wi the Holy Li Tai had
been nmurdered. It was an ancient m stake of otherw se very
conpetent and cl ever nmurderers. If you wanted a death to appear
to stemfrom natural causes, you should provide sone obvious
natural cause. The fact that there was absol utely nothing here,
not even signs of depression or serious psychochenical disease,
to show why a man of this age and condition should suddenly

keel over dead was in itself suspicious.

Still, she wi shed she had the body for conparisons. Any com
puter records could be altered, although not w thout detection
by anyone short of a conputer genius. Mrok, who was some-

thing of a genius in that area, was working that angle in a room
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near by.

Wth the rest all so busy. @Gn Roh Chin and Kelly Mrgan

were left with very little to do. Since Morgan's role was that of
oserver only, soneone could have cone up to her and said,

"H'! I'mthe Mycohlian murderer trying to knock off everybody
here" and she couldn't have done anything, not even betray him

wi t hout violating her own oath of neutrality. It was up to the
Inquisition to prove their case; she could only verify or validate
their own work.

@un Roh Chin's job was to watch her. That was not exactly

an odi ous task even when they weren't doing anything, but, so

far, watching her had yielded no results. She seenmed no nore

or less interested in anyone at the canp than he did, and, indeed,
if his suspicions about the Exchange agent were correct, she
woul d probably do nothing unless forced to do so by circum

st ances.

For a while, they toured the station, and personnel on duty
were polite but a bit frosty toward her. That was to be expected,
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of course. If things went wong, she might well be the one
whose testinony before the treaty court would force themout in
favor of their nost hated eneny.

"Not much amusement, |'mafraid," the captain noted sourly.

She nodded. "The boredom of this kind of job rnust be op-
pressive. Are they all volunteers?"

"Mostly," he told her. "You don't send people to |ive under
these conditions in such a desolate and renote wastel and by
ordering themto do so and expect to get any work out of them

I think one would really have to like this sort of thing to keep
fromgoing nad here."

The wi nds outside howl ed and shook the walls and she shiv-
ered, although no cold air came through. He had to admt he
was feeling pretty nuch the same way hinsel f, and al so very
hemmed in. His ship was far larger than this whol e conpl ex,
and there, even with the Inquisition aboard, he could have all
the privacy he wanted.

"What do they do for rel axation?" she asked him "For fun,
I nmean. To break up this boredon?”

"You think our faith nore austere and rigid than it is. There

are nmany sects, and sone have nuch in the way of singing, even
dancing. There is also a good library, and classes are offered on
everything fromself-inprovenment to nmmi ntenance and repair."

"Sounds really thrilling," she noted tartly.

He shrugged. "The M zlaplan live their faith and find great

joy and confort init. It's not merely one of your one-day-a-
week, say the right words and pay a snall penance type reli-
gions. It's nore a lifestyle- They are sacrificing for the greater
good, and there is nuch satisfaction in that."

"Yeah, well, maybe. Let's go check in on the others. It would
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be interesting to see if they have conme up with anything."

"I would doubt it, so early on." But, still, he had to admt
he | onged for sonme faniliar faces and a bit of information him
sel f.

"Even with all the conmputer aids, it will take ne, probably,
three days to do a thorough forensic autopsy,” Manya told them
a trace of irritability in her voice, not so nuch from Mrgan's
presence but from being interrupted.

"But are you | eaning towards anythi ng now?" Chin asked,
trying to at | east keep Manya from going after the Chserver

"Hard to say. He was certainly not sick, not poisoned, not
shocked either by internal or external means. Except for the fact

182 jack L. Chal ker

that he ceased to breathe and his heart stopped beating, he should
be alive now The nost |ikely hypothesis, having ruled out vir-
tually all natural causes that we know, is the very old method of
air injection.”

"Eh?"

"Cone in, possibly while he slept, with a power syringe set

to load. Inject nmajor air bubbles into the bl oodstream and when
they get to the heart, they cause spasns and death. Because it is
just air, there is nothing at all to show in an autopsy. There are
air bubbles naturally in blood that no |longer circulates and in a
body shutting down.**

"But | thought that such a nethod would | eave sone kind of
mark at the point of injection,” Kelly Mrgan pointed out.
"Even a high-speed air syringe would bruise or rupture sone
pores with that nmuch air being forced in."

Manya's massi ve head shot up and she | ooked Mbrgan straight

in the eyes. "Know a | ot about mnurders, don't you? Yes, you're
right. Short of having himin some kind of unconscious stupor—
and there arc no drugs, traces of noxious gases, or the like in
his blood to show that he was in any way unconsci ous, nor any

mar ks of violence to his person sufficient to render himuncon-
sci ous—you woul d have to make it a straight, pressed-down,

hard, injection on bare skin. That al so nmeans that there arc only
so many places for it to be done, considering that he was dressed
in full robes and appeared not to have been noved- He awoke
briefly, cried out once in surprise and confusion, then col -

| apsed. "

That took even Chin by surprise. "How in the nane of al
that is holy can you tell that?

A gnarl ed finger pointed upwards and they followed it. "Be-

cause there are caneras and audi o nonitors everywhere, you

i diot. Everywhere except the sacristy. The viewer on one of the
key lab nmonitors burned out about a week before the Holy was
killed and they discovered that they were out of spares for that
size. Alas, not at all uncommon, particularly this long after the
| ast major resupply vessel. It was Wi hinmsel f who vol unt eered

the sacristy unit, one of the few of the same size. As a result,
we had no backup recording of the deed, but Mrok has been
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able to raise the slight sounds fromthe audio nonitor in the
chapel . "

Morgan seened slightly unconfortable. "Do you al ways
moni tor every square millimeter? It seems . , . excessive-'*
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"OfF course not!" the Groll snapped. "But in this position,

with such security considerations and the Enpire of Evil barely
two days away, it is routine. Unless the conmputer flags sone-
thing suspicious or there is an incident, privacy, such as it is
here, is preserved. Priests of races not otherw se represented
here check out the recordings in due course and if there is noth-
ing of interest they are then erased."”

Mor gan t hought about that one. "I see ... But if this was

murder, it surety depended a | ot on everything going just right,
didn't it? | mean, even assumi ng the nurderer broke the |ab

monitor, he would still have to depend on the priest volunteering
his instead of using one fromanother part of the station. It sounds
so conplex that it seens as if it would take a nmiracle for nothing
to go wong with such plans."

"Do not underestimate the forces of Hell Manya spat.
"Now-tet ne get back to nmy work, of finding the injection
point!"

"I think we'll check with Mrok," Chin suggested none too
subtly, and when Mrgan nodded they left.

The inpressive, winged Stargin wasn't ready to commit him
self to anything yet, nor to share his theories with the Cbserver
at this stage. However, he did venture a few opinions.

"I believe that the forensic scan was tanpered with," he told

them "It is a good job—no, a brilliant job—but | have nanaged

to uncover ghost traces of an overwitten file, which | believe
was the original scan. The change in file size is mnute; had they
added somet hi ng—perhaps an extra hair or two—to bring the file

up to or slightly over the original it would never be discoverable,
al t hough addi ng somet hing that wasn't there m ght have wound

up betraying themto a skillftil eye. I mght have nade the sane
decision in their place.”

Chin wasn't entirely convinced. "W are making this killer

out to be a diabolical genius of incredible scale. He knows se-
curity, he knows forensics, he knows nedicine well enough to

al nost undetectably alter a full body scan of this magnitude.

And he is brilliant enough to have gotten here and remai ned here
in close quarters for over a year w thout detection, while al so
fooling existing heightened security after the death and still tam
pering with the evidence with remarkabl e ease. | begin to believe
that the only way you could deal with such a creature is exor-
cism for it is certainly not flesh and bl ood."

Morok's bright, reflective eyes darted around the room "Per-
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haps," he answered, "but these are all pieces in a puzzle. If we
can di scover why Wi, and only Wi, was killed, the rest m ght
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fall into place."

They began wal king to the other end of the conplex, toward

the chapel. Qutside, the howing of the wind was someti nes

al most unbearabl e. At one of the quieter junctures, Kelly Mor-
gan comrented, "I'mwlling at this point to concede that it's

a questionable death, but the rest is just too fantastic. If the
Mycohl were really this good, we'd all be nenbers of Mycohlian
hi ves by now. "'

Chin was tenpted to agree with her. If the autopsy had been
tanmpered with, there would be no way to absolutely prove from
the scan that Wi had been nurdered. If the tanpering was so
good that there was only a suspicion of tanpering, not absolute
proof, it would be a dead end. Wat they had m ght be grounds
for Morgan to testify that foul play was a distinct possibility and
that charges against the Mycohl were warranted by notive.

Whi ch mi ght keep Medara in the Mzl aplan, with an adnoni sh-
ment, but it still wouldn't explain things. The Mycohl would
have to know that this would be a likely result. Wy, then, go
to this trouble? And how?

It all seemed to come down to Krisha and Savin and the litera
i nqui sition.

Each of the station colonists was questioned separately, with
a small number waiting outside in the chapel. About half the
col onists seemed to be human, nostly quite young, all married
and acconpani ed by their wves, to preserve harnony. There
weren't any children here, not yet, but several of the young
worren were visibly pregnant, as night be expected in a place
with so little else to do at night.

There were a few Gholl couples; Kelly Mirgan noted that the
mal e and fermal e Gnol | s | ooked al nost ali ke, except for the

mal es’ wiry, quill-like whiskers and a single tuft of hair that
sprouted fromtheir grayish skulls. None seenmed any nore hos-
pitabl e or scow ed any | ess than Manya. Either they were born
permanently angry at the universe or a scow nmeant sonething
totally different to a Gholl

The rest were a m xed bag of M zl apl anian races, but al

seened to be what Morgan t hought of as humanoi d—head, torso,

arnms, legs, that sort of thing. Wthin that rather broad definition,
these included some Magos with bright orange exoskel etons and
eyestal ks that terminated in round, glow ng orbs; tiny, triangular-
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faced Zailundurs with tails, who waddl ed on slight, al nost non-
exi stent |egs supported by feet bigger than their bodies; and

sl eek, pea-green Ausliks with pin-sized heads and nouths in their
bel l'i es.

Chin studied Morgan carefully as she surveyed the group, but

if there was any hint of recognition on either her part or one of
the others, it was a hint he mssed. He was pretty well con-
vinced, anyway, that the Exchange agent, if he existed, would

be human. Wth half the conpl enent here human, and with that

race one of only two represented here that also had a segnent

in the Exchange, it was logical. It would be the easiest group in
whi ch to conceal a convincing ringer, that was for sure. In fact,
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it was a fair bet that the Mycohlian was al so human, unl ess, of
course, it was truly one of that enpire's master race. That was
the trouble with the Mycohl; being a collective parasite with
enor nous adaptive range, they could be al nost anybody or any-
thing, if they were willing to take the risk

observi ng one worman whose pregnancy was wel |l al ong, Mor-
gan whi spered, "I wouldn't |like to bear and raise a child here,
if only for the child s sake."

"Nor |I," he agreed. "I amnot certain | would even like to

be a hermt in this place. Still, children have an amazing ability
to adapt. After all, these are not nerely a devel opnental team

but colonists, and to have a colony, one nust intend to live
there. "

"How many Tal ents are anpbng the group?" she asked him

"Six or seven, | believe, not counting the late Holy Wi. Only

four humans, though. Yes, | see what you nmean. There are tricks
that may be used to fool telepaths, although |I wouldn't bet on
such tricks with someone |ike Krisha, but it is said that an em
path can always tell a true Mycohlian. If none are truly hosts for
that insidious parasite, then the odds are good that we are deal -
ing with a Talent. Still, in the hands of a good, powerful hypno,
ai ded by conditioning nachi nes, an agent can be buried so com
pletely that even he won't know he's an agent until or unless
somet hing triggers the know edge. |If he's gone underground un-

til the Inquisition is over, he will be next to inpossible to ferret
out."

"What will they do if they can't solve it? They nust stay unti
they conme to sone resolution; you and I will leave in three
weeks with whatever report | can nanage."

"I don't know," he admitted. "I do know that they will use
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what ever neasures are required, and that they are as aware of

their deadline, as far as the Treaty appeal goes, as we are. | also
know that they are, under |law, working as direct agents of the
gods, and, as such, there are no linmts to their nethods or ap-
proaches. Their power is essentially absolute, since they are not
permtted to fail. They've never had quite this sort of problem

nor this capable an eneny before.”

"I know | sense sonme fear in these people here."

He nodded. "Don't let the Inquisition's education or civility
foot you into thinking that they are just another batch of detec-
tives. They can be quite ruthless and quite rough. Renenber

that anyone who is innocent and who is killed by the Inquisition
in error is automatically elevated to a higher incarnation and
cel ebrated as a martyr."

At the end of a week, the Inquisition's frustration was show

ing, both individually and collectively. Clear as well was the
onset of near-exhaustion, bearable if it bore results, intolerable
if it did not.

"Inquisitional interrogation may be the only way," Krisha
concl uded, the reluctance and sadness in her statenent self-
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evident to the others.

"Merely using ny hypnotic Talent is not enough,” Morok
responded. "Anyone this good is certain to have anticipated it
and had a great deal of conputer and therapeutic help. The only
way to break through such conditioning to the true personality
woul d be by simlar nmeans, but, of necessity, by a hit-or-niss
brute force approach. Under these conditions, and with this
equiprment, it is quite likely that we woul d needl essly destroy
many i nnocent mnds, and none would be Il eft unscarred. | would
be prepared to do this with a small band of suspects, but to
destroy the minds of an entire colony, one in which there are so
many welt along with child, would be not only reprehensible but
al so counterproductive. W would sinply be doing what the M-
cohl wanted—elimnating this colony as a viable unit."

"What about swapping themall out?" Savin suggested. "I
amcertain fromour interrogations that there are no true M-
cohlians here. | have had sonme experience with them before, as
you recall- The only one capable of hiding it fromme would be
Quanong, a very capabl e broadcast enpath hinsel f, but as we
know, the true Mycohl never devel op Tal ents thensel ves and can
never use themwhen in a host. It takes nore than having the
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ability; it takes being born and raised with it, living with it day
in and day out, in all sorts of circumnmstances.”

"Swappi ng them out ?" Manya repeated. "You nmean bringing

out the whole nob of them placing themin sone son of iso-

| ation, while bringing another colony in? If we had nonths,
per haps, but even then, how do we know that we wouldn't wi nd
up with nore enenies than before? It may even be what they
want us to do. No. There nust be anot her way!"

Krisha turned to the one nmenber who seened rather well -
rested and rel axed. "Wat about you. Captain? Any thoughts?
Or any progress on your own investigation?"

"Yes, and where is that girl now?" Manya put in.

@n Roh Chin sighed. "Many thoughts, no conclusions. M ss
Morgan is currently with the wives, apparently tradi ng sew ng
and design ideas or sone such thing with them To be specific,

| believe she is attenpting to | eam Atl usi an rug weavi ng. The
worren are quite naturally curious about her, and she is soneone
different to break the nonotony here. She has been quite proper
and circunspect anong the nen here and never gone anywhere

al one or unescorted. She has al so been under constant security-
nmonitor surveillance, and | don't think she's made a real m s-
step. She is of the opinion that she wilt return in tw nore
weeks, with an inconclusive report that our own diplomats will
be able to use to at | east keep this world away fromthe Mycohl,
al t hough not wi thout sone very unpl easant enbarrassnment, such
as a public apol ogy by our people to the Mycohl."

"Apol ogi ze to Hell? The M zl apl an apol ogi ze to those non-
sters? Unt hi nkabl e!" Manya al nost shout ed.

"The captain is correct,” agreed Morok. "Either we will be
forced to publicly apologize to themw th nuch humliation, or
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we will have to hand them Medara. |f, that is, we can not deliver
up a Mycohlian agent."

"Both of those alternatives are unthinkabl e!" Manya per-
sisted- "If we so ill serve the gods that we can not find the
guilty one, then we nust cone up with hi mnonethel ess!"

Krisha's eyebrows rose. "You nean nanufacture one?"

"It is ethical, in this situation," Mrok responded. "But not
at the expense of one of our own. A volunteer would be re-
quired, a willing martyr, and the pool of people here who are
not married couples is very small."

"Unl ess Captain Chin can find his Exchange spy," Krisha
noted. "That would be an ideal candi date, even though | would
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be sad to lose him If not ... Savin and | have interviewed
everyone. | know of no likely nmartyrs anong them Besides, we
woul d al so have to convince M ss Mrgan beyond the shadow

of a doubt. Otherwise the martyr shall have no purpose, we
woul d then sin, and we would all surely die. | should not nind
mysel f, but | personally would be unwilling to surrender your
lives and your immortal souls to the caprices of that worman."

There was silence for a long period. Finally, Mrok spoke.

"There is one other way, both proper and ethical in all re-
spects, and which creates no martyrs. It would take higher ap-
proval by far than | can give, and fast action to nmake it in tineg,
but it is, | think, the only course if we agree that this agent is
too good for us. | hate to do it, but the alternatives are too bitter
to bear, and the burden will not be upon ne for it. Keep work-

ing. W want the guilty party if we can get him W want all

the agents if they are here. To the end, ny solution can be post-
poned, even cancel ed. Even though | feel it fruitless, we wll
start hypno exam nations tonorrow. Nothing that we can rea-
sonably do will we not do."

"What do you have in mind?" Krisha asked him

"If you consider our options, and you renmenber the definition
of a colony, it is logical, and something no agents or their han-
dlers would ever anticipate."'*

Kri sha gasped. "You don't nean—t"

"Not a word outside this room That includes you, Captain.
M ss Morgan is not to know of this."

"I amnot quite certain what | amnot to betray," he admtted
to them "but it sounds severe. | cannot question your actions,
but I also can't help but feel that we are giving up too easily,
that we are overl ooki ng the obvious."

"I ndeed?" Morok was interested. "Any exanpl es?"

"It's right there— can alnost touch it. But | do not have it
yet." He sighed. "What about the straight |ine for now? Wo
suggested to Wi that he swap his nonitor?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (149 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:50 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

"Nothing really there," Krisha told him "It was a typica
meeting. When the probl em was di scovered, Chu, the technician

in charge, was asked who el se had operating nonitors of that
size. He listed several, including Wi*s, and it was then that W
vol unt eered. Not hing out of the ordinary."

"What about conputer access, then? It nust have taken a | ong
time to edit that scan with such skill."

"Again, a dead end," Mrok told him "No one had access
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for that long a tinme, and it would have to have been done at one
full and | engthy session. The master conputer is under security
control, of course, but its modul es, including the nedical one,
are not secured. You cannot expect nedical personnel to have

to go through a hierarchy in an emergency. These are tied into
the science nodules. You could tap in with the proper equi prent
at a mllion points, even from outside, where there are no non-
itors at all. Even fromthe religious nodules in the still-dark
sacristy. There are too many possibilities."

Chin made a fist of his right hand and struck his left palm

"There is sonmething'. | knowit!"

"Wl |, you have about ten days to find that 'sonething,' "
Mor ok responded. "After that, things will automatically begin
to happen. "

@un Ron Chin sat in the lotus position on a mat on the fl oor
of his tiny living quarters. |If anyone had cone in, they would
have thought himin some sort of nystical trance.

Much of the day, he'd been in the colony security office going
over recording after recording, and those who had watched him
and gotten curious canme away even nore confused.

Over the past several days he'd watched hours upon hours of
ol der recordings of the then-still-living Wi the Holy Li Tai going
about his day-to-day routine, a nost boring exercise.

Then there were the recordings of Kelly Morgan in the wom

en's quarters, in which she could be seen befriending and inter-
acting with the other wonen there. And the summaries of all
those interrogations, all the work and suspected cover-ups M-
rok had revealed with his particular electronic skills.

Kri sha woul d have accused hi m of having too nmuch i magi -

nation, of building nonstrous conspiraci es where none existed
and seeing childish bogeynmen when, in truth, there was nothing
under the bed.

Now he stirred, reached over, and pulled several printouts of
star maps in front of him He stared once again at them

There was the Medaran system at nearly the edge of the fron-
tier regions, keeping a vast section of interstellar space within
M zl apl ani an control. There, close by, was the border of M-
cohlian space, also none too thick with real settlenents in this
region. And then, barely two days across the Mycohl, there was

a near crazy-quilt of clainms alnost intertw ning the Mycohlian
and Exchange regi ons.
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Clearly soneone in the Mycohlian hierarchy had blown it badly

in the planning stages. Using Medara, the M zlaplan had curved
inward toward them forcing themout in a slender thread through
the whole frontier region, while the Exchange seened to be fill-
ing in areas on the other side so fast and furiously and with no
seem ng regard for expense or practicality that the Mycohlians
were getting badly squeezed. It was a geographic curse of being
the middl e.

In his mind, the star chart seened to vani sh, |eaving instead

a vast grid filled with tiny marker stones of black and white and
gold. A three-way version of his ancestors' nost bel oved gane,

whi ch had survived so | ong because it was so sinple to | earn,

so horribly difficult to master, and so—usef ul

Go had a very sinple set of objectives. Each player placed a

stone, one at a lime, on the grid. If one player's stones com
pletely surrounded and filled in the area around an opponent's
stones, the latter's stones were captured and replaced with stones
of the victor's color. Wen all the board was filled, it was al nost
al ways clear who controlled the nost territory.

It didn't take a mlitary genius to see that the Mycohl had
probably executed a nunber of people just for |osing Medara,

but their position wasn't hopel ess. Dependi ng on the presence

of planets in the region beyond, they could do a no-hol ds-barred
mass exploration and claim and get through that bottl eneck even
now. There were still enough open spaces on the grid beyond to
avoi d being cut off.

It was the tendency of the Mzlaplan to think of the Mycoht

as sone great beast, cunning but aninmalistic, and so to under-
estimate them No system no matter how repugnant, held on to
over a hundred alien races, mmintained order and stability to a
hi gh degree within their realm and grew and expanded out -

war ds, by being brutish and aninmalistic. That approach mi ght

achi eve great gains in the short run but would col | apse over the
I ong haul, particularly since such a regime woul d not have a war
to keep the people unified and directed.

Clearly they had blown it in this location, but it was only one
region in space that went on in all directions. Still, this was an
important area, with a particularly high planet ratio, and not one
that they would wi sh to abandon. The tendency would be to a

brute force approach—take Medara on this side and two or three

of the newer Exchange col oni es on the other—and open up the

| anes again, as it were. That, however, would nean a two-front
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shooti ng war agai nst opponents of nearly equal military strength.
Conbi ned, the M zl apl an and the Exchange could chop the M-

cohl to pieces, just as the Mycohl could do to either of the oth-
ers, with sone alliances.

When you | ooked at their position on a map, you got an idea
of just why the Mycohl were as nasty and militaristic and para-
noi d as they were.
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It was an equally comon error for the M zlaplan to think of
the Exchange nore as heat hen than as an eneny as form dable

as the Mycohl. If the M zlaplan could surnmount those feelings,
they could easily join forces with the Exchange and renove the
common threat.

VWhy kill Wi, when it was the one act sure to bring in an
Inquisition ?

' She knows nore about Medara than we do.

"You nean manuf acture one?"

"Wy send this mere slip of a girl . . . 2"
"To be specific, | believe she is trying to team Al lusion rug
weavi ng. "

@un Roh Chin suddenly cane alive, got up, stretched, and
then strode confidently down to Security.

"Any reply yet to nmy inquiries to Naval Command?" he asked
the officer on duty.

"Just canme in, not an hour ago, sir." the officer responded
crisply, thunmbing through a stack of documents. "They asked a

| ot of questions about the inquiry and didn't particularly l|ike
having to answer at alt. | can tell you that. Had it not been
official business of the Inquisition, I think I would have received
a response that could not be stated in front of polite conpany.

Ah! Here it is!"

Chin took the snmall sheaf of papers, all narked " CODED

EYES ONLY- DESTROY BY | NCI NERATI ON, " t hunbed

through theminpatiently, then found what he was | ooking for
He betrayed no surprise as he read it; it was exactly what he
suspect ed.

"There is no need to keep these, watchnman," he told the
security man. "Follow the disposal instructions, | have what |
need. "

But that wasn't quite true. He had the basics, yes. He was
pretty sure now that he knew why Wi was killed, who the Ex-
change agent, or agents, were—at |east reduced to a manageabl e
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nunber of suspects—and he knew pretty well what was going
on here. Proving it, however, was something el se again.

In a way. parts of the solution strained credulity, which would
make it difficult to convince even one as wise as Mok of its
truth. In another way, it nerely saddened him

Now, how in the nane of the Twenty-Seven Hells was he
going to confirmit? And, even if he did, what could, or should,
he do about it?

And, worst thought of all, should he, could he, bring hinself
to do anything at ail?

The Holies were performng a service in the chapel, which
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made things noisy but also allowed Kelly Morgan to enter with-
out being noticed and nake her way through the back of the
roominto the adjoining sacristy.

@un Roh Chin was there, alone, perched on the side of WiI's
desk, studying an ornately carved board on which there were
little white and bl ack di sks. He | ooked up when she entered,
and nodded to her.

"The only safe roomin this whole place," he comented,

betraying no enption. "And with that racket next door, which

will go on for at |east another hour, fully secure. Al the sacred
things are in there; there's no reason why anyone woul d cone

in here now. "

"Your note seened a bit—onspiratorial," she responded,
frowning. "I amhere entirely out of curiosity. Captain."

Chin gestured to the board. "WI's ancestors were fromthe

same general region of Earth as mine," he said, seemingly re-

| axed. "Countries, they called them back then, and even our
race was divided into races, for they knew no other. W Chinese
contributed nmuch to human culture. Witing, the inperial gov-
ernmental forms, even gunpowder, although |I'mnot certain that
the last is sonmething to advertise. W also created the npst an-
cient of strategic games—€o, the gane on which chess is based,
and ny people's real passion. That's what this is—a Go board.
W1 was apparently quite good at it—there is an inscription on a
pl ate here that says this set was given himfor w nning a nost
presti gi ous chanpi onshi p, perhaps the top one in this day and
age. Do you know t he game?"

She wal ked over and | ooked at the board, not know ng where
this was all leading. "No," she replied. "I have heard of the
game, but | don't know anything about it."
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He gave a slight smle. "Ch, | think you do. You m ght not
know that the gane you play is Go, but you know it quite well.
Tell nme—was the identity of the Mycohlian deci ded upon from
the start, or will you sinply choose soneone at randon®?"

Her head snapped up. "What?"

"I amnot as blind-sided as nmy conpatriots. | amever nindfu
that there are three sides to this galactic game of Go, not two. |
do confess to being |l ess than a Grand Master nyself; | see the

strategy all right, even several noves ahead, but | cannot see the
ultimte objective. What imagi nabl e gain could the Exchange

achi eve by nurdering a M zl apl anian cleric and bl am ng the

mur der on the Mycohl ?""'

She froze a bit, but recovered nicely. "I have no idea what

you are tal king about. | think you have quite an inmagination,
Captain. Cbviously those |ong, |onely voyages have bred a streak
of romantic fantasy. If you were in the Exchange, you woul d
probably be quite successful plotting nystery thrillers.”

He ignored the put-down. "Was it, perhaps, just an accident?
Wi, perhaps unable to sleep for sone reason, wandering out
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and bl undering into sonething, seeing sonething he wasn't sup-

posed to see? | note that on the night of his death one of the

seal s broke in a connecting chanber, and the wi nd cane how -

ing through and everything cane crashing down. The ultimate

di versi on, perhaps? Those seals seemto be holding up quite well

now. Shall we have soneone who knows that end of the business

cl osely exam ne sone of those breaches to see if they were in-

deed the natural occurrences they seened to be at the tine? It

woul dn't take nmuch. Someone standing there, a tiny bit of nal-

| eabl e explosive in one of the flex joints, then wait until the w nd
hits full force to blowit. Wwo would look for that tiny trace of
expl osi ve? Who woul d doubt that the elenents of this inhospi-

table pile of rock did not do it? In a place like this, all the alarns
woul d go of f, everyone would cone running, and there woul d

be mass confusion foll owed by organi zed damage control and

repair. Anple tine then to send a coded nessage to a rel ay

beacon, "

"He died at his desk, in his sleep, without a mark on him"
she pointed out. "Maybe working on the repairs got to himor
sonet hi ng. Your theory doesn't hold water. Captain."

"I ndeed? There are a hundred, perhaps a thousand, ways to
render soneone unconsci ous that would be easily concealed in
a scan autopsy. \When there were so nmany ways to nake his
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death | ook natural, or accidental, | had to keep asking nyself
why it was nade deliberately nysterious- Then it came to me—
obvious, really. The scan had been tanpered with. Manya has

spent an eternity | ooking for where the injection mark was
erased, and it probably was. Wth that kind of evidence, al npbst
any coroner woul d suddenly close in on that idea, the nethod

of death, and perhaps mss the fact that the degree of alteration
of the scan was the real issue. Death and cause of death woul d

be all that concerned a coroner, or an Inquisitor who was al so
one. The fact that sone tiny nerve danmge, perhaps in the neck,
whi ch those nost skilled in the martial arts can control, causing
tenporary paralysis, would be as easy to erase as the puncture.
The nysterious hides the obvious."

"So? Even if true, it only confirns what |I'malready ready to
certify—death by unnatural causes."

He nodded. "Indeed. My! They are singing loudly in there!
I hope | don't have to start shouting."

He paused a nonment, then continued. "Another nicely tinmed

expl osion. Seal s busted, airlocks closing, nmuch noise and pan-
demonium The priest is back here, and starts to answer the cal
with the others, but sonmeone is waiting for him A quick, care-
ful, alnost surgical set of noves and out he goes. Back in here,
into that chair, slunped over his desk. No probl ens—Ao0 noni -
tor. The injection, and he's dead."

"Hold it! You said yourself there were bells ringing and al

sorts of other stuff going on- But the chapel audio nmonitor picked
up his cry—uch later, when they' d done their damage contro

and cone back and settled down for the night.'

"Not a big problem and one that was useful in shirting the
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estimated time of death and establishing a wong set of facts.

The entrance to the living quarters is right out there. The killer
gives a cry when it is dead quiet, just sufficient to register. If
one presses close to the wall on the way out, the chapel's visua
nmonitor can't see you. It has a blind spot, which mght well

have been known, but, after all, who would be sneaking into the
sacristy? Security wanted the picture of the people at the service,
not the hundred per cent coverage they required in the sensitive
areas. The killer |eaves, then goes to bed. The next norning,

Wi is discovered. They photograph the room and docunent the

scene, then renove the body to the hospital. They run his body
through the scan, then prepare it for ritual cremation. Later, the
scan is expertly retouched. There are several days nore before
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we arrive; plenty of time to work that out. It's not difficult to
gain access. The scan is stored in the conmputer used by the

sci ence | abs. Anyone with the proper security code could call it
up, work on it, then read it back in, and | credit any conpetent
spy with being able to gain |ocal codes."

"You really should wite this up,"” she told him "I could get
you sone nice noney for this one."

"Ah, but that's not the best part. No, no. WI's been di sposed
of , the evidence tanpered with, but now there will be the In-

qui sition and a no-hol ds-barred investigation—w th an Qoserver,
yet. The killer cannot be extricated without a finger pointing
directly to him and there m ght be—ether considerations. But
the Inquisition is certain to be sniffing for Mycohl bl ood, and
there's none here. Well, perhaps there is a Mycohl spy sorme-
where, but that poor devil, if he exists, is as confused as we
were. Now we've had a couple of weeks to find what we were
supposed to find and concl ude what we were supposed to con-
clude, but we still don't have a nurderer. Sonetime in the next
few days, however, between now and when you and | are due

to leave, | predict we will have the first wind-wall failure since
we' ve been here. This tine it will be fatal. The body, when
renoved, will have on it sonme of the explosive which will easily
be checked out to be of Mycohlian manufacture. An intensive
search of the victims workplace, or whatever, will turn up nore
of the sane. You will then certify that the Mycohl indeed did it,
everyone will be happy, case closed, and we all |eave. The M-
cohl will be confused and furious, but under the Treaty and with
all the circunstantial evidence they will be hel pless. And the
Exchange will have a free hand to keep doi ng here whatever it

is they are doing. How s that for an endi ng?"

"A good one," she approved, "but wthout a shred of evi-
dence. If your Mycohl fatality doesn't turn up, it evaporates into
the hot air it is.”

"Ch, | don't know about that." He sighed, reached into a
pocket, and brought out a small box. Opening it, he renoved a
series of thin, tubular strands and held them up

Kelly Morgan cleariy knew just what she was | ooking at, which
confirmed nmuch of his theory right then and there. "Were did
you get those?"
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He gave that smug, satisfied smle of his and put them back
in the box. "Fromthe holl owed out area in the Allusian | oom
of course. | assuned that Mycohlian mystok woul d be rather
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difficult to get around here, conpared to the local stuff used
bef ore. That was your job. Sonmehow your diplomats provoked

our weakest link into publicly accusing the Mycohl. It wouldn't
be that hard to do—+ think | could do it nyself w thout half-

t hi nki ng. That caused the Mycohl to react, since they were prob-
ably pretty sure it wasn't them and they demanded an apol ogy

or an Observer. It would be the easiest way to resupply and bri ef
the trapped Exchange agent here. And they sent you, a woman,

to a mal e-domi nated culture. Way? To twit us? No, because this
place isn't that easy for a foreigner to act freely in. But male
dom nance is one of our weakest links, isn't it? All the time we
tal ked about eneny agents, even Manya and Krisha, it was al-
ways using the word 'he.' No one pays a great deal of attention
to wonen in such matters here, because, other than the priest-
esses, they have no power or access to power except through
their husbands. Wy, no one would take the idea of a fenale

spy here seriously. Particularly if that woman were married and,
perhaps, even with child. Nor think twice that a bored fenale
oserver mght spend nost of her time with our wonen." He

| ooked straight at her. "Even | ess thai she was team ng rug
weavi ng techni ques."

Kelly Morgan said nothing, but it was clear that her mnd was
racing -

"A rug weaver, in fact, whose husband is a superb conputer
technician," he added, then paused again before remarking, "I
don't know what's | ouder—the singing or the chanting. | wouldn't
m nd so nuch if they were the | east bit harnonious."

Finally, Myrgan sighed. "You've already reported this, | sup-
pose?"
"You're still here, aren't you?" he responded.

That was a major point. "Are you going to report it?"

"I have very little choice but to turn in your people. Not to
do so woul d cause worse probl ens and perhaps cause all of the
ot her people here to suffer needlessly.’

"Dam it, man! They've got a kind of built-in mechani sm

that will cause their deaths before any sort of coercion can force
themto betray any secrets. Wth these nice little explosive
worns, they could just as easily be the Mycohl. Oficially, any-
way. And that would |l eave nme clear to make nmy guilty finding

wi t hout anyone el se having to die for it."

"You would so easily throw themto the wolves? Even the
child she carries? That's rather cold, wouldn't you say? And
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catching the vaunted Exchange Secret Service in the act like this
woul d be nost-—wseful . "
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"Useful to who? You? You' d get nothing out of this! Nothing
except a gold star in the celestial book or sonething. Wat do
you have to | ook forward to, anyway? A gold watch and a room
in the Ad Captains' Honme after years of shifting crates of this
and that from Nowhere to Noplace and back agai n? There's a

way to do this so nobody's harnmed. We've actually hel ped you
here' There are a pair of Mycohl agents here. Qur people actu-
ally slopped them from doi ng anything. They had a canister, a
vi ci ous di sease they were going to hook into the pressurization
system Your ineffectual security system would have been hel p-

| ess. The computer records would show no sign of tanpering,

nor would there be any such signs left by the tine they got
through. A distress signal would be sent, and, since the Mycohl
are actually closer by than nost M zl apl ani an ships, they would
naturally answer the call. A Corithian ship fromthe Corithian
hi ve. The Corithians are nore nmachine than living race. They'd
be ready and able to show that Medara was toxic to all carbon-
based life, and then they'd claimit under the salvage |aws. W
stopped them Everyone here is alive because of our people!"

The news of the Mycohlian plot sent a chill through him al
the nmore because he believed it. It was just the sort of thing

they thought mght be tried. Still, it had gone too far now
"Everyone is alive except Wi the Holy Li Tai," he responded
flatly.

"They were replacing the tank. Disposing of the toxin outside

in the main vaporizer and putting a tank wi th nothing but oxygen
back. By bad |uck, even though it was |ate, WI saw themwi th

the tank. He didn't think anything of it at the time, but when the
Mycohl i ans pulled anything el se off, he'd renenber them and

the tank. Wi was with another guy but he was easily dealt with,
like the others."

"One's a hypno . . ."he nuttered. "OF course. And the other

is nost likely a strong tel epath. Heavy-duty for this sort of thing.
But hypnos aren't effective with the clergy, and the tel epath not
only knew that the incident was up front in Wi's mind but that

Wi would bring it up again with his compani on, and bl ow al |

sorts of whistles when he discovered his conpanion didn't re-

menber a thing about it. O, nore interestingly, renenbered
entirely different people.”

"Look at your damed Go board!" she snapped. "There are
198 fack L Chal ker

two colors there! Two.' Black and while. W not only want the
Mycohl squeezed in this sector on general principles, but also
there have been a lot of big things— don't know exactly what,
but bi g—going on near themon the other side in our space. W
wanted this colony firmy established and protected not only for
the usual reasons but al so because it would shift major Mycoh-
lian forces, interests, and efforts el sewhere. W knew they'd
make a maj or move and we felt pretty confident that they woul d
succeed. They've had a small support group of Corithians se-
creted here al nost since your colony was built, and you never
even spotted or detected or even suspected them W saved your
asses for mutual interests. The Mycohl scheduled to die this
week are really Mycohl. The finding then will be true, and they
won't dare nove on Medara again. And you would throw this
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He | ooked at her with a benused expression. "First, it's throw
the agents to the wolves but let me go, then it's a subtle bribery
offer, and nowit's mutual protection and self-interest. If | hold
out long enough, | expect seduction or offers of marriage."

"Nei ther would be as much of a sacrifice as you seemto
think," she replied. "You are quite an exceptional man, Gun
RohChi n. "

He rolled his eyes. "Spare ne! 1 amnot too certain how rmuch
faith I have, but sex in the sacristy is sonething even ny cynica
brain finds unconfortable. | assune that if all else fails, | wll
be an unfortunate additional victimof the Mycohl?"

"I + would hope it would never cone to that. | meant what
| said. Captain. To kill you would be very hard indeed." She
paused a nonment, then shifted gears again.

"Look," she said, "you're not |like the others. You're not

| ocked in either to this mnd-set or this theol ogy. You said your-
self that there is no such thing as perfection, at least not in this
life. In the end, this is just a sad situation that can only be nade
worse by your interfering. Let it go. Captain. W're both hu-

mans; our people canme fromthe sane place. W have nore in

common with each other than either of us does with the people

we work for. It's only an accident of history that you are standing
there and | am standing here. Just—tet it go."

He slid off the desk and stared at her, grimfaced. "That is

all it is to you people, isn't it? A game of Go. But the stones
are people, not stones, and you can't see that. 'Go ahead. Cap-
tain. Conmmt treason. Let dead bodies tie. It's only a gane and
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the victine are nerely black and white stones on a board.' But

it is not that sinple. Nothing is that sinple. Had there been no
Three Enpires, had the human race spread out, we would at

sonme point conme to this sanme position, nme for the Sino-Japanese
Bl oc, you for the Western Alliance. Nothing changed, really.
These are ny people; no matter what their shape or background,
no matter what they eat or how they eat or what they snell I|ike.
am the captain of a spaceship, and | believe that to be the

nobl est, grandest position of any secular job. The M zl apl an
gave ne that opportunity. No one starves here. No one wants.

No one is regarded better or worse, either for their shape or
whet her they have mandi bl es or tentacles or hands, whether they
are yellow or white or green or purple. It has its faults, yes, but
conpared to what? This is ny country, Kelly. These are ny
people. In the end, it cones down to that."

"So what can you acconplish for all that?"

"Retaining the one thing that separates all of us fromall of

you. Retaining nmy honor. That may be an alien concept to you,

but to ne it is everything. It is the only thing of true value. Up
there, only a few hours away now, is another ship, probably
braking at this very monent to cone into orbit. Aboard it, in a
special area, is a Lord H gh Comm ssioner for the M zl apl an.

Mor ok deci ded that the puzzle was beyond being sol ved and put
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to his superiors the only solution he could think of, and they
accepted it. He proposed to ordain the whole colony, to turn this
into a clerical outpost and retreat. Everyone woul d be turned,

i ncluding the agents, the nurderers, whatever. Their loyalties
altered, they would have no choice but to cone forward."

She pal ed, visibly shaken by that. "My God'"

"l have becone very close to Krisha over the years. Her life

is atragedy. | will not have fifty-six nore Krishas on ny con-
science to snare four guilty parties.” He turned and picked up
one of the little stones fromthe Go board. "Not stones' Peopl e!
I cannot forget that. | cannot allow it norally, just to win a
dammed gane. You coul d—+ know it. That is the true unbridge-
abl e difference between us that makes us not the sanme, but
aliens."

She swal | owed hard. "So, now what? This changes every-
thing, of course."

"Of course. Now |l will tell you what you will do. You will
give nme the nanes of the two Mycohl agents. Together, under
the authority of the Inquisition, those four, your pair and their

200 jack L. Chal ker

pair, will go up to neet the new ship. Evidence will then be
taken, and given, willingly, w thout coercion. No one else wll
die, unless the Mycohl people fight it to the death or kill them
selves on the way. Care will be taken that they will not know
who they will be neeting until they actually do, to minimze
that risk. You, then, will take the evidence back. The Corithian
outpost, the attenpt on the whole colony, will be sufficient as
Mycohl i an notive, opportunity, and nmethod. Your treaty vio-
lations will not enmerge publicly, but your people will know,

and know that we know. That m ght be useful for nore-
cooperation—n the future."

She was beaten and she knewit. Finally she said, "I don't

see where | have nuch choice in this." She sighed. "You know,

we thought we'd be dealing with sone hidebound, insular cler-

i cs. Conpetent but myopic. And we'd have gotten away with it,
too, if we hadn't by sheer rotten luck gotten the one honorabl e,
i ndependent thinker left in the Mzlaplan."

He was not above a bit of ego. "One of the few, anyway. A
society like ours needs a fewlike ne to keep it working. O,
perhaps there are unseen forces manipulating fate."

She nmade one | ast, hesitating try, "I could still kill you, you
know. Even though I'mvery small and a worman, | know t he

ways. "

"l know you do. | never underestimated you, Kelly. That is

why, before we came in here, | re-switched the |ab nonitor and

the sacristy nmonitor. Not so nuch for self-protection as much
as to ensure that | never wavered fromny resolve."

She actually smiled at him "You would have nmade a hell of
an agent. @un Roh Chin. One hell of an agent. | really do wi sh
that you were on our side."

He knew Krisha was in the security room and nade strai ght
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for it. Wien he entered, she | ooked up at hi mand shook her
head slowy fromside to side, as if in wonder.

"How d | do, coach?" he asked her

"I would kiss you if | could, Gun Roh Chin. She's right about
one thing, though. If we had nmet before ..."

"You woul d have been a young girl clinbing the walls of
boredomin a big, dunb, lonely freighter carrying whatevers
from Nowhere to Noplace, to coin a phrase.”

"Ch, | don't know. Loneliness and enptiness take many
fornms, and if you have the right conpany, a little isolation night
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not be a bad thing." She sighed. "1 amstill consunmed enough
with bad thoughts to wish we could do nore to her than send
her back with her tail between her |egs, though."

He shook his head sadly. "No, Krisha. That's the saddest part

of this. In the end, she wasn't thinking about those people or
death or salvation or honor or anything el se. She was thinking
about how nmuch negative inpact this will have on her career,

and the damage this will do by giving us so much infornmation

about their operations and how these agents managed to avoid
detection. To her, there is only one human being and that is

Kel ly Morgan, player. Perhaps two, with me as the opponent.

She has just lost a gane, that's all, but all the |losses are nerely
stones. They will never be mere stones to you."

She sat back and sighed. "No."

"She's everything you romanticized and fantasi zed yourself as
being," he told her. "But, right now, she, not you, is the |one-
|iest, enptiest person | have ever net."

| NTERLUDE

By the next day. Gun Roh Chin was infected with a major attack

of smug satisfaction and having a very difficult tine denonstrat-
ing humlity, but he son of nanaged. He woul d rather have been

a | egend, though, than have to continue to fend off congratul a-
tions and thanks fromthe remaining col onists.

Morok and Savin had been in orbit with the M zlaplan ship
carrying one of the M zl apl ani an dem -gods hinmsel f, for nuch

of the tine, and it was unexpected that they would return as
eariy as they did, although Chin was actually itching to get un-
derway and put this mssion and his laurels behind him A few

mont hs of cargo hauling with only the Kl ees for conpany woul d
be just right, he decided.

Mor ok had handl ed the transfer of the two pairs of agents quite
deftly, convincing themthat some tests had to be run with equip-
ment brought in by the new ship and taking colonists up in snal
groups, putting themthrough some nonsense, then bringing them
back down in staggered batches so that the agents still to go
could not notice the absence of those who had gone before.

"Quite smooth, if | do say so nyself," Mrok comented.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (160 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:50 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

"We had them enter through one door, but when we got to the

agents, they were directed to anot her door. That door |ed di-
rectly to an audience with H's Holiness, of course. The hypnos

put up a slight fight, but it was a trifle to one of His Holiness's
ultimate power. Al were converted and ordai ned successfully;

there were no deaths, although we now have, | believe, the only

202
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priestess ever who is also pregnant. The child, being the progeny
of two ordained clerics, will of course be raised within the Holy
Church. The four will be returning with Hi s Holiness aboard

Hi s ship, be debriefed on the way, and be enrolled in religious
studies to bring themto full utility. Mss Mrgan will also return

with themrather than with us."

"That is sonething of a relief,"” Chin responded. "I should
think her conpany woul d have nade our return voyage nost—
unpl easant. '

"That is certainly true," Mrok admtted, "but, |I fear, the
deci sion was nore practical than out of regard for our feelings-
We are not yet disbanded as an Arm "

Startled, everyone turned to the | eader of the Arm all eyes
and ears on him This was neither expected nor normal proce-
dure.

"But —what else is there to do here?" Krisha asked him

"Not hi ng—here. A new priest who canme with Hi s Holiness

will take over those duties. | believe we should all say our fare-
wells and return to the Faith of Gurusu. Wiat we are charged

to do next is best discussed there."

It felt good to Captain Chin to be back aboard once nore. It
seened sonehow normal, even confortable. Correct.

Morok wasted no tine, nor did they want himto.

"Captain, how far fromhere is the Exchange frontier? In days
of travel, not |ight-years."

"I will have to consult the conputers and charts,"” he re-
sponded, "but certainly no nore than six days by a safe route
that would skirt the Mycohl regions. Three, if we exercise the
right of innocent passage. That, of course, is to the |egal bor-
ders.”

"I nnocent passage!" Manya snorted. "We shoul d ask nothing
of Hell, particularly not its permssion to carry out holy work.*'

Chin frowned. "You wish me to go flat out, without filing
proper requests, for the frontier region clainmed by the Ex-
change? We could be forced over or blown out of space if we
weren't careful. Wy?"

"Do you think you can nanage it w thout us being forced
over or blown up?" Mrok pressed.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (161 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:50 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

"Il + can try. It depends on what is in the area. The frontier
is by treaty lightly defended, as you know, and pretty open. W
are quite small, and space is vast. If we could add half a day,

204
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pl ot a course that kept us well away from any Mycohl systens

and off their usual routes, it's probable that we could get through,
at | east going in. The Mycohl neck in there is rather narrow, so
even if they did detect a single ship, it would be unlikely they
coul d send soneone out that could catch us before we were

t hrough. Defenses are designed to detect fleets, not single ships.
But, once in Exchange territory, we would be w de open, and

they will be no friendlier than the Mycohl to one coming in

wi t hout pernission—o nore than we woul d be under reverse

ci rcunst ances. "

Mor ok nodded. "Nonethel ess, it nust be done." He punched
a code into the conmputer link, then turned back to them

"What you are about to hear was intercepted by intelligence
monitors on H's Holiness's ship less than a day ago. It was
reported to the nearest star base, and with their help, a trian-
gulation was nmade. It was sent in the clear by a ship whose
transm ssi on has an Exchange header, and, indeed, it cones
fromthe other side of the neck, and not very far on the other
side, either. Listen. Conputer—play recording."

"All ships . . . any ships . . . Exchange registry . . . This is
Research Vessel Wabaugh. Coordi nates based on special map
frontier zone one one four eight two stroke five. Coordinates are
Rai nbow Bri dge. Send assistance fast. They're all dead. They're
all in there with the denons and they 're all dead. Only one |eft.
Can't |eave. Approach with extrene caution! Power adequate

for mai ntenance only. Any Exchange registry. Approach with
caution. Denobns at Rai nbow Bridge! Coordinates ..."

"That's enough," said Mrok, and the message cut out. "It
merely begins repeating, but with | ess coherency. The nessage
has been, of course, conputer translated, but | nust say the
enotion and inflection was true to the original."

"Do we have any way to zero in on those coordi nates?" Savin
asked. "They do not sound |ike any systemwe use."

"Ordinarily, yes," Chin responded, "since those are com

mercial, not mlitary, coordinates and woul d be the ones on just
about every conmercial ship in the Exchange. That's why the

speaker used theminstead of the nilitary ones, although he didn't
sound right enough in the head to have thought of that. W, of
course, have sets of those for all areas of known space, but that's
the problem This is near the edge of known space. That sort of
coordinate is not on any map | have; | can tell you that w thout
even researching. It nmust be pretty new "

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE
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"Qur locators can give you a plot fromhere to there wi thout
charts," Mrok told him "W have a very good idea where it
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is, and it is right on the edge of the universe, after which all
things known drop off into a great blank sea on anyone's map."

The captain shrugged. "I still don't see why it concerns us,

or howit justifies the risk you are asking us to take. I'll doit,
of course, but it sounds to nme like a distress call fromthe | ast
survivor of a Mycohl attack on sonme di stant Exchange out post.'

"Do not our treaties demand that our ships respond to distress
calls no matter what the jurisdiction, if we are closest?" Savin
asked him

"Well, yes, but | don't think that would excuse our cutting
across Mycohl territory. And even if we get there, we mght face
a small Mycohl battle group. This is a freighter, not a warship.
We are virtually unarned and certainly slow and defensel ess

agai nst any Mycohlian attack craft-'

"I fear the translation m ght have given a fal se inpression
after all," Mrok said. "Captain, you know t he Exchange trad-
i ng | anguage?"

"I did long ago. It's faded from di suse, but | suppose | could
make it out.'

"Then listen again, this tine to the original. Conputer—play
original intercept, unenhanced."

The nessage cane through again, weaker, fading in and out,
broken here and there, but clear enough to be understood. Chin
noted that Morok was right; the conputer translator had really
caught the enotion exactly. It sounded the sane, really, and for
a nonent he coul dn't understand what was bothering Morok

Then it hit him

"He said denons. Not Mycohl, not any nicknane or euphe-
m smfor Mycohl. It nust be a code word or new sl ang for
somet hing. He coul dn't have neant actual denons.”

A M zl apl an under attack might welt use his own word for

denmon to nean Mycohl; the two were al nost the sane word,

for obvious reasons. But in the Spartan, crisp trading | anguage
of the Exchange, it had only one neaning and that was denobns

of me supernatural sort.

"Did he sound |ike he was using code words?" Mrok asked

themall. "Did he in fact sound |ike he woul d have renenbered
any code words? In his tongue, if he had been attacked by M-
cohl he woul d have said *Mycohl,' or perhaps one of a half-

dozen ni cknanmes or epithets for them The word in his tongue
206 jack L Chal ker

i s unanbi guous. Neither H's Holiness nor our mlitary intelli-
gence believes it neans anything other than what it says."

It was time for Chin's cynical streak to kick in and spoil his
current good reputation. "Are you trying to tell me that our
peopl e believe that this nessage is fromthe last survivor of an
attack by real, live denons? Denons' ?"

"Wy not ?" Manya snapped. "If the Mycohl are frustrated
here, they mght well be so consumed with evil and those people
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who failed here might well have incurred the wath of their ter-
rible masters.”

"But —denmons' ? Real, |ive denpbns

"This is not a voluntary association,” Mrok rem nded the

captain. "This is an Armof the Holy Inquisition and we happen

to be here, closest to it. W are not asked to find out the neaning
of this nmessage; we are comuanded to do so."

@un Roh Chin sighed. "Yes, | see. Very well. | will goim
medi ately to the bridge and nake preparations to get underway.
| assume the coordinates have already been fed into ny ship's
conput er ?"

"Yes. The course is up to you, but we are commanded to

ignore risk and go with all deliberate speed. Naval Intelligence
shows no concentrations of Exchange ships anywhere in the re-

gion. It is quite possible that we al one have intercepted the nes-
sage at this stage. It is also possible, of course, that if it is not
Mycohl doings we find, they will have gotten the nessage as

wel . "

@un Roh Chin imagined coming into orbit around an alien

star and facing a Mycohl ship arned to the teeth, and perhaps

an Exchange naval patrol vessel at |east as dangerous. Wll, he
thought to hinself, resigned, if they 're there, | can at |east have
the satisfaction of shooting Manya at them

It wasn't difficult to plot the course, although it was at a hel
of an angle. Frontier was right! According to the best and nobst
recent maps he had, there was nothing at all there.

Even less difficult was ignoring his orders and progranm ng

as safe and sane a route through the Mycohl neck as he could
manage. |t woul d add perhaps twelve or thirteen hours, which
woul dn't be noticed by Mrok or the others, but it would al nost
ensure that they would at |least arrive

Getting back was going to be nuch nastier. He had no desire
to lose his life right now, nmuch | ess spend the rest of it in alien
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captivity, but, if it had to happen, he hoped it wouldn't be for
such an idiotic reason as chasing after denons.

Inalittle while, Krisha cane up to the bridge. She usually
didn't do that, preferring to sit in the wardroom but she was
nost wel cone.

"Am | intrudi ng?" she asked him
"You never intrude," he responded, neaning it- "Sit down."
"Are we underway?"

He nodded. "Arrival at this nysterious blank on the nmaps,

where we sail off the edge, is about eighty-four standard hours
flat out. If they aren't already where we are going, | would say
that the Mycohlian patrol ship would be about six hours behind
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us.
"W alt do as we are commanded to do," she sighed.
"Do you think there are denons where we're goi ng?"

"I —probably not. But | have been in the presence of the Hosts

of the Gods, so | do not reject the idea that denons exist. Only
that it seens rather—nlikel y—en the basis of that one nessage.

| believe we will find something unpleasant, but that m ght well
be a man driven mad by sone terrible but totally explainable
tragedy. People who sound like that man do often see denons
where only nadness lies."

"I know, | know. But our dear M ss Mrgan said that the

Exchange had sonet hi ng goi ng over there, sonething they

want ed very much to keep the Mycohl away from Somet hi ng

big, she said. Big, and recent, | would say, if that distress cal
was really froma research vessel. She didn*t know what it was,
only that it was. Need to know and all that. What you don't

know you cannot tell to M zl apl ani ans who catch you with your
hand in their candy.**

She | aughed softly at that. "You have such a way w th words.

I wonder if your thoughts are the sane? You have no idea what

it's like for a telepath to cone up agai nst soneone it's inpossible
to read."

"My thoughts are such that no telepath who is also a beauti ful
priestess should be exposed to them" he said playfully. "Ac-
tually, I was just sitting here thinking about our M ss Morgan
and her journey honme on that ship."

"Don't tell ne you miss her'"

He smiled. "No, it's not that- |I was just thinking that some-
body |i ke that, going hone in disgrace and possibly ruined,
woul d be thinking of some way in which to mtigate her fate and
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restore her credibility. It's a ship and crew entirely of priests,
Hi s Holiness's personal guard and staff. She's not going to be
able to twist their heads or fire up their lusts or get into any
security area. Putting myself in her place right now, | think I'd
direct my efforts to bringing honme some conpl etely new piece

of information—dnique information. H's Holiness requires no

| ocks or bars or security apparatus. No one has ever gazed upon

a living one of his kind save those who have been ordai ned. She
isanull, as | ama null. She may wonder—as, | admt, | have
wonder ed—+f she perhaps would be i mmune to the radi ance that
pervades and influences all others in the Holy Presence. She

m ght feel it worth the risk and just 'accidentally' pick the wong
door. "'

Krisha | ooked up at himin surprise. "Captain—+ have gazed

upon a Holy One and been bathed in his presence. It is on a

| evel different fromany paranornmal activity, and, as a tel epath,
I know first- or second-hand just what all the Talents are |iKke.
It's nothing like that. It doesn't come over your mnd |ike the

i nfluence of a hypno; it perneates to the core of your very soul
You know, instantly, through every atom of your being, that you
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are in the presence of sonmeone who can only be described as
supernatural, so far above you that the gulf between people and
the lowiest one-celled creature is as nothing conpared to the
gul f between you and He. If she should walk in there as you
say, she will enmerge like ne."

"Now isn't that a thought?" he responded, grinning. "It gives
a man a reason to survive this thing and get back home, doesn't
it? Just to see and speak with Kelly the Holy Myrgan, I'd fight
ten denons with ny bare hands!"

She couldn't help it; she broke up at the thought of it. "For
that," she said, "I'Il fight ten nore denbns at your back—and
we'd win, too!"

BOOK I11:
MYCOHL:

THE RED TEAM
A Matter
of Death and Life

MASQUERADE
PARTY

It was the tradition of the Lords of Qaami! that. once a year,

each Lord in turn should throw a massive festival in celebration

of the eternal continuity of the Realmand its hives in which al
the cells of the hive should participate and to which all the other
Lords of Qaami|l and their Hive Masters and retinue should be
invited.

Over the years, this festival had evolved fromnmere cel ebration
into a sort of contest in which each Lord was expected to outdo
the efforts of the previous year's host and tfius nake the riva
Lords |l ook like pikers. It was an increasingly difficult objective,
since it did not seemthat such things could grow any | arger or
grander than they now were and because throwi ng such a bash

brought hives to the brink of bankruptcy.

This effect filtered down to the Barons of each cell, who were
expected to cone up with suitable entertai nnent for their own
races that would inpress those also of their race who woul d
attend fromthe other hives. Sonme of the races had strange ideas
of what constituted a good tinme, and a few had trouble with the
concept. What, for exanple, did one do to give a good tine to
Corithians who had no concept of enptions, who ate by absorb-

i ng rock, and who reproduced by converting rock into the raw
materials of Corithian life and so literally constructed their
young?

The answer, at least in that case, was that one did not hing,
since doi ng nothing was nore agreeable to the Corithians than

211
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any alternative. Mst races, however, were far nore difficult to
satisfy.

The one who was inpossible to satisfy was the Lord who
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woul d have to throw the next year's festival, since he would be
faced with trying to figure out howto outdo the last. It was,
therefore, taken as a given that the future Lord Host would do
everything in his power to spoil everybody's party.

Humans were a very small pan of the Mycohl Enpire, the

only one of the Three Enpires to call itself such and run it in
classical style, although without an enperor at its head. Under
the | aw of Equitable Redistribution governing the absorption of
new races into the Enpire, the billions who had fallen under
Mycohl control had been distributed anong the various hives

t hroughout the Real mso that no hive had a preponderance of

one race and all racial subgroups, or cells, theoretically had an
equal chance of attaining primacy. At least at the |local |eve
there was enough self-rule to ensure that no race woul d be one
hundred per cent at the bottom of the heap

The basis and heart of Mycohlian society was the Qinmish, or
Hol y Books, whose distilled essence was drilled into every cit-
izen, fromthe |owest to the highest, alnost frombirth:

"The objective of all higher/arns of life is the attainment of

freedom . . . Freedomis power. . . . The gods give power to

those who can seize it and hold it. . . . Al gains in civilization
stem from struggl es for dominance: a society at peace stagnates

and loses its clains to power. . . . The eternal fate of the soul

i s based upon the hierarchical position it achieves in life.

The other enpires called the Mycohlian civilization one of

vi ol ence, degradation, and brutality; an interracial collection of
gangsters using a religion based on social evolution to justify its
own ugliness and excess. The Mycohl preferred to think of their
civilization as dynamc, in which the cream al ways rose to the

top and where plot and coup furthered progress. After all, did

not the greatest ideas cone fromviolent revolutions on all the
worl ds? Did not the great technol ogical |eaps cone nmostly from
war ?

And this was, for all its excesses, a civil war without bitter-
ness; a civilization in fernment, yet watched over and controlled,
even contained, by its nmaster race, the Mycohl itself. Being par-
asites, they could wal k anong the | ower forns and, undetected

by the nasses, watch and | earn and enjoy, even participating at
will, intervening only when no other course was open to them
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It kept the hives honest, as it were, and everyone on their toes,

for while the Mycohl had no Tal ents as such, they also were

i mMmune to them being able to play whatever sweet mind s song

a telepath wanted to hear or an enpath to feel, all the time using
their great ancestral gift of total disguise, and naki ng even the
Lords of Qaami| sleep |less than soundly at night.

The setting for the main celebration would | ook all wong to

one who knew human history; a strange m x of high-tech won-

ders and nedieval primtivism with a great, gleam ng castle lit
by a rainbow of fairyland |ights overlooking a vast plain of grass
and nud illum nated by torches, where barbaric-1ooking crea-

tures of many races wore rags or crude furs and seened of

anot her, distant, alnbst nythic age.
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The human wonman who wal ked baref oot through the nud-

churned area where drols of two dozen races or nore toil ed

mar ki ng off the areas and setting up tents and tables and ot her

t hi ngs, might not have | ooked very different fromher prinmtive
ancestors of a mllion or nore years past. She m ght have been
beautiful, even a tenptress, had she had a gentler past, but her
body bore the marks that age one quickly. The tattered brown

fur loincloth that was all she wore left the scars on her back easy
to see, although they were certainly old; other, snaller scars

over other parts of her dark and weat hered skin seemed al nost

a road map of her past, while the snmall, gunnetal -gray ankl et

on her left leg and the matching bracelets on her wists, with
their telltale nmetallic eyelets, told as nuch as that hard face and
those ancient brown eyes of a past of toil and degradati on.

An observer woul d have been |less surprised if he could have
known that she wore a thin prosthesis that expertly hid the smal
red di anond branded on her forehead above the nose, which

woul d in other circunstances have clearly marked her as an em
pat h.

She had been beautiful once; before all that happened to her,

before the deep scar as froma saber had been etched in her left
cheek and down into the lip. Oddly, she did not resent that nost

di sfiguring of her scars; it had |iberated her as much as her initial
beauty had condemmed her to house slavery anong the hi ghborn

of her celt. She had hated the one who disfigured her—another

worman, in fact, out of jealousy—but strangling that woman,

watching the life drain out of the bitch, had settled that fire. It
had been the first tine she'd had both the opportunity and the
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nerve to pay soneone back, and the thrill of it had been inde-
scri babl e.

A huge man. a human of trenendous hei ght and wei ght and

with nuscles like a blacksmth's and hair |ike an ape's, put down
the table he was carrying and called to her. He was sweaty,
filthy, and probably had so many pests living on himthat he
qualified as his ow private cell keeper. "Hey! HugirH' he
shouted. "Hugiri cone shake gumtit'n puss fer workin' hard
pushman!"

"Pushrman got bigger tits than dis hugirl—go bendsuck push-
man sel f!" she snapped wi thout breaking her slow, steady stride.

"Hey! Hugiri got ftizzhead? No |like real nen?"

She stopped and turned slightly toward him "Hugiri |ove
real nen. Pushman find realinen, den call "er!"

That. of course, enraged the big nman, and he tossed aside the
tabl e and made for her. She whirled and faced himfult-on, and
al t hough he was gigantic conpared to her, he stopped, sensing
danger. There was sonething in her nmanner, in her stance, in

t he qui ckness of her reactions and in the momentary flexing of
her muscles that brought himup short. He nade an odd synbol
in the air, and shouted, "Pushman don't haul wit' no wtch-
bitch!"

And, with that, it was over. She instantly relaxed, turned, and
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continued to wal k toward the castle grounds, while the big man
went back to his table nuttering, "Pushman got fuzzhead 'self.
Ain't no hugiri wal k byself 'less she w tchbitch!"

She wasn't really angry at the man, nor disappointed she didn't
have a crack at him either. He was just typical of his kind, and
he was al so a big sucker who nmight have torn a linb off or
somet hi ng before she could have killed him She could have

taken him if she thought he was really going to come all the

way after her, but being an enpath had advantages in that kind

of confrontation, even over telepathy- Men like that rarely thought
through their actions first. A bit of broadcast enpathy, cal m ng
his rage to where he could think and back off, was far nore
prudent and safe. This wasn't the tine or place for killing any-
way; it was supposed to be a cel ebration

There were not many humans here at all. Over there, were a
whol e raft of Thions, |ooking much Iike giant, wi ngless horse
flies about the size of a human, constructing a grandi ose nest

out of Thion silk; across fromthem tiny Dhorths, |ike bl ue,
duckbi | | ed bi pedal |izards, sawed and shaped and carved for
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their own kind. And so it was across the whole field until she
reached the castle grounds.

A great bl ack shape suddenly rose before her, blocking her

path. It was big; bigger even than the huge man who had call ed
to her, but, while humanoid in appearance, it was nmade of a

bl ack synthetic that would take an incredible amount of punish-
ment and it had only a slit in its otherw se blank face, through
which three dull green lights emanated froma triangle of holes.

"Who are you and why are you on the grounds?" asked the
guardi an robot in a deliberately mandated el ectronic-soundi ng
voi ce.

"The Hi ve Master has commanded my presence," she re-
sponded crisply. "Kalia 4KX26, Pusabi Cell."

"Checking . . . Check approved. You are |late. Enter through
the blue door to your right up this side path and await security
check. "

She nodded and wal ked past the guardian, taking the route

i ndi cated. There were several doors at the end, all of different
col ors and bearing different shapes, |leading to separate security
areas for each species.

Each door had both a hand plate and an eye vi ewer resenbling

half a set of binoculars. She | ooked into the viewer of the door
she'd been directed to and put her right hand on the plate. Vari-
colored lights played for just an instant on her eyes, |eaving
only a brief afterimge, and she felt a slight burning on her
pal m Then the door started buzzing. She pushed on it and en-
tered a small sitting roomthat |ooked nore like a doctor's wait-
ing roomthan a security-check area

If she | ooked out of place on the grounds, she | ooked even
more so in this air-conditioned and cushi oned environnment. She
decided not to sit; if she was indeed |ate, through no fault of
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her own, then they dammed wel|l should be out here in a hurry.

The far door opened, and she was sonewhat surprised to see

anot her human. It was a man-square-jawed, hairy, and nus-
cular—ith thick black hair and a crudely trimred full beard.

He wore a threadbare loincloth and little else, and, although they
were clearly fromdifferent ancestral human stock, they made a
fairly good pair of primtives. He was a tall man, and seened a
bit surprised to find that she was alnost as tall as he was, but
he recovered quickly even as she tensed in automatic defense.
Sonet hi ng inside her, gut instinct born of experience, told her
that this man, |l oo, wore a skin patch that hid his Tal ent brand,
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and that underneath it would be not the red of an enpath or the
green of the lelepath or even the white of the tel ekinetic, but
rat her the blue dianond of that nost feared Talent, and justly

so, the hypno.

"You have to relax and not fight nme," he told her in a deep,
rich bass with just a trace of an exotic accent.

Even so, she instinctively tried to avoid his gaze while stil
seeming to look at him and she brought up her enpathic de-
fenses as well. It was no use; the fellow was good and he was
strong; one | ock of eyes was enough. She couldn't not took at
those eyes, and she felt her Talent wani ng, her defenses coll apse.
Al'l thought drained from her

"You will relax and answer ny questions w thout hesitation,

and you will clearly renmenber everything we do or say," he told
her soothingly, then proceeded to run through the stock security
and loyalty drill. A very well-trained, very well-prepared eneny
could fool even a hypno in this situation, but sonmeone who was
not willingly so prepared would crack. This was a final check;

they al ready knew exactly who she was fromthe eye. palm and
perspiration tests, and they'd read her genetic code and com
pared it to file. The only thing those checks could not verify
was whet her or not soneone had been intercepted on the way

by an outside agency and reprogramred for |atent or negative
action. That he could tell, and he was satisfied in a short while
that she was cl ean.

He gave her back herself. It was an odd sensation, |ike somne-
one had held you underwater and suddenly you broke free to the
surface. She knew it well, but she hated it and woul d al ways
hate it.

"I am Josef 3BX47, of the Vronsky Cell," he told her, trilling
the r in Vronsky. There were only three human cells in Lord
Skuazos' hive, and as each had their own planet and retained
sonme of their old culture beneath the new, they didn't neet very
often. "Please cone this way. The others are waiting."

She foll owed himdown a hall and into a |arger, conference-
type roomthat clearly wasn't built for humans. Humans, how
ever, had a handy way of being able to sit al nost anywhere.

Three others were already in the room none of them human.
One was a Juiki; a squat, rectangul ar-shaped creature nuch |ike
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a two-neter slug, with long, curved antennae and four, |ong,
i ndependent eyestal ks. The nostrils were a series of tiny brown
blips bel ow, and the nouth opened sonmewhat |ike a spiral, giv-
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ing the creatures, to humans, a permanent expression of shock
and surprise. Along its broad back appeared to be a thick carpet
of long brown hairs; in actuality, they were long, tiny tendrils
al nrost |ike tentacles, which were capable of nobst delicate work.
Jul kis were nost useful for a different natural ability, however;

give one just a few of your cells, a lick of your skin fromits tiny
tongue perhaps, and it could synthesize and secrete a whol e

series of nasty poisons that would protect it fromyou and nmake

it toxic to whoever and whatever it was around.

The second creature was a Thion. Up cl ose, the resenbl ance

to the common house fly that sonmehow, |ike the cockroach and

a nunber of other unwel cone guests, had nmanaged eventual |y

to make it to the stars where humans col oni zed, was no | ess
pronounced. It had the ability to eat al nost anything organic and
carbon-based, raw and not necessarily well preserved, either.
Few ot her races would invite a Thion to dinner, although all

were tenpted to send themthe garbage.

The third creature was a Corithian. It just was there, a neter
and a half lunmp of dull silver, rounded, | ooking |ike nothing so
much as an oval scul pture of a beetle not quite finished. Atop
its back, alnobst centered, were two bl ack egg-shaped bul ges that
were clearly what it used for eyes.

"This is Tobrush," Josef said, gesturing to the Juiki, "and
this is Robakuk," now nodding to the Thion. "Qur Corithian
conrade is Desreth. This is Kalia, and now the conpany is
conplete. ™

"The Hive Master has been notified and is on his way," said

an eerie, expressionless voice that sounded less like a living
thing than the guardian robot, although it had no el ectronic com
ponent. Kalia never |iked or trusted Corithians, and she'd had
little experience with them She couldn't help but wonder where
the voice was comng fromin that blob

She | ooked around at the others. "Does anyone know why we
were all sunmoned here?" she asked. "And why so surrepti-
tiously?**

"l assume it is something to do with security for the cel ebra-
tion," hissed the Juiki, formng the words rather clearly by
forcing air out of that nouth in odd ways. It, too, sounded very

alien, but at least it sounded alive. "If you have not been here
before, then none of us has, which nakes us totally unknown
locally.'

She nodded. It nade about as much sense as anythi ng. She
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| ooked over at Josef. "Two humans—ene Pusabi and one Vron-
sky, but no TripoUtan. Since there are few humans here, | as-
sunme they believe the Tripolitans will cause sone trouble.”
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The Tripolitans were the third and last, but hardly |east,
human cell in the hive

"The Lord Qabar of the Makuut Hive hosts next year's cele-
bration, | believe," the Thion noted, in a high, squeaky voice.
"I's not Makuut of your kind? And is not Tripolitania closest to
hi s real n?"

"Ah! | pay little attention to such things, since | am not nor-
mally invited to such affairs,” she responded a bit ungraciously.
Still, it all made sense. Qabar was the only human Lord of a

hive in the entire Enpire, which made hima brilliant and ruth-

| ess man i ndeed. She knew of him all humans did everywhere

in the Enpire. There was at once a sense of pride and an ex-

anpl e that humans could not only aspire to, but actually reach,

t he hi ghest possible position, and equally, a sense of relief that
no matter how nasty and ruthless your own | eaders mi ght be,

they weren't as bad as living under sonebody |ike Qabar.

At that nonment, the Hive Master entered, ending all discus-

sion. Both she and Josef dropped to one knee and bowed their

heads in respect; the Thion |lowered itself in an equival ent ges-
ture so its head was al nost on the floor, and the Juiki essentially
straightened up in his own version of the sanme. The Corithian

remai ned an i npassive |unp, as usual

The Hive Master, like his Lord, was a Yosbrin, and they were
as nmean and form dabl e-1 ooking a race as the gal axy had yet
bred, standing two and a half neters tall on wide, furry feet;

eyes the size of teacups, bulging froma thick, nottled, black
and yell ow face with a short snout that was festooned with so
many carni vorous fangs, they spilled out even with the nouth
cl osed.

"Stand and be at ease," the Hive Mster told themin a deep,

guttural voice that fit the fearsone visage. He settled hinself

into a chair nmade for his race at one end of the room *'l| over-
heard the speculation and it is essentially correct. The cel ebra-
tion will be grand and opul ent; ships are coming in here at al

hours, disgorging specific luxuries for the nobility of all the races
that will be represented here. It is a financial strain, we wll
admt, but we have planned and budgeted for it and we will

make it. Lord Qabar, next year's host, is not as good a |ong-

range planner, nor does he pay proper attention to details. He
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puts things off, and that means he faces ruin next year. That has
left himwith few options: praying for a miracle, and those are
pretty scarce, or making a successful conquest so that the | osers
pay—and given the relative strengths in the region, there's little
I'i keli hood of success there—er, finally, screwing up our party

so that no matter what he can nanage next year, he | ooks good
conpared to us. O the three, which would you choose?"

"Point taken, ny Lord," Josef responded. "May | al so as-
sume that you believe his plans for such an operation include the
Tri politans?"
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"You may. Qabar's own nother was a Tripolitan; the two cells
are of different hives but of commopn ancestry generally, and
there is much tradi ng of breeding stock. The Tripolitan Baron
Fasil is anbitious and the sort who is not averse to enbarrassing
us to inprove his own position here. We assune conpetency,

or none of themwould have risen to their current positions and
held themthis long. Thus, we al so assume they know t he hu-
mans on our pernmanent security staff. Their own advance party
arrives late tonight, but nmuch of the prelininary work has been
or is being done by drols fromthe Vronsky and Pusabi who,
because they are closer at hand, are doing nore of the work.
Josef, Kalia, both of you were anbng a pool of people our com
puters initially suggested; you both come highly recomended

by your superiors, and you both have risen fromthe drol under-
class and are confortable there."

Kalia thought to herself that she woul d never be confortable
as a drol, but she could certainly endure it.

"That was why you had us cone in in disguise with the work

battalions," Josef commented. "But they still will be expecting
sonmeone. **
"They will, but they won't know who or from where, which

puts them at sonewhat the sane di sadvantage as we have."
"Then what are these others?" Kalia asked him "Backup?"

"And nore. Tobrush is a very strong telepath, and, as a su-

pervi sor of work brigades, will be able to do sone random scan-
ning and al so perhaps give either of you a little warning if

sonet hing blows. She will also be testing and checking Qabar's

own Julkis to nake certain that they do not contribute certain
toxins to the festivities- Robakuk is a tel ekinetic who has proven
very capable over the years, and with the | arge nunber of Thions
present, will be able to not only cover your back but also rally
any nenbers of the hive if bodies are necessary. Desreth is an
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excel I ent anal yst and observer who has other useful abilities as

well, and. frankly, we don't believe they will be expecting us to
use a Corithian spy. However, since only our own Corithians

will be on hand. the rest not terribly interested in this sort of
thing and here only because of protocol, all of themw |l be ours

and at your disposal."

"The irrationality of these festivals is beyond our conprehen-
sion, and interest," Desreth noted. "However, the fact that they
are held and that they represent a threat to the hive we under-
stand. Corithians under Qabar do not have the trust and invol ve-
ment our hive gives us here. W would not be concerned if he
were to be badly enbarrassed, bankrupted, or overthrown. "

That was certainly clear enough. Al though the Corithians were

a race that was not only physiologically but psychologically dif-
ferent fromjust about any others known, and really didn't fit in
very well with the rest, they were a pragmatic race. They did
crave know edge of the universe and they did need to expand.

The Mycohl had the spaceshi ps and the guns and the sheer num
bers. The Corithians had proven inval uable and solidly loyal to
the hives that had given themtrue equal status and access, and
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many, if not nost, of the Lords who had themin their hives
were willing to trust what they couldn't understand or directly
control. Lord Skuazos had invol ved them wherever they w shed

to involve thensel ves and had used themwell. and they had

nmore than repaid himfor it.

"Josef wili aid those of you who require it in Tal ent defense.
1 know that you all have some experience with it, but we nust
expect that whoever Qabar uses will be very good." the Hive

Mast er warned them "Be better. Renenber that we have only

ei ght nore days until we open the cel ebration. Watever Qabar
does will be done before the celebration officially gets underway
and all the Lords are present. To do otherw se, to disrupt the
actual cerenonies thenselves, would be to incur the wath of all
the Lords for spoiling their fun and woul d make himthe target

of everyone. The attenpt will be to enbarrass us instead. It is
your function to see that this does not happen.”

The neaning of that last was clear to all of them although
said in a businesslike tone. One advanced in the Enpire on
successes; at this level, the rewards and pronotions m ght well
be lavish. Death was not the worst punishnent for failure, ei-
ther. Not on this high |evel

The Mycohlian val ue systemwas sinple and easily under-
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stood: Life was a testing ground and you got one shot at it. It
was not how high you were bomin life, nor how high you rose,

but where you wound up at the end that deternined your status

in the afterlife. Failure nmeant denption, then the worst treat-
ment, and then death at that |evel. For that reason, those above
the undercl asses tended to conmmt suicide rather than face de-
motion; at |east you mmintained your status that way. Such val ues
were a given fromthe cradle, for all hives, cells, and races. It
wasn't certain if it was true of the Corithians, who had no beli ef
in an afterlife or much else, but in their own culture it was an
absolute that first you determ ned why you failed and sent a
report, then you died as a defective. It anounted to the sane
thing, anyway; Mycohl priests explained it sinply by agreeing
with the Corithians that the strange netallic race had no souls
anyway.

The Hive Master having left, they rose and rel axed agai n,

al t hough Kalia stiffened when Josef turned first to her. He saw

it and said, "I realize loyalty is to famly, then cell, then hive,
but in this case we are alt working for the hive. W nust trust

one anot her."

"I trust no slaver's eye, nor the brain behind it," she re-
sponded crisply, "no matter what the famly, cell, or hive."

**| have neither the tinme nor wilt to prove nyself to you," he
replied. "You went under far too quickly out there for sonmeone
attenpting to fight it off. You'll be no help to us if they use a
hypno, and they nost certainly will. | intend nerely to give you
sonme autonatic defenses. They won't save you froma strong

hypno in physical contact, but they will make you aware of and
able to fight off anything | ess—and give out a nental warning if
anyone gets hold of you so that G tizen Tobrush, tuned into al
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of us, will imediately know. The conditioning will not |ast;
shall have to renew it fromday to day. This techni que, however,
is not widely known—nost others are inferior—and it has saved
many people."

Bef ore she could do nore than frame a reply, he grabbed her

and she felt herself caught in that mental undertow once nore,
powerl ess to resist. Miuch of what he did was not verbal, and
bewi | dered even the others, including the tel epath who coul d
followit. Fromthe manner in which Josef was proceeding, To-
brush got the distinct inpression that the hypno hinself had no
i dea what he was doing or howit worked; he only knew that it
did work.
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Again there was that sense of breaking clear of the surface

and she was out from under again. Josef wasted no tinme, going
next to the Thion, Robakuk, and repeating the procedure on the
creature. She tried to foll ow what he was saying, knowing it had
to be pretty nuch what was done to her or that soneone |ike
Tobrush woul d know it and say so, but it was nostly nonsense
phrases. Finally, he treated Tobrush in nmuch the sane nanner;

Desreth was inmune to all the nmental Talents; only tel ekinetics,
whose effect was physical, were any real worry to a Corithian.

Corithians, of course, did not really worry; they nerely cal -
culated all risk factors.

"Be prepared to go out and assune your roles," Josef told

them "Since the H ve Master coordinates all assignnments, we
shall all be not only where we can cover one another but also in
the areas nost likely to be targets. Renenber that if you stop
sonmeone from sabotage we woul d prefer themalive but it's not
essential. If, however, they manage to actually pull somnething
off, we will need a living perpetrator to prove nalici ousness.
Qur lives and fortunes depend on all of us thinking through our
actions rather than nmerely acting on inpul se and destroyi ng what
we need."

It was a valid warning, but it nade the job a | ot tougher.

He turned to Kalia. "Wat about you? Can you maintain an
undercl ass persona and stoop to drol work?"

t<! have never had the power to order others to do ny share,"
she responded acidly. "See that you mmintain your own cover
sl aver. "

"l have no idea how you canme to be as you are or anything

el se, only that the hive conputer and the Hive Master's staff says
you are good. If you are, then | eave your hurts and bitterness

and anger here. W can afford no individualists in this. W stand
or fall as a team and we live or die by each other's deeds."

"So long as we watch each other's backs rather than stare into
each other's eyes," she cane back with a slight sneer, then
turned and wal ked back the way she'd cone, toward the dro!

canp on the field outside.

"We all carry arnor against the bitterness and hurts and an-
gers of our past," Robakuk noted phil osophically. "And | doubt
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that we can just | eave them conveniently to the side. Still, she
carries nore arnor than nost."

"It does seemthat the permanent sneer carved in that once
pretty face nore accurately reflects what is inside right now "
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Josef agreed. "But | bet she is a hell of a fighter. Still ... I,
too, started ny life in irons. Being a young and i nexperienced
hypno in a colony of older and nore experienced hypnos isn't

much different than not being one in this situation. Cutting off
those irons becane ny obsession, and when | did, ny spirit
soared. Most people |I've ever net feel that way. She, on the
other hand, may be the only citizen | have ever net that kept
hers on."

"She keeps the visions hidden," Tobrush, the telepath, told

them "Perhaps if | were of her kind, I would be able to piece
together the inmages that conme into her mind, but | can nake

only limted sense out of it. Watever scars we bear, | just get
the sense that she drew the worst of the lot. The fact that she is
still here and at this |level says much for her if that be the case.
The only standard | have for her appearance is the one in your

own nind, of course, since, to be honest, you hunans are anobng

the nore hideously repugnant and at the sane tine incredibly

silly looking creatures | know. | gather from your nind, though,
that the facial scar is a major disfigurenent. As nuch as the
irons, that adds to her enignm, since at her |level she could have
quite easily gotten it repaired to invisibility."

"Yes, that's true," Josef adnmitted. "Yet she wears it like a
soldier's medal ." He sighed. "Well, let us join her and get to
work. At least there is no one of her race who would think from
her appearance that she was anything but a drol. As for ne,
often dream of |eading a great army agai nst overwhel m ng odds,
but I will do as | amordered and guard the Lord' s pudding."”

Al t hough she was an enpath, Kalia wasn't conpletely unpro-

tected fromother Talents. One of the things you had to learn
first in order to survive above the drol |evel was how to fool
them how to get around them and how, sonetines, to use their
own arrogance agai nst them Tel epaths were the hardest to fool,
but because she had nastered the techni que, through nmuch sweat
and neditation and practice, she had beconme very val uabl e. Not
many ever did master the techni que, but those who did so and

had the will to use it could walk in places no one el se dared and
do so undet ect ed.

It was easiest to do when anpng the drols, the | owest |aboring
class of the Mycohl, who were treated little better than donestic
ani mal s by the upper classes. Fewer than five per cent of any
popul ati on had Tal ents, and anpong the drols it was far | ess than
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that and usually very weak when it showed at alt. Although
possessed of a native cleverness, they were appallingly ignorant
and even their few custons and traditions were sinplistic. The
universe to themwas a place of magi c governed by great w z-
ards, witches, sorcerers, and denons, and it was unlikely that
nmost of this bunch here even knew they were on a planet differ-
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ent than their own. To know that, one first had to know what a
pl anet was.

In an enpire that had devel oped interstellar spacecraft, planet-
destroyi ng weaponry, and robots—and coul d even regrow sev-

ered linbs or project three-dinensional inmages to different
stars—the nere existence of the drols seened odd to outsiders
and proof of Mycohl depravity. To the Mycohl, it was part of

the natural order. A bottom caste had to exist to make sense of
the religion and its view of the universe; rough, often bruta
treatment of inferiors was a given throughout the hierarchy. To
the Mycohl, such | ayers were necessary to nake sense of the

uni ver se.

To be sure, the kind of robots and machi nery that had built

the great castle, for exanple, or the ships that brought these
drots here fromtheir cell worlds, could easily do in a day what
was taking al nost a week for these people to do poorly, and by
hand. Such was true of just about all work that drols did every-
where. But if one nust have drols, then they had to have work.
To do things in any other way would be, to Mycohl thinking,

i mor al .

The key was social mobility. True, nmost of these drols would

die drols, and nmost would live lives that were brutal, hard, and
short, without the benefits of science or other know edge. Only

a few, a very fewthe smartest and the Tal ents—woul d have the

guts to take the chance and rise above it, or get the kind of break
that woul d acconplish the same thing. But as long as it was

possi ble, and as |ong as every drol knew sonebody who knew
sonmebody who knew somebody who had risen up and out, there

was al ways the hope that they or their kids or grandkids would

be anong the el ect.

Kalia had been born a drol and spent her first twelve years a
drol. She still found their childlike ignorance and appreciation
of the nost basic pleasures to be refreshingly honest and ap-
pealing, and she could neld with themvery easily and be ac-
cepted by them as one of their own. Their basic | anguage, which
had only a mld | evel of consistency, was al so a wonderful shield
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agai nst telepaths. Shifting to their speech patterns and gracel ess
nmoves, thinking those basic thoughts in that way, she was able

to shift down her nore sophisticated self. Just as Josefs hypno

bl ocks woul dn't stop a strong hypno who had you face to face

at close quarters, neither would her exercises fool a strong tele-
path who was trying to pick your mnd specifically—but first a

tel epath would have to pick her out of the crowd, and for that,
this nental regimen was al nost f ool proof.

A supervi sor spotted her and i medi ately ordered her into

roust about work, raising large tents and setting them agai nst the
weat her. Years of lifting weights and ot her exercises reinforced
by various toning drugs had nade her hard as steel and as strong
as many nmen, and she fell right into the routine. If there were
any ringers here fromQatar's crowd, they would be pretty

damed tired when they had the opportunity to do any m schief.

Josef posed as one of the drol supervisors; although | arge and
strong hinself, his lack of the calluses, bruises, and scars that
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a drol his age and build woul d have acquired nade it inpossible
for himto fit in on the basic |evel. Supervisors were occasionally
very lowlevel, lowstrength Talents; nore often, they were sim
ply bigger, stronger, and nastier than the supervisor they'd

wor ked under, and had finally risen up and killed the bastard

and replaced him Mstly he strode around with the three-tailed
whi p, cracking it, barking orders, and occasionally using the
whi p, al though sparingly, on soneone he thought realty needed

it. Some supervisors used the whip for power binges and really
enjoyed it, but those were few The smart ones renenbered that
supervisors were still drols, still had to sleep and eat with the
peopl e they bossed, and that too nuch of that and you'd w nd

up a dead supervisor very quickly.

Mostly he was studying faces and actions, as convinced as the

Hi ve Master that the only human Lord in the Mycohl Enpire

woul d use his own kind to do his dirty work. If so, they would

be good—as good as Kalia, at |least, who he watched with a

sense of admiration. She made no fal se noves at all, blending

in perfectly, even to the curses and other interactions with her
co-workers, and watching her lift and steady a |l og so | arge and
heavy he doubted if he could Iift it, rmade himrespect her in
other ways as well. He could see now why she had been chosen,

and he was grateful that she was, at least nominally, on his side.

Fromthe comer of his eye he caught sonething noving and
turned to see what it was. A Juiki, fromacross the way. Just
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standing there and | ooking nostly at its own people. The trouble
was, all Julkis | ooked pretty much alike to him except that the
mal es had flashy-colored tendrils, while the females, |ike To-
brush, were nostly that nud-ugly grayish brown.

<That you, Tobrush? If it is, and you need to talk, wggle
sone back tendrils and I'I| ease over. >

Sone back tendrils wiggled and at |east a snmall bunched cl unp
made a gesture that was obscene only to humans. He stifled a
chuckl e and sl oWy wandered over, as if seeing what a Jutki was
doing this close to the human canp.

"l have some general thought inpressions fromyour area that
are suspicious,"” the Juiki told him "The girl is good. Mybe
too good. | have no idea where she is in that mob. The others,
they are good, too, but occasional terms flash by that do not
mat ch the gutter speech of the rest."

"You're sure it's not just the girl and ne?"

"No. You are both fromthe majority of the two groups here.
This is definitely a third."

"Wher e?"
"l cannot tell, but the general area is fromnear the Cell Bar-
on's pavilion. | only noticed when they began collecting there,

coming fromthe area of the dignitaries' tent."
"Il see what | can."

"Have caution," Tobrush warned. "I received at | east one
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slight indicator of a telepathic scan."

"I''l'l watch it," he assured the telepath. "Just nake sure .vow
watch me. "

He wandered of f back toward the construction and after a while
made his way to Kali a,

" *Eyl Pusabi bitch!" he snarled at her, but with some slight
good hunor. "Pusabi pushnen got nake der hugirls do man-
wor k?"

"Pusabi giri haul asses much Vronsky stringmen, still do haul -
job!" she snapped back

"Pavilion," he whispered so softly he alnbst just nouthed it.
"Tel epath, others." Loudly and w t hout pause, he added, "So?
Cookpl ace need woodcarry. Haul ass!" And he gave a little
crack of the whip that just brushed her.

She | ooked at himw th a haughty expression, then spat near

his feet, turned her back to him and stalked off toward the |arge
flat area in back of and just to the right of the Cell Baron's nost
conpl eted pavilion.
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The act went over big with the nearby Pusabi nen, sone of

whom started chuckling and nmaki ng sni de remarks concerni ng

whi ch of the two, the Vronsky supervisor or the Pusabi girl,
really had balls. He snarled at them and cracked the whip in
nmock anger and then stal ked off, but while it set the nen back
to work, it didn't stop the sniggering.

Kalia's dossier had said she was expert at tel epathic masking,

and Tobrush had pretty much confirnmed that. He wasn't quite

so good at it, but the Qabar tel epath had already slipped, letting
hi nsel f be noticed. Wen a telepath hit another telepath's shield,
he knew it, and was probably still cursing hinmself out for the
slip. If so, he'd keep his Tal ent danped down until he really
needed it, and that was just fine with Josef.

The drol night crew was about ready to relieve the day crew,

so he started to nake his way toward the pavilion himself. He
was hungry enough to eat that slop they fed them by now, any-
way, and he wanted a | ook at the area. The real question was:

What the hell did you do to screw up this party for so many
different races and cells beyond repair?

Let's see, what was over in the pavilion area? The pavilion
itself, of course, but what woul d be gai ned by bonbing or bum

ing it? Even if your timng was perfect so that it couldn't be
repaired or replaced before the big shots got there, it would only
i nconveni ence one group. There was the altar, but they woul dn't
touch that. Even Jfthey were believers in nothing, there was stil
no gain in doing that.

The kitchen area? A possibility. Poison or foul the food. But

that was still too limted to make any sense. Again, screw ng up
one or two cells or just the humans woul dn't achi eve for Qabar
what he really needed, which was a total fiasco affecting the vast
majority of the eighty or so races represented here.
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I"mjust not thinking dirty enough, he told hinmself, irritated
that nothing was conming to him Wat would | do if the circum
stances were reversed?

The only thing he could think of was a sudden, mmjor blast of
cold air and torrential rain or hail, but that would nean sabo-
tagi ng Lord Skuazos' weather-control center, a really high-tech
operation best handl ed by |ocal security.

No, it was sonething here, sonmething centered right around
this area, sonething that was totally escaping his notice and
whi ch, once he'd found it, he'd hate hinself for not discovering
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sooner. He just hoped he'd hit on what it was in tine to avert a
di saster.

It woul d have to be sonething here especially for the festival;

somet hing that wasn't normally a pan of the conmplex and thus
woul dn't be under the normal scrutiny of the Hive Master's own
security forces. But what? From here, what could cause a mas-
sive disruption affecting the whole valley and ruining every-
t hi ng?

He went over to the huge fire pit and got his plate of slop. It
snmel l ed al nost as bad as it | ooked, and was worse than he re-
menbered it. He passed up the cheap ale; they put sonething

init that made you steep like a log so you'd be fresh in the
nmorning. Instead, he got a nug of water. It was warm and had

a slightly netallic taste, but it made the slop digestible, nore or
| ess.

As he sat and tried to get his nmeal down, he kept |ooking over
the i ncom ng nob and wonderi ng which of themwas part of a

plot to screwthis alt up, and what had they found that would

| ouse up not only humans but Jul kis and Thi ons and seventy-

odd nore races who had so little in conmon that, as foul as this
slop was, it was gournet cooking conpared to what those others
liked to eat.

Well, if Kalia was smart enough to take the water instead of
the ale, maybe she could figure it out.

That, he realized, was part of the problem Cell pride, nale
pride, personal pride. Deep down, he knew he was al nost afraid
that she would figure it out first.

He sat there, seeing just how many woul d take that water

i nstead of the ale. Those would at |east narrow down the |likely
suspects. These guys coul dn't have brought nuch equi pnent with
them if any, and they'd have to have cover stories so they'd be
part of sonme known clan, nmaybe using a hypno to convince
sonmebody she was really their old Cousin Zim Whatever they

were doing had to be with available material and supplies and

al nost certainly would have to be done at night.

Vell, he'd remain awake for a while and see what he coul d

see, but he couldn't stay awake for the next seven days and keep
up the act. N ght was the Thions' elenment—and the Corithians',

if they wanted it to be.
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The drols were beginning to group into snmall clans where they
could settle in for the night; tired as they were, there were a | ot
of mating noises going on all over right now, and a few drols

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE
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wanderi ng around who hadn't yet found anybody they felt |ike
lying with for the night.

"* "Ey! Vronsky Shortlord! What be tune? Vronskyboy tunon
from dem bones of Pusabigiri?

He | ooked up and saw a woman he'd had in his group when

they'd flown in here. She had big bones, big breasts, and a body
like a stone hauler's and she | ooked a Iot |ike his nother prob-
ably |l ooked at age fifteen or so. He barely renenbered his

nmot her and was never sure which one of the clan wonen she

was anyway, but they all |ooked sort of the sane.
"Yea, bitch try suckup in haul ass boat. Want sting-tail, Vron-
skygiri ?"

She turned her rear end to himsuggestively. "Oooo! Dat be
| ove, Short!l ord?"

He gave her a playful swi pe with the whip, wthout pain or
force, and she laughed it off.

He didn't see Kalia. Alnost everyone had settled in and pre-
sumably she had, too. Wat the hell. he thought. If | don't take
supervisor's privilege 1'mgoing to stand out anyway.

"C nmon, bitch! Show ol' Vronskyboy how best ones do it!"

The sunlight and the noise of the group getting ready to feed
woke hi mup. The big woman was still there, sleeping al nost
pressed into him still snoring lightly.

It wasn't unusual for supervisors to get propositioned for the
obvi ous reasons; she'd probably stick near himfromnow on for
that very reason. On the other hand, she was kind of cute and
as good, maybe better, than she advertised, and she added to
his cover. She also had a good wit and a talent for w secracks,
whi ch hel ped of fset her sonewhat unexpected masochistic streak

During the next few days there was little progress, but the

effect of the drol life was taking its toll on him Imersed in it
for the first tine since he'd been a small boy, he found hinself
beginning to think in the drol patois and, as a result, found

hi nsel f thinking and acting nore |like themthan |ike sonmeone

under cover. The ease with which the veneer of civilized freenmen
soci ety had stripped itself away depressed himeven as it contin-
ued. He was aching, forever tired, getting calluses and sores al
over, and to no profit.

The tenptation to use his hypno powers was al so enor nous,
and he began to think that maybe Kalia had been nore correct
than he wanted to adnit about hypnos not knowi ng what it was
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to be on the bottom In that sense, the experience was a rea
education for him

He had al so, alnobst inevitably, picked up a retinue of sorts.

The girl had stuck with him of course, and she had clan sisters
who used that as an opening, and even though he knew in the

back of his mind that it was his position anpbng the drols that

was causing all the attention and not his native charm and good

| ooks, it still fed his ego. Hypnos tended to nore or |ess arrange
what they wanted, alnost as a matter-of-fact; to receive such
attention wi thout intervention was sonething new to him

The drols weren't rmuch of a source of information, though.

Was there anyone strange or different mat they noticed? Welt,

all Pusabi were strange and different to them her than that,
no, and they were basically working the pavilion area, hel ping
to install pipes and fitting chairs and the like, follow ng very
cteariy drawn di agrans. Cccasionally a master plunber or car-
penter, freenen fromthe castle and al nost never human, woul d
come by to check the work or correct this or that, always ex-

pl aining the job or problemto the supervisors in clear, patient
terns.

He had the suspicion that it was those types who posed a

threat; they alone went fromcell pavilion to cell pavilion and
could do the nost damage over a wi de area, but the diagrans

| ooked right and they would not only have been thoroughly

checked at the start but would be continually checked by security
hypnos.

Once in a while he would see Kalia, alnost always with a
different drol man, but she never even exchanged gl ances with
him He began to worry that she had fallen a bit loo easily into
the drol life, and that she might no |onger really be on the job,
but he knew better than to bl ow her cover to allay his worries.

Tobrush continued to get occasional indications of telepathic
activity, not only in the pavilion area that Josef was working but
al so froma Quarg pavilion area down a bit on the other side,

but nothing that could be pinned down. Robakuk had actually

spent nights atop the pavilion roof, unseen but seeing, watching
for any signs of nocturnal mschief. So far, he had seen nothing
of consequence.

Time was ticking by. Cearly sonething was pl anned, sone-
thing was up, but what? Way hadn't they been able to see any-
thing at all, discover at |east sone evidence of tanpering?

He was acutely aware of how fast the time was going. If they
THE DEMONS AT RAlI NBOW BRI DGE
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couldn't unearth the plot, if they couldn't figure it out and then
prevent it, he'd be up at that castle again and under one of their
nasty machi nes, where they'd bumout that part of his brain that
gave him his hypno powers, along with, as an inevitable con-
sequence, mnmuch of his long-termnenory retrieval and a few

other ugly side effects. Then they would send hi m back, not even
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as supervisor, to return to Vronsky as a drol worker and be
wor ked to deat h.

The answer, he knew, was right in front of him somewhere
It stood there, in plain sight, alnbst shouting at himyet somne-
how still eluding him

Damm Lord Qabar!
FUN AND GAMES

Wth only two days to go, it was Tobrush who called in the heavy
hitters; master telepaths, making no particular attenpt to hide
t hensel ves or conceal their Talents, noving into and up and

down the regions where activity was suspect ed.

There were no human tel epaths of any power avail able, but

since they were trying to flush out the nal efactors or maybe get
lucky with some of the non-tel epathic nenbers of Qabar's team
that didn't seemto matter.

Josef was not the only one wondering why no human tel epat hs

had been brought in fromthe start. It would have nade nore
sense to pair himw th one of those rather than the enpath girl,
who m ght have gone native so nmuch that he hadn't seen a trace
of her in two days.

The tel epaths went through the crowds, their races fearsone

to the drols and causing a | ot of superstitious nonsense as well
as generalized fear anmong them They canme up pretty enpty at

the end of the day. That wasn't exactly a big surprise; if you had
si X hundred frightened drols all radiating fear and concern, how
the hell could even the best telepath be expected to pick out
those who were nervous or afraid for specific reasons? Wll, at

| east when they demanded his report before executing Summary
Judgrment on himfor failure, he'd be able to tell themto their
faces that the next time they wanted results like this they should
listen less to their dammed personnel conputers and nore to the
chief field agent who woul d be responsi bl e.
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Tobrush agreed that their failure so far was due nostly to the
limtations in personnel inposed on them and the heavy-
handedness of |nperial Security rather than any laxity on their
part. Not that it would hel p. Nobody ever executed a judge for
sendi ng an i nnocent person to his death. Wen you're on top,
with no one above questioning your judgnent, blame can al ways
be shifted with a clear conscience.

At this point, they were resigned to their fate. "The only hope

I have now," the Juiki told him "is that one or nore of the

H dden Masters will be here, as is likely, and will call the H ve
Mast er and perhaps the Lord to account."

That cheered hima bit. He was willing to accept responsibil -
ity; willing, even, to die for that failure—+t was the price of
being a freeman—but his death woul d have far nore meaning if
the ones above were also to join himin the Geat Darkness.

"You think, then, that they're not going to have any nore | uck
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t han we have."

The Jui ki gave a kind of spitting noise, then said, "They could
not find an eneny who was in full uniformand had a sign painted
on him That is why they are nmere soldiers and not free agents.
Great power is neaningless if you have the brains of a stone. It
means you beconme nerely an instrunent, a well-treated, well-
paid drol, of someone with even the brains of a cloud.'"' -

"l doubt if even our best free agent telepath could do anything
now," he responded glumy. "By now, whatever they've set up

is set up, and they've been hypnoed into being just ordinary
drols until sonething triggers themand the action begins.”

"They better have nore than that planned. One of the ways

for a Host Lord to cut costs is to elimnate the considerable
expense of transporting all these drols fromso many races back
where they cane from After the tear-down, all but a few will

be sent to the Geat Dark. One suspects that, particularly if they
get anay with it, the only human drols left on this entire planet
will be you and the girl. If they don't have a way out, their very
success will kill them too."

He hadn't thought of that. The logic of it depressed himeven
more. Not the fact that alnost all these drols would be executed
in another ten days or so—they were only drols and there was

al ways a surplus of drols. It was the idea that his Sunmary
Judgment for failure would be that he and the girl woul d nost
Iikely be | obotom zed and set to roam here, the only two of their
kind on the planet. Even worse, she nmight well be given the

234
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honorabl e way out, as the others surely also would, and al |l owed
to commit suicide; he, on the other hand, would be required to
report and accept fill! blame and judgnent in the name of the
team condemming himnot only to a life but an eternity al

al one, and at a status |ower than a drol

The hell with it. There was still one day left. If these Qabar
assholes really did get away with whatever it was wi thout him
figuring it out and stopping them then he didn't deserve any
better! Although the distant skies echoed with the boons of
visitors arriving fromall over the Enpire, and the castle was
taking on a festive air, there was still one day |eft before they
were forced to clear the area and cell personnel took over.

H s harem awaited him They knew he was sonme kind of friend

of the Juiki by now, but being drols, they wouldn't go within a
hundred neters of such a nonster. They had been nore distrac-
tion than cover, and he was |osing patience with them The
dammed sluts weren't rmuch better than aninmals, anyway. Less

val uabl e than animals, really. If they did the work that aninmals
did, they would deserve nore attention

There was sone conmotion down the way that al nost drowned

out their calls. Lots of technician teanms were in now, clearing away
the drols and doing the final wiring, lighting, and the |like, checking
all the pavilion hookups, seeing that everything was just so. It

| ooked |i ke they'd brought in some heavy equi pnent to dig behind
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the main pavilions on Tobrush's side of the valley. Sewage di sposa
was a real tricky problemin this |large a crowd, especially when
one race's sewage was the other's steak

The girls were suddenly all around himand jabbering away and
he had to shout, "Shuddup! Vronskygiris hush or bl eed whipass!"”

That, alas, wasn't nuch of a threat. They were used to the
whip, to a degree. The degree he was thinking of, though, would

take them out for the count and they seened to sense it and
qui et ed down.

He stal ked deliberately up the hill, neither |ooking nor feeling
very drolish right about then. To hell with cover. He'd pl ayed
drol and it had gotten himnowhere. He strode up to the galley
area, got a crude wooden cup, and punped sone water and

drank it, then sat there, |eaning on the punp, trying to think.

Suddenly, he froze, then slowy | ooked down at the cup, then
moved away fromthe punp and turned and stared back at it.

And he felt at that point just as stupid and angry at hinself as
he' d predi cted he woul d when he had the answer-
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Way weren't all the races of the hive here? Certainly protoco
demanded it. Answer: Some were water-breathers, white others
breat hed stuff noxious to anybody and anything. Wat did the
vast majority here have in comopn? They were all carbon-based
life forme—with a couple of exceptions that didn't really count.

And what was the heart of all carbon-based |ife?
Wat er !

The water and sewage |ines had been buried here by expert
technicians | ong before the drols had arrived, and woul d have
been checked out again and agai n—but they termnated in ex-

posed caps above ground to the rear of the structures now built.
Pi pe had to be fitted just to get the water to this punp—and
probably all the others as well. Mre pipes to and fromthe
pavilions thenselves. Hell, sone of his girls had done sone of
that work. It was easy, flexible, and sinple, and there were piles
of tubing all over—ore than enough raw material that woul dn't

be missed. It wouldn't be that tough to run a little private, off-
t he-di agram sequence, even after all the regular connections were
made. Hell, those picture plans were all over—they'd even posted
blueprints to pick out their interception points'

And it would take no nore than a matter of minutes to cut a
still-inactive line and run another junction point to wherever you
wanted within the pavilion itself. There were so many parall el
pipes running in the ceiling of the main kitchen area behind the
pavilion that not even the technicians checking the work would
notice one nore. Not with this much to check. They'd turn on

the system see that it worked, check for |eaks by running high
pressure, then go on.

It was diabolically sinmple—and even nore diabolically clever.
One person could do it, maybe turn one valve, and foul the water
of a whole side. Tobrush said there was anot her area—the Quarg,
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he recal | ed—where sone other agents m ght have been worki ng.
On the other side. Both nmain |lines.

But what could this junction hook into that would ensure that
the entire water supply would be fouled? To all races, up and
down each main water line. Adding something to the water |ine
woul dn't be enough—the water pressure would send the stuff to
the water taps, not back into the line. Unless

He started wal king toward the kitchen area, barely aware of
anyone else, still followed by his harem

It woul dn't even have to be that hidden, just out of the way
236 lack L Chal ker

enough so no particularly officious plunbing tech would notice
and ask what it was.

The altar? There*d be sone | arge tank down there of sone

hi ghly conmpressed flammabl e liquid or gas so that the altar

flames could be lit and kept burning. No—too risky. Al that
pressure woul d have to cone against one little valve. If it had to
| ast for a couple of days, it mght blow prematurely and give the
game away. Hell, the only way to be reasonably sure was if you

had sonet hi ng of roughly equal pressure.

He wal ked into the kitchen area but found that all the diagrans
had al ready been taken down. He stal ked back out, then started
searching. One area, under the main seats and bel ow the outer
exposed part of the pavilion, wasn't in plain view fromany point.
It would not only be a natural place for the suspected val ve, but
maybe, just nmaybe, somebody had forgotten to take down the

pl unmbi ng map there.

He stepped into the area, which, unlit and unreachable by the
sun, was quite dark. He strained to see. By the GCaths of the Ten
Martyrs—there were so many dammed pi pes and val ves cri sscross-
ing every which way in here, you could be piping chonpagne\

But it wouldn't be piping chanpagne. He just stared at the

pi pes in the senidarkness, inpressed in spite of hinself by the
simplicity of the plan and its uniform effectiveness. The snall

pi pes carried water; the larger ones carried the garbage and ot her
wast es away under high pressure—hi gher pressure than the water

had by far—so that all the sewage, fromalt the races, would be
swiftly carried to a central dunp and vaporized, the energy used
to power nuch of the pavilions in the valley. How sinple.

Just one diversionary valve, turned just so at just the right

time, or at alnmpost any time it was possible, and the high-pressure
sewage punp, also under the pavilion, wuld send that sewage

back through the entire water |ine. Human waste m ght even be
toxic to sone of the other races; certainly only a few of the

wei rder ones would want to drink it. Hell, maybe it was two-

way- Then all the excrement fromall the races further on woul d

be flushed via this diversion into the water supply, pulled up by
the wong punmp and pushed back by the right one.

It was sheer geni us.

"Thanks for the conplinent, smart boy,'* said a crisp, strong,
but oddly famliar woman's voice frombehind him "Hold it
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hypno! Don't turn around! | can kill you before you can fix your
beady little eyes on ne' **
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"I mght try anyway," he warned her. "You're going to kil

me anyway, and probably right here.” He fingered his whip and
really considered it, but he knew the odds. Trained, she al nost
certainly could break his back before he even got turned around
enough to take her on physically. < Andyou're the teiepath, too,
aren 't you? So there 'd be no surprises. >

"You are the smart boy. And right now you're thinking that

your Juiki friend is reading all this or maybe sone of those

m nd-readi ng creeps will pick us up. Wn't happen. You got

smart too late and in the wong place, hypno. A strong teiepath

can carry great distances but it's strictly line of sight. You ought
to know that. Sony, big man. | kind of liked you."

He braced hinself for what had to cone, and there was a
sudden | oud crack and he started, thinking at first it was him

"Stop shaking and turn around, slaver," Kalia said in her
usual sour tones. "She can't read anybody's nind, either, right
now. "

He turned and saw her standing there, and, between them the
linp body of the pushy Vronsky woman who' d put the make on
himfromthe start.

"ls she dead?" he asked her

"Probably not," the enpath responded, sounding al nost dis-
appoi nted, "but she won't be any use for a while and she won't
be doi ng any running."

He felt doubly stupid. "Her all along. . . . And the others?"

"Only one of "em The rest are just dunb pieces of neat

added for cover—and diversion. One of us better step out and
make a nental yell, though, before the others |earn about this
and crawl into their holes."

She backed out, and he stepped over the unconsci ous Qabar
tei epath and went out hinself.

"Al'l right, we're being sealed,” he said with a sigh, stil
unabl e to believe how doubly dunb he'd been. "So how do we
find the others?

"Well, we got your other little |over spy over here and she's
not in great shape but she's conscious. |f you' re any good with
that Talent, she ought to be able to finger the others, although
got a couple of ideas already."

For someone who had gone fromnear certain death to a prob-
abl e pronmotion in sixty seconds, he was amazi ngly depressed.
"l suppose you al so know just what they did and it's al ready
bei ng worked on."

238 jack L. Chal ker

"I haven't the slightest idea. Don't you? | figured that's why
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she was bl owi ng cover." She paused as she saw his expression
change. "You suddenly went froma black cloud to higher than
a stratoliner. Wat's with you, anyway?"

He grinned. "Nothing, nothing at all." But | know sonething
you don't know

The ot her spy, one of the biggest nouths of the group, |ooked
in pretty bad shape. In fact, she was still withing in agony.

"I had no time to do anything to secure her, so | just snashed
both her knees," Kalia explained matter-of-factly.

"Great," he grumbled, then sighed. "Let ne see what | can

do." He bent down, and Kalia helped hold the girt firmy. She
| ooked up at him nouth open, screaming in pain, but suddenly
the scream was cut short and she seenmed to relax, and go |inp.

A faidy large crowd of curious drols had assenbl ed, but they
started retreating quickly when they realized what he was and
what he was doi ng.

"You feel no pain, no fear, no worry," he intoned softly. "
can keep it that way if you trust nme, if you give your mnd to
me. WIIl you?"

"Yes," she responded dreanily

"Cther than you and the tel epath, how many nore of you are
her e?"

"Three nore here. Five Qarg."

That fit. "How many of the others are Tal ents? And how
many of those are hunans?

"Farita is the telepath. I aman enpath. Ibrana is a hypno-
Zoa and Maz are TK's. The same nmix is on the Quarg team |

do not know their names. One Quarg | ooks much |ike another

to ne."

"Your entire teamis female?"

"Yes. Drol wonen are virtually ignored and woul d be nost

likely to work on stringing pipes. | do not know about the
Quarg. "

That made sense, at |east for the humans. Woever had cooked
this up and sold it to Qabar had thought it out very well. "How

do we spot the rest of your teanf? How can we find then?"

"They are as average-looking as drols. |brana works as a food
server. She is small and dark and her head is shaved. Zoa and
Maz are twins, and lovers. They are short but large. Qher than
that. nothing to mark them™

"How did you plan to escape?"
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"There is a pickup point in the nountains. |brana has pro-

grammed two master plunbers to do the work. Other freenmen
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are under her power to help. She is very powerful. We are all
very powerful ."

Not anynore, he thought with sone satisfaction

He was starting to get up and turn around when sonething in the
conmer of his eye triggered an autonatic response; he dropped,
rolled, and, in doing so, received only a glancing blow. He junped
quickly to his feet and saw that his attacker was—Kali a!

"Murderer! Slaver spy!" she screaned, and came at him
agai n.

She caught himin the chest with a nasty kick, but he nanaged
to lash out and take her down with him falling on top of her
and knocking some of the wind out of her as well.

She was, however, too strong and in too good a condition to
keep down. Avoiding her knee to his groin, he nanaged to | ook
strai ght down at her gl azed, maddened eyes. "Kalia! Look at
me! Look at me!"

She stiffened and seened al nost frozen in place.

"Cl ose your eyes,"
that you can!"

he ordered, "and don't nove until | say

He struggled up and then glared angrily at the group of drols
who had forned a senmicircle about fifteen feet away. The pain
in his chest was bothering him but he couldn't stop to think
about that now. Finally he spotted her. Small and bald, Qabar's
enpat h had said. And powerful

He | ocked eyes with her. mad as hell- "You want to take ne
on?" he shouted to her. "Come on!"

The crowd shrank back even farther, but Ibrana did not. "You

have no power over me!" she called back to himdefiantly. "But

do you know how many drols come through the food Iine? A

of them They are nmy army, if | but conmand! No hypno in the

uni verse, not even |, could stop all of thembefore the rest tore
out your heart!’

Dam! Wy hadn't he thought of that?

"So? You can kill nme, yes. But that won't save you or your
conpani ons or get your job done," he responded confidently.
"Even now | can see and hear Security closing in."

"WWhet her we survive or not is of no consequence!" |brana

told him "Zoa* Maz! One of you throw the val ves, the other

open the gas ducts under the altar tank! The first fool that fires
more than a spear or arrow will blow this pest hole to the G eat
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Dark and then let us see your precious Lord unfoul this place by
t onor row ni dday!"

He saw the other two agents run fromthe crowd and thought,

they really are twins9. As telekinetics, if they knew just what to
throw in that maze of pipes, ducts, and connectors, they could
throwit all without even actually going in or touching anything.
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One of themwent to the dark area between the buil di ngs where,

as far as Josef knew, the telepath was still out cold. The other agent
headed for the area under the altar. He'd been out-thought and

fooled all along by these people, and now he was faced with a
situation that was alnost the ultimate terror to any hypno—a feeling
of conpl ete hel pl essness am dst a nmob of raw material. For the

first tinme in his life, outside of training, he got a sense of what it
must be like to be on the other end of a hypno's power.

Security personnel were all around now, on the ground and

even on gravity sleds above, but they were not yet in position to
fire, or were awaiting orders to do so. The idiot in charge ap-
parently hadn't grasped what was happeni ng and was still think-

i ng about avoi ding danmage to the pavilion

As the one twin reached the altar area, she passed by a small,
cube-shaped netal lic cabinet that had been there since the be-

gi nni ng. Nobody had given it much thought, but now, as the spy
came past it, it suddenly grew a set of tentacles that flowed and
oozed fromthe cube, dimnishing its size a bit. They wapped

t hensel ves around the wonan, and then they began to squeeze.

The whol e altar area seened to suddenly shake of its own

accord; objects flew with abandon against the "cabinet" to no

ef fect, just bouncing off, but the platformitself seemed to have
somet hing alive beneath it, snaking it |ike an earthquake.

Bl ood was now everywhere around the cube, and the wonan's

eyes bul ged. Then she exploded in a gooey ness. The shaking
stopped, but even fromthis distance, Josef could hear a slight
hi ssi ng sound.

At that nmoment, the dark shape of a Thion enmerged fromthe
area between the buildings, where the first girl had gone in.

"She was nobst delicious,” comrented Robakuk

| brana was suddenly conscious of the fact that she was entirely
on her own. On her own, and now an easy target from above,
but not hel pl ess.

"I'litika kabai dh!" she screamed. "Light the altar flame with
torches'"

Instantly a horde of drols wthin earshot of her command,
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were gal vani zed into action, taking or lighting torches fromthe
cook fires and noving toward the altar

"Kalia! You can nove! Run |ike hell!" he shouted, and took
of f hinsel f.

The escaping gas from bel ow the altar was dense enough to

catch before the nob got halfway there. Flane fromthe nearest
torches seened to leap up and ignite the air and, like a living
thing, fly to the center of the altar

As the whol e conplex erupted in a nassive expl osion, Josef
felt heat on his back and he hit the dirt hard.
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First the holding tank under the altar blew, then the backed-

up connector |ines caught but were prevented by autonmated safety
val ves fromgetting into the nmain tine. The heat and pressure in
the line that ran under the pavilion was enornopus; even as the
fireball over the remains of the altar was subsiding, the |ine
under the other buildings blew, and, with it, the buildings them
sel ves expl oded in a shower of debris and sounds |ike thunder

Dizzy, still reeling fromthe explosions and feeling the hurt in
his chest even nore, he managed by sheer willpower to get to
his feet and | ook around for lbrana's small form

A loud, amplified male voice from above said, "She headed
for the woods in back but can't have gone far. W' ve got the
energy barrier there up now. She can't go anywhere."

He woul d have to | eave that chase to others, because suddenly
the whol e world was spinning and he collapsed in a heap on the
ground.

Hs first visitor, after he came out of the surgical system and
regai ned consci ousness, was the Hive Master hinself.

"Just lie at ease," the Hive Master told him waving off his
attenpt to show respect. "It will be a few days before you'll be
abl e to get around. How do you feel ?"

"I ama bit high on drugs, ny naster," he admitted. "It
keeps me from knowi ng what the rest of ny body is like."*

"You mght like to know that His Lordship is nost pleased
with you and with the performance of your team Most pleased.”

"But —they had the upper hand at the end! The altar, the pa-
vilion, all of it blown ..."

"OfF no consequence to the main festivities. Unlike the water
and sewer lines, the gas lines are well regul ated, and damage
was restricted to the immediate area. It's a bit of an eyesore,
admt, but that's all. Lord Qabar, it seens, has devel oped sone
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sort of illness and has sent his last-mnute regrets, so we have
anot her human pavilion area to use. It nust have been quite a
sudden illness; his ship turned around when it was al nost here."

Josef managed a smile. "I trust it will not be nearly as severe
as the illness awaiting the planner of this enterprise upon his
return home."

"Un. . . Yes. One hopes Lord Qabar is so enraged he does
what you suggest. Whoever was behind all this is a plotter of
consi derable skill and a superb selector of personnel. It would

be quite to our advantage if that individual were no | onger
around. It mght well have worked, you know. "

"It alnost did," he admtted, still feeling | ess than victorious.
"They successfully manipul ated ne al nost to the end—diverting

me, wearing nme out, and then probably drugging me to take ne
completely in. Wien | amable, | shall go to a tenple and pray for
that teamin its new journey through the Great Dark. They nade

no errors and suffer no dishonor. The plan itself was at fault, al-
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t hough no other plan that | could inmagi ne woul d have any fewer
conpl exities or problens. To actually have the nerve to attach
thenselves to nme and then performthe sabotage under ny very
nose! |fKalia had not come by when she did, | too would be Iying
dead and they might still have gotten away with it."

"Katia did not just happen by," the Hive Master told him "It

had been her intention to stick closer to you, in fact, but after you
had taken on that drol entourage she knew that they had spotted

you as one of our people, the telepath probably alerting themwhile
on the voyage here. | know you wondered why we placed an enpath
rather than a telepath in with you. W assunmed that they had a

tel epath al ong; we knew that we could not keep our teiepath's ex-

i stence secret fromtheirs if ours used its powers, and you were a
public enough target. When Kalia approached you, she could read

the emptions, the raw, primtive drol feelings, fromall of those
worren—al | but one. She knew that at |east one enpath was part

of your company, and so backed of f, keeping hidden but al ways

with you in sight. She is quite good; my telepaths state that they
never once could pick her out.'

"But they still knew about her. They woul d have picked it
fromny mnd and sent the information on. That scarred and
twisted lip of hers is a dead gi veaway."

"Indeed? In a crowd like that? If you had possessed a detail ed
description of the spies ahead of tinme, could you still have picked
them out that easily? Particularly when they were trying hard
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not to be seen? She had already identified the twins and deter-
m ned their | ess dangerous Tal ent; she assuned that the rest
were around you."

"She identified the twins without them also recognizing her?"

"Yes. They couldn't resist showi ng off how very strong they

were to the big nen in the area, both to show superiority and to
keep themrespectfully distant. O course, they couldn't really
lift what they were lifting and carrying—not in the usual way,

but the conbined tel ekinetic powers of synchronized identica

twi ns of your species seenms to be considerable indeed. Word

spread of them reached Kalia, and they, of course, were not
difficult to spot. She, in turn, made certain not to get too cl ose
to themjust in case they had a description.”

He nodded. "And she nade no farther contact with me,
knowi ng that the odds were that they'd pick the information out
of my mnd and probably arrange a little accident for nme."

"Precisely. Robakuk stationed hinself atop the galley roof,
unseen and out of the way but observant. Kalia was able to

report to him and he, in turn, could get nessages nhon-
telepathically to Tobrush so that there woul d be no interceptions.
It worked out well. The wild card was the hypno. W coul d not
spot her, could not telepathically scan for her—she was as good
at that as Kalia, and it would sinply have tipped themall off—
and, until we could dig her out, no other action seenmed nean-
ingful as long as there was tinme left. Desreth was our wild card.
Wth the Corithian ability to mimnmc certain inaninmate objects,
and their relative immunity to Talents, Desreth naneuvered to
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see if any of the known agents could lead us to the hypno. Since
she was at food service, though, it never happened. Finally,
Desreth staked out the position that you saw, where the entire
area could be kept in sight."

"I's Desreth all right? It would have been right next to that
first big explosion. . . . And what about the others?"

"Expl osi ons of that sort aren't nuch bother to a Corithian. Ro-
bakuk has sone buns but they are not serious. A Thion can really
make speed when it has to. Kalia had sone serious buns on her
backsi de and sprained a wist but is up and around. You got the
worst, and, | fear, it was nostly fromKalia in her hypno trance.
Two broken ribs, a punctured lung, internal bleeding, and a slight
|l eg fracture—enly the | ast was caused by the explosion."

"l consider nyself blessed to have escaped with that," he
admtted, not just for show, either
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"Do not denigrate yourself so," the H ve Master scolded him

"That breeds defeat and eventual failure. You did what you were
sent in to do. Find the spies and then prevent them from doi ng
harm You were up agai nst the best, and you broke the case by

usi ng your brain, not your powers. You were chosen because the
conputers said you had such a m nd; your Talent, rather than
being the crutch it is with nost Talents, you used only to protect
your mind so that you could use it property.”

"But did we prevent anything?" he asked the H ve Master
"They weren't the only ones."

"No, but if there was any fatal flawin their plan it was in
usi ng humans at all. The fact that we were convinced that Lord
Qabar's own ego and racial pride would nmake that inevitable

made the rest possible. If he had chosen other races, unrelated
to hinmself and unassociated with his highest nobles, as he did

do with the Quarg, we would never have found themuntil too

late. As it was, feverish work through the night was able to undo
most of their nasty work, and we were able to conpensate for
anything we did not catch. But for the burnt-out pavilion, no one
at all would know. No, we are quite pleased all around. And

this opinion is shared in even higher places. Have you given
thought to what you would like to do once you are out of here?"

Al t hough still not as inpressed with hinself as the others
were, he knew better than to not accept accol ades, or possible
rewards. "I shall go wherever ny Baron and our Lord com

mands e, and carry out nmy conmi ssion to the best of ny
abilities as always," he responded.

"A suggestion has been made for a higher calling. If you w sh
it, a full conmission in Inmperial Security is yours."

No enpath was needed to read his excitenent at that. I|nperia
level! "I+ would be nost honored, master."

"Master no nore, once you accept the conmm ssion. | began

the sane way. You would get some training, sone additiona
schooling, then be assigned conmand of a patrol boat, probably

out on the frontier. That's where they put the green ones usually,

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%201%20-%20The%20Demons%20at%20Ra.txt (193 of 236) [1/19/03 4:36:51 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%201%20-%20T he%20Demons%20at%20Ra. txt

with nostly a green crew, on routine duty. It is an education,
and a chall enge. Much of it is quite boring, | assure you, but if
you find the opportunity to acconplish a major task, it will be
noted. As always, Destiny and you will deci de where you go
fromthere."

"I shall do ny best, sir." And sonmeday |'Il come back here
and take your job. H ve Master. Or naybe even your boss's job.
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The training and schooling the H ve Master spoke of was def-
initely not boring; it was one of the hardest things Josef had ever
undergone. Even in his lowiest days as a pupil in the hypno
traini ng col ony, which, up until now, he'd thought was the worst
possi bl e experience, he'd never been through anything so | ow
and degradi ng. The physical denands were brutal; the punish-
ment, abuse, and degradation meted out by the security robots
who ran the program (and who were i mrmune from any Tal ent)

was al nost beyond belief. There were no | etups and no breaks.
Thirty candi dates began the training. Like Josef, they were all
there because they'd already proven thensel ves very tough and
very good in major and often dirty fiel d-assignnents.

By the end of the training, seven of themhad commtted sui-
cide; five nore had died at the hands of the instructors, and
three had died as a result of training mstakes. O the fifteen
that remmi ned, only seven, including Josef, received full field
conmi ssi ons as ensigns. The other eight were assigned to Hive
Security—a pronotion, yes, and a good job, but not Inperia

| evel

The training did not end with his commi ssion. He and the six

ot her ensigns were now technical specialists and introduced to
an incredible variety of weapons, espionage techni ques, equip-
ment —and then the survival suits. The ultimate test would be to
drop him as if crash-landed, on a horrible, screaming hell of a
pl anet about which he had received no briefing whatever, and
with only his rust-red survival suit and the equi pnent that would
normally be a part of it. Wth no maps, no nothing, he would
have to find a nonitoring beacon that was hundreds of kil omne-
ters away and call in a pickup fromthere. The world, he was
assured, was uni nhabited, but the atnosphere was poi sonous

and, the temperatures ranged fromfreezing to near the boiling
poi nt .

The seven finalists would be dropped all at the sanme tine,

al though at different points. The first six to make it, if there
were six who made it, would graduate—finally. The |ast one in,

if they all nade it, would be forced to go back and take every-
thing over again, fromthe very begi nning.

Bef ore bei ng dropped, he was given his one and only chance
to resign, to accept an adm nistrative post rather than a field
conmi ssion. By then he'd gone through too nuch to call a halt;

he would make it, or die. |If he did not nake it, he did not m nd
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death at all in this honorabl e quest—or, in fact, would he w sh
to live knowing that others like the old H ve Master had passed
just this sort of test.

More than once, when it | ooked hopel ess, he knew that the

ol d Josef, even the one |ooking for spies at the cel ebration, would
have gi ven up, would have sinply declared the situation hope-

| ess. But one of the things indoctrination in this programdid

was to beat any sense of defeatismout of you. The training was
harder than al nost anything he m ght be likely to encounter

| ater, yet you could get through it by using your brain and new
found know edge.

About two-thirds of the way there, his food synthesizer mal-
functioned, and he doubted he had the strength to nake it the
rest of the way without at |east sone basic food. Besides, it
endangered the far nore vital water recirculation and purifica-
tion systemin the suit.

He decided that he could not be the last; if he were, it didn't
matter if he died, anyway.

There was a range of high, barren, w ndswept nountains be-

tween all of them and the beacon, and the best and nost |ogica
pl ace to cross was a small pass that at several points was only a
few meters wide at the bottom He staked it out, dug in, shut
down all but essential power, and waited. On the second day,

one of his conrades—he couldn't even tell who—ane through.

He shot the man down at full stun from anbush, right in the
back, and as the cadet lay there he renoved t he packs he needed,
replacing themw th his own mal functioning unit. Refreshed and
repai red, he made the beacon. Only one of the seven did not.

He I ost no sleep, nor celebrated any less, for that |ost nan.

Wal ki ng down the corridor at Security Base Twenty- N ne,

however, did nake hima bit nervous. He was resplendent in his
dark red uni formand bl ack boots, and Justly proud of the single
star on his left breast pocket that marked himas a full field
ensign, but now he was to neet his first crew, probably as green
as he, and that nmade him nervous indeed. He woul d be firm
ruthless, a disciplinarian, he told hinself, and drill theminto a
si ngl e machi ne.

He wal ked into the room then stopped, totally amazed. Al -
though it had been only a year, the nenories suddenly jogged
forward seened a lifetinme away and al nbst to belong to some-
one el se.
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"Kal i a?"

She'was, if anything, a bit uglier than he renmenbered, al-

though the hair, once fairly |long, was now so short it barely

covered her scalp, and reveal ed the mssing right earlobe he

hadn't known about—er, perhaps, she hadn't had it then. The

cl eaned and pressed uniformof a Sergeant, Junior G ade, only

set off the fact that she hadn't, even now, done anything to repair .a
those scars or enhance her appearance. |
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She snapped to attention, but he could see a trace of a snile, |
nmore of resignation than happi ness, at the sight of him "

The others, who also | ooked famliar, he was | ess sure of.'
"Tbbrush, | assune,"” he said to the Jui ki, whose own sort-of ;

uniformbore the insignia of a Warrant, Junior G ade.

The tendrils rose in what he guessed was a salute. "Sir,
the conpany is assenbl ed,” Tobrush responded. "I assune
i ntroductions arc not necessary for the others."

"Robakuk, then," he said, nodding to the Thion. "And—
Desreth? A Corithian in the Inperial Service?

"Many of us are in the Inperial Service, sir," the enotion-

| ess, holl owsoundi ng voice of the strange being responded. "W
are considered quite—dseful. And if | survive, the experiences
and knowl edge | bring back will go into the Universal Fund of
Know edge for mny people.”

He sighed. "Well, be at ease, everyone." He took his seat,
and only then did Kalia do |ikew se. The others had no use for
chairs or their equivalent.

Josef | ooked over at Kalia. "Only Sergeant? | should have

t hought you woul d have been in nmy group."” In point of fact,

only Tobrush was al so an officer warranting an officer's respect,
al t hough on a track bel ow his. Robakuk and Desreth were ba-
sically just—erew-and the only reason Kalia had the Sergeant's
grade woul d be because she finished first in her training.

"1 did not choose to be an officer," she told him "Just as

did not choose to serve with you, sir, or any of the rest of you,
nor you with us. It appears that soneone believed we worked

wel | together and conpl enented each other.'

"And so we do," he responded. "The fact that we all under-

went the nost rigorous training known and all of us cane through
speaks well for us. Now we are being given a ship and duties

and we must carry themout, not as individuals, but as part of

a team" He sighed. "I was going to say that we are no | onger
the sane people as we were when we worked together for that
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brief week a year ago, but that isn't really true. W are the sane.
We were good then. We are better now. It was teamwork that
got us here. W nust be a perfect teamto survive and prosper."

"Have we been assignhed a ship, Captain?" the Juiki asked
hi m

He nodded. "An ol der class of picket ship-Blood Throne

cl ass- The quarters are close and not the best for creature com
fort, but it's very fast and extrenely well armed. | doubt if ruch
could catch it, or that there is nuch we could not catch. Mdi-
fications are automatically made for racial needs, so all of us
will have at least a mnimal |evel of confort. But before we go
down to her, | want to know your specialties.”

"I amofficially the navigator, Captain," Tobrush responded.
"What it neans in practice is that | ama conputer repair person
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and troubl eshooter who can fix the basics if everything goes
down. As a telepath, | double as Security Oficer."

He nodded. " Robakuk?"
"Loadnmaster and snall weapons control. Captain."

"Kalia?"

"Boarding, inspections, and field expeditions,"” she told him
"Gtherwi se, | assist as needed. | can al so operate ni nor weap-
ons and can assist in interrogations, but nmy primary function
aboard i s maintenance."

In other words, a soldier on the ground and the ship's house-
keeper aboard. He was surprised she woul d accept such a role
when she clearly was capabl e of nore. Another piece of the
Kal i a eni gnma.

"Desr et h?"

"Communi cati ons, cryptography, and maj or weapons, Cap-
tain," the Corithian responded. "1 am al so capabl e of ship-to-
ship fighter plots,"”

" Capt ai n?"
"Yes, Kalia?"

"I feel it inportant that | give you a warning. The Security
Oficers gave me their highest marks, but were very concerned
about ny one major failure, which, as you know, was a partic-
ularly low resistance to hypnos. As a result, | was required to
spend sone time—2 do not know how | ong—n conditioning

chambers and under programm ng drugs and machi nery. You

may exam ne ny personnel records for what they found; | do

not understand nuch of it. However, as a consequence of the
conditioning, any attenpt by a hypno to take control of ny wll
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wi thout ny permission will result in an instant and totally au-
tomatic response requiring ne to attack and render hi muncon-
scious or dead. | cannot control it."

That startled him both bothering and reassuring himat the
sanme tinme. She had given himquite a kick a year ago, and

al though he liked to think he was nore than a match for her or
al nost anyone el se now, the fact was that she had al so gone
through harsh training and mght still have an edge. In the back
of his mnd, he'd been worryi ng about whether she'd be reliable
in a situation with another hypno. Now he knew she was—but
sonmebody who woul d attack any hypno wasn't exactly the kind

of person he felt confortable around, either. How could he trust
her now in a social situation, or a tentative one, where sone
hypno mi ght just put it on her to try and sell her some stupid
junk or to have a good tinme? He'd have to think about this one.

"Well, thank you for the warning. Al right, everyone-shal
we see what our new home | ooks like?
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It felt good to be in command, to be in space, to have his own
ship and the level of freedomand responsibility that went with
it. Perhaps he would sour on it later, perhaps the predicted bore-
domwoul d get to him but, for now, it was just who and where

he wanted to be.

The seal ed orders could not be opened and fed into the ship's
computer until they were well underway. Only then did he re-
ceive his first operational orders

You will proceed to the frontier post grid |ocation now being
fed into your conputer. Upon reaching that point, you will patrol
the assigned region fromboundary to boundary, coordi nating

your picket with the other ships like yours in the region, and
subject to the orders of Zone Mlitary Control. Under nornal
duty, you will respond to any calls for aid or assistance from
any |l nperial colony or vessel within your range, and you wl|l

al so intercept and capture or destroy any eneny vessel encroach-
ing on your zone. Qur mlitary forces are light in the region,
where our border is pinched to a nere sixty-two light-years, with
the Mzl aplan to one side and the Exchange to the other. Al-

t hough much of the work will be tedious, you nay expect the
unexpected in the region, as we have operatives working the
eneny frontier zones and they undoubtedly have sone in ours.
Appl i cabl e known star maps, tactics, and codes are included

with these orders, not only for us but for the other two Enpires
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as much as we know them Any eneny novenments or conmuni -
cations, even outside of our own space, will be nonitored and
reported at all tines. "

It was pretty clear, and pretty much what he expected. The
primary problens aboard, after that lifetinme year of training,
woul d be fighting boredom and keeping in reasonabl e physica
shape. After that. Destiny would have to take a hand.

It was a long journey, and he spent nuch of it drilling them

over and over again and trying to get a feel for their strengths
and weaknesses. Also, in his command chair above the rest, he

got around to reading their full files, starting with Kalia. It ex-
pl ai ned many, although not all, of her enignas.

She was far younger than he thought—a nere twenty-four, or

so they estimated, with a face and m nd and body of soneone
much ol der. She had been born a drol on Pusabi, as he already
knew, in a fiefdomruled by a knight named Mahaht, a sado-
masochi st with a fancy for very pretty, very young giris- She
was pi cked out, brought to the manor house, and for nany

mont hs t hereafter she became his favorite plaything.

The psychol ogi cal officer who did the report thought she had
been no nore than eight years old at the tine.

After that, she was put to work as a housenaid and was no

better than a dro! with a higher standard of |iving—until she

bl ossoned, early, at about age el even or twelve. Wth puberty
had conme the energence of her enpathic talent. She was then
sold or given to a freeman named Peshwar who ran sone sort

of traveling entertainnent troupe on Pusabi. He then trained her
as a woman of pleasure, a special kind of slave. Young and
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attractive enpaths of both sexes were part of the Pleasure Corps
as Peshwar called it. She was fed hornones and drugs to make

her extra pliant, then conditioned and trai ned by hypnos using a
conbi nation of their Talent and electric shock to renold the
enpat h staves into new creations capabl e of becom ng what ever
the freeman or nobl e custonmer night want.

Apparently she was not beyond servicing | arge nunbers of

people, like security troopers for fiefdons and even quads. Us-

i ng broadcast enpathy to | eave no custonmer unsatisfied, she and
the others in her group were forced to suffer any | evel of abuse
and degradati on demanded by their hypno handl ers.

Shit! No wonder she hated hypnos!

And no wonder she couldn't resist them

After several years of this. when she was begi nning to show
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a lot of wear and tear, an elderly Duke took a fancy to her for
some reason and got her from Peshwar. Wth the scars and mark-
ings she already had fromyears of other people's idea of fun,

he no | onger considered her a |long-term asset, since he had
others and, particularly, since he'd have to pay for cosnetic re-
pairs in a while.

The Duke was an odd sort who wanted her around only for

the pleasure of |ooking at her with her slave chains. He appar-
ently hadn't desired his concubines, in sone tinme, either, and
the chief one mistakenly saw Kalia as the reason why she was

no longer in favor. This concubi ne apparently played up to the
Duke's guard, got into his bedroom when he wasn't there, caught
Kal i a chai ned and al one, took a cerenonial dagger, and pro-
ceeded to carve a few new notches in the girl. The nbst obvious
was that disfiguring facial scar.

Security hadn't realized the concubine's intent, and now the
guard knew that thereo be hell to pay when the Duke found out.
He freed Kalia, got her imediate nedical attention, then tried
to figure out what to do. Wiile he was still deciding, she got
up, sneaked out, found the chief concubine, and slowy stran-
gl ed her to death.

The psychol ogi st said that the years of conditioning and that

sort of life and treatnent in one so bright had affected her m nd,
creating a kind of split personality, often called "possession"

by the untrained. The second Kalia was all that the first was not;

nost i nmportantly, where sex was everything to the original, the
ot her substituted violence. The new Kalia was a violent, sadistic
killer with a very short fuse, whose enpathic ability was used
toinstill fear and terror and hel pl essness in others. She got a
particul ar charge out of causing soneone's death.

The Duke had been enraged when he saw her disfigured face.
and had tossed her out. He was better able to accept the nurder
of the concubine, seeing it as justice.

Kalia | and Kalia Il were always both present; remnmarkably.
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she could bring either one she wished to the surface with near
total control. It was this that gave her an innate ability to totally
confiise tel epaths.

Usi ng her empathic powers to induce guilt in the guard, she
managed to becone an adjunct to the local security staff, where
her ability to befuddl e even skilled tel epaths drew quick notice.
The staff undertook to train her and get her into condition. A
particularly anmbitious officer recognized her primary useful ness
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as an assassin, and she was put to work in that capacity. Her
successes got her into the service itself and took her through the
hi erarchy right up to the Baron hinself.

She coul d have avail ed herself of the best nedical technol ogy

to totally renove her scars, even restore her face, but she would
have none of it. Wen she was pretty she'd been an object, a
hel pl ess pl ayt hi ng of others. When disfigured, she had found
freedom i ndependence, and respect—-and she had risen. Her

scars, her ugliness, were her security. The psychol ogi st even
theorized that if she ever did get full repairs. Kalia Il would be
subrmerged and Kalia | would becone the sole, dom nant, vol -

untary personality again.

And Kalia | was of no use whatever to anyone, while Kalia |
was very useful indeed

It was estimated that she had killed at |east forty people—so
far.

And now she was Inperial trained.

They had t hought of the probl em Josef had when she told him
of her conditioned reaction to hypnos. Apparently unknown to
her, any officer in her chain of command coul d countermand her
conditioning, nor would it be triggered by a hypno of officer
rank in the Security Services.

One other nystery was solved in the docunentation, one that

had never even occurred to him She was a brilliant fighter,
actress, assassin, whatever ... but at no tinme had she had even
the slightest formal or genteel education. Kalia | had neither the
opportunity nor the need for it; Kalia Il saw no purpose in |earn-
ing anything that did not inpact on her job. She had a phenom

enal nenory, and whatever was denonstrated to her she grasped
quickly if she could see any use to it, but for anything el se she
was as ignorant as a drol

She coul d never have becone an officer, not even a warrant
of ficer.

Kalia could operate a security suit, assenble and di sassenbl e

it blindfolded; she could kill in a hundred ways; she coul d cook,
cl ean, do carpentry, and shoot the wings off flies at great dis-
t ances.

But Kalia could neither read nor wite.
BOOK | V:

THE
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QUI NTARA
MARATHON

THE DEMONS
AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE

Al arns sounded all over the place, and Josef rolled out of his
bunk and shook hinsel f quickly awake, then headed for the for-
ward communi cations and fire control station bel ow the bridge.

"What have we got?" he asked Tobrush, who was nani pu-
| ating about nine different sets of instruments with her back ten-
drils, while keeping eyestal ks fixed on a | ong scan

"Somet hi ng very strange. Captain,” the Juiki responded.
"Conmputers on the | ongest reach scan picked up a probable
intruder fromthe Mzl aplan side, moving at a noderately fast
pace through our territory. W've plotted the course and trajec-
tory and it appears to be designed to avoid any major col onies
or bases we have."

"War shi p?"

"I npossible to say at this range, but fromits characteristics

I'"d say not. The fact that it is only doing Force Six. yet is clearly
maki ng all deliberate speed on evasive course, indicates either

that it is sone test of our defenses or that it's a vessel of sone
mass. W've correlated Force Six with known M zl apl an craft

and deternmined that the speed and ballistic characteristics are
consistent with a Mzl aplanian freighter going all out. O course,

if it's a test of our defenses and has only an autonmated crew, it

m ght make some sense to use an old freighter, but | suspect

that it is nore likely sone kind of snuggling operation.”

Robakuk' s bl ack pul sating formgripped the top side of the
255
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hat chway and | ooked down from that perspective. "What have
we got ?"

Josef ignored him "Plot a chase and intercept course and give
our position and situation to Frontier Control," he ordered. "I'Il
take the con."

"Sonme action at last!" Kalia breathed excitedly as he squeezed
past Robakuk and cane through the hatchway.

Josef went immediately to the conmand chair. On the screens
around himdata, graphic plots, and estinmates were poppi ng up
al nrost too nunerous to follow Fortunately, Desreth could fol-
| ow t hem

"Can you pl ot probable destination of quarry?" he asked.

"Not within the Enpire unless najor corrections are accom
plished very quickly." The Corithian's voice cane to himfrom
the conbat center amidships. "The best estimate of intent is
that soneone is trying to get fromthe M zlaplanian frontier to
the Exchange frontier, using the shortest possible route.”

The patrol ship runbled into life, and all aboard felt the sud-
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den sinking sensation of rapid acceleration into the induced sub-
space vortex that allowed them in progressive junps, to quickly
huri di stances that woul d otherw se be inpossi bl e.

"Intercept point?"

"Too far away, Captain. W will not be able to get in range
of themin less than six hours. By that tinme they will be at the
boundary of Exchange space."

He frowned- \Where the hell were the other pickets and border
shi ps that were supposed to have intercepted this fell ow by now?
Were they all asleep at their posts?

"Any response yet from Frontier Control ?"

"Initial only," Tobrush reported from bel ow. "They order
pursuit and overtake capture if possible, destroy if not. The stan-
dard instructions. There is nobody cl oser.*'

Easy for themto say, he thought sourly. W are just far enough
out not to be able to catch them and they order us to do the
i mpossi bl e.

"When will we be within hailing distance of the vessel ?"
he asked.

"About two hours. But if this fellowis as conpetent as he

appears to be, he'll sinply ignore us and continue to outdi stance
us."

"Well, give ne all you've got. Let's see if we can at | east

scare him"
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As they got closer, instrunentation allowed a better picture of
what they were chasing. It was a freighter, Hochin class—eld
but obviously in top condition

"The course is parabolic, very wide," Desreth reported.

"Quarry did not come fromvery far inside the Mzlaplan. A
backtrack. indicates probable origin to be disputed col ony of Me-
dara sixteen light-years fromthe border and on the edge."

That just didn't nake sense. If the col ony was disputed, but

i n eneny hands, the odds were good that Inperial Security was
wor ki ng sonmething there. Wth this narrow neck of Mycohl that
sonme i nconpetent had trapped theminto, it wouldn't be any
shock at all to discover that the Exchange was running sone

ki nd of operation there as well. If sonething nasty went down
on Medara, it could mean that sonebody el se needed a quick
get anay.

Tf they do not deviate fromtheir plot, where are they headed
in the Exchange?" he asked.

"They nust deviate. Captain,"” Tobrush responded. "If they
do not, then they are heading right off the star maps to where
stars have nunbers, and | esser bodies are not fully charted."”
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What the hell ?

"Wl |, sonebody's got sonething out there," he comrented.
"A Hochin class freighter needs a light-year at that speed just
to sl ow down to nanageabl e sublight."

"Anot her nessage from Frontier Conmand, Captain." To-

brush reported. "They want to know if we can intercept. | have
responded in the negative and fed themour figures as we have
them "

"Very well." And it was; it passed all the responsibility from

his lap to theirs.

Al nost anot her hour passed during which they continued to
cl ose but not soon enough.

"Message in highest-class code, Captain," Desreth reported.
"Frontier Command reports that there is no appreciable mlitary
strength on the Exchange side in that region. W are directed to
mai ntain pursuit. If the course and trajectory of the quarry are
not changed, we are to natch speeds and follow themto their
destination but not to intercept within the Exchange boundari es.

If it changes course or trajectory to take it into the main region
of the Exchange, we are to break off and return unobtrusively.

O herwi se, they want to know where the quarry is going."

"They are directing me to cross the border?"
258
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"Affirmative. But avoid engagenent, particulariy with any
vessel s of the Exchange."

Easi er said than done. he thought irritably. Still, this was what
they had trained for and it suited himjust fine.

Four hours into the pursuit, Tbbrush reported, "Quarry is at
the Exchange boundary. W will be within their aft sensor range,
assunmi ng normal Hochin class instrunentation, in nine mn-
utes."

He sighed. "Slow to matchi ng speed and naintain that nine-
m nute gap," he ordered. "Any sign that they are sl ow ng or
changi ng course?"

"None beyond what woul d be terned mnor course correc-

tions. In a practical sense, if they were going to do so, it would
logically be no later than two hours from now-at about the tine

we cross the frontier boundaries ourselves. If they do not slow
and turn by that point. Captain, all conputer nopdeling suggests
that they have no intention of doing so and are headi ng at that
point off the map."

"Very well. He knows where he's going, anyway. Advise
Frontier Command."

"I have al ready done so. They are sending a response now.

Their experts believe they know where the ship is headed, al-
t hough not what is there, or so they say. There have been re-
peated distress calls on Exchange frequency and in comerci al
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code froma point very close to where the Mzl aplanian ship is

headi ng. Frontier Conmand states that this distress call is quite
peculiar, but that it gives full justification for our incursion should
we face a challenge. Although this ship did not intercept the

call, the Exchange won't know that, and, in any event, we are

sinmply being ordered to assist according to interstellar treaties.”
"Did they send a copy and triangul ated estimate of origin?"

"Yes, sir. The estimate of originis alnost forty light-years

off the maps and further out than we thought the Exchange had
even gotten. That indicates that they are only in the nost prelim
inary stages of clains."

"I's the message froma scout, then? Nobody goes after scouts.
It's an occupational hazard."

"Not a scout. I'Il put the translated intercept on the ship's
intercom”
"All ships . . . any ships . . . Exchange registry . . . This is

Research Vessel Wabaugh. Coordi nates based on special map
frontier zone one one four eight two stroke five. Coordinates are
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Rai nbow Bri dge. Send assistance fast. They're all dead. They're
all in there with the denons and they 're all dead. Only one |eft.
Can't |eave. Approach with extrene caution! Power adequate

for mmintenance only. Any Exchange registry. Approach with
caution. Denons at Rai nbow Bridge! Coordinates ..."

"The man is mad," Josef nuttered, "if that's anything |ike
an accurate translation."

"You don't believe in denons?" Kalia asked himin a tone
that indicated that she herself didn't nuch believe in anything.
"W have one in our little shrine right aboard ship."

There was no need for her to remnd himof that. In the

M zl apl an they had angel figures who fought what they called
denmons. In the Mycohl, they had denons who battled the forces

of stasis, represented as angels- Two sides of the sane coin, he'd
al ways thought. In a truly literal translation, the M zlaplan and
Mycohl terns, and their underlying positive or negative sides,
were essentially reversed.

To the Mycohl, however, and to the others, the word "de-

mons" did have a nore basic neaning. It was one of the great
mysteries, and probably expl ai ned nore than anything el se why
such primtive superstitions hung on even anong intelligent peo-
pl e.

Most races, clans, even fanmlies, had some kind of |ocal spir-
its, both good and evil. It was always so on al nmost all worlds.
The angel side was anbi guous, though, and in a great nany
cultures did not exist in clearly defined form

But the denon did. The Thion both worshiped and feared a
figure different fromthe human denon, yet in the essential de-
tails very simlar indeed. The denonic figure—hunmanoid even
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on planets whose races were not, and filtered through different
cul tures and standards and concepts but still very much there-
existed in the vast majority of all known cultures. Evil in nost
cultures, malicious or indifferent in others, they were the epit-
ome of evil in the Mzlaplan and to sone faiths in the Exchange,
while in the Mycohl they were a supernatural warrior race that
preci sely matched the Mycohl vision of |life and death and the
val ues they represented. Most people believed in them or at

| east gave lip service to them many, however, rejected the su-
perstition except as a social tool of the Enpire or, like Josef,
regarded it with total indifference.

"It is nowrelatively easy to deduce the situation," Tobrush
comrented. "The M zl apl ani ans are fanatics. The denon figure

260
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to themrepresents the ultimate in evil, and they really believe
that. Sonehow, some fanatics of the ruling priesthood inter-
cepted this nmessage and in their sonewhat psychotic social state
took it literally. Literally enough to take a ship through the M-
cohl and into the equally hostile Exchange, into a region off the
maps, to chase denons. It is quite sad, really."

"Perhaps," Desreth put in. "However, one does not build

and maintain a relatively powerful interstellar enpire for so |ong
on such irrationalities. It may be surmsed that Frontier Contro
drew t he same obvi ous conclusion at the start. The fact that we

are still ordered to pursue, violating Exchange space, indicates
that they have sone know edge that sonething in that new area

of the frontier is going on of possible interest or threat to us. If
that is the case, the distress call provides a way to find out. And,
if indeed that is the case, wiser M zlaptanian heads m ght see it
exactly the sane way. W nust never forget that while we have

two enemies in close proximty at this location, so do they."

"Point taken," Josef responded. "Mintain the two-hour and
nine-mnute interval. Full shields up, scranbling sensors on,
report any change in course of that ship ahead," He | ooked at
the main plotting screen. "Battle stations," he ordered calmy.
"W have just invaded the Exchange."

@un Roh Chin put his cigar down in the ashtray by his bridge
chair and wondered idly if he would live | ong enough to finish
the humidor. He nicked on the intercomand said, "Holies, I'm
correcting course and going directly for the plot point. My sen-
sors show no transponders or vessels, major or mnor, in the
regi on, although we are getting some odd interference al ong our
track out of Mycohl. As soon as the correction is nade and

| ocked in, I amgoing to comence a very stow braki ng which

may cause sone noi se and vibration. It is normal-1 have to bring
her down very gently after maintaining this kind of speed for
this long. However, if you wish to neet ne on the aft pan of

the bridge in—eh, two hours fromnow2 believe we will be

cl ose enough and sl owed enough to get a scan of our destination

"For the record, the active ship's channel on which the nes-

sage was transmtted is still intermittently open, but only the
energency |locator beamis still active. | would say that whoever
or whatever is out there, if they are still alive, has powered down
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to mnimumand is probably living in a suit. A thousand pardons
for interrupting you, but | thought you would like to know. "
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He sat back and gave a kind of half smle to hinself. It was
fun to be a captain sonetines, and be able to outrank and even
i nterrupt high clergy.

Only Morok, the titular superior of everyone outside of ship's
operations, and Krisha, in charge of security, showed up, but,
he noted, they showed up right on the button two hours later.

"Do you have anything for us yet. Captain?" the Stargin
asked, a bit inpatient after all this tine.

"Any nmoment now . . . There! Solar system G type star,
very promsing in its conposition. | nake four inner solid plan-
ets and four gas giants, a nice mx. Abit small, but the fourth

fromthe star is within the carbon-based life zone. See it on the
diagram there? And the red tine, that's your signal. Bouncing
around a bit, but—there! Yes, fourth planet. Since it's a rather
fixed signal, | expect themto be in geostationary orbit, which
probably neans it was supporting a |landing party."

"It was supposedly a research vessel," Krisha pointed out.

" "That would inply some sort of scientific or research base down
there. No military nonitors, though; not even automatic defense
probes. They weren't expecting anything hostile.”

"No, they weren't,"” Chin said approvingly. "<NO surprises

for us, either. At least until we have to face whatever surprise
got to them On our current course and brake rate | can have us
essentially alongside themin, oh, six hours. If they are in a high
enough orbit, and fromthe data, | think they are, | mght be

able to close to where we could jetpack over."

"Begin automatic hailing of the vessel," Mrok ordered. "Let
me know at once if there is a reply.”

Chin's eyebrows rose in surprise. "Are you sure? If there is
anything hostile hiding in the imediate vicinity, or any Ex-
change patrol ships in this area, we're going to draw attention
to oursel ves by doing so."

"If there was anything closer than we, | think we'd have it

and it us on our scopes," the Stargin responded. "In any event,

it is the correct procedure to followif we are to keep up the
pretense that we are responding to a legitimate distress call. W
may still have to answer to soneone here, renenber—and we

must in any event have a way back."

"l agree," Krisha put in, nodding. "The only reason we don't
have a whole fleet of Exchange ships in here by nowwith a
signal that strong and that wide, is the geostationary orbit. It
takes the ship around in an orbit that beams it alnost directly
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across the Mycohl and into the M zlaplan, but even though nost

of the line it beans towards the Exchange, it beans towards
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frontier areas and, if the maps are trustworthy, very sparsely
settled territory. | amnot surprised to find no Exchange ships
in the area yet, although they will cone, but | nust adnmit to
being mildly surprised not to find the Mycohl taking advantage
of this opportunity to snoop."

Chin | ooked over at his instrunents and pointed to the aft

monitor. "That's what worries ne about that interference to our
stern. It could be natural, but it is also very nuch like a mlitary
scranbler would look if it were turned on and ainmed at us, I,

too, amvery surprised not to see the Mycohl here ahead of us,

but I very nmuch fear that the odds are at |east even that they are
not that far behind us."

"It couldn't be an Exchange craft?" Morok asked him al -
though that was only slightly better

"Unlikely on our sane course- They wouldn't be coming from

that way if they were the Exchange, and they woul dn't waste

time and effort getting in behind us if they came from any sane
Exchange point. If so, it's likely to be sone son of military
craft, possibly a Mycohl picket ship. | need not renind you that
M zl apl ani an freighters are not exactly bristling with armanments
and battle conputers.*'

"They are Just as much invaders as we are," Mook pointed
out. "They woul dn't dare do anything to us here. Not in Ex-
change territory."'

Chin was uni npressed by the comrent. "Beggi ng your par-

don, Holiness, but I amvery nmuch afraid that this location and
these conditions give thempretty nuch of a free shot at us.
doubt if the Exchange woul d bot her | odging a diplomatic protest
because one interloping eneny popped another interloping

eneny, even if it was on their property."”

Kri sha decided to head off Moroks officiousness and faith-
based optinism "Wat do you reconmend, Captain?"

"Wl l, they have been matching us—f that's what that is—
and not closing. They're faster than we arc, and can probably

brake much faster as well —al most anything can—but if | were
their captain, in eneny territory, knowing his quarry was un-
armed, 1'd hold off, let us get parked, get out, and have an initia

| ook around—ust in case there's a whol e stranded Exchange
Marines battle station down there. Conme in slow, check it out,
and have us where we arc separated fromthe ship and nost
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vul nerable. 1'd say he'll give us two, nmaybe three or nore hours,
particularly if we show on his sensors as doing just what he
expects."

"But we plan to do just that," Mrok pointed out.

"Maybe, maybe not. I'mgoing to plot us a different se-

quence. | intend to get in fairly close but not achieve orbit or
even conme to a full stop. | will pilot the shuttle manually and
we will come in first on that orbiting vessel. I'"'mgoing to | eave

the Kl ees aboard and have them gun this thing out of there and
into the asteroid region between the first and second gas giants
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and park there until we call for help or they have to cone out.'

"Whn't the Mycohl just pursue the ship, finish her, and then
come back for us at their |eisure?" Krisha asked him

"They could, but | doubt it. I've been on one of their picket
ships. It is loaded for planet killing and al nost singl e-handed
war, and its crews are chosen for their toughness and total and
conpl ete ruthl essness. The problem for them is that it's less a
pi cket ship than a pursuit ship. It can go quite slowor it can go
incredibly fast, but it isn't nuch good at a noderate speed. The
odds are still against us, but I'mbetting that the Mycohl captain's
orders are to get in here, find out all he can about what is going
on, and get out before he's boxed in by the Exchange. He can't
afford to be "at his leisure.' He's as much an invader as we are.
If he chooses to cone in rather than give chase, or even thinks
hard about it, | have enough confidence in the Kl ees and ny
conputers to pull it off. After all, it's not |ike we can cone out
of those asteroids and pick themoff. Wth what?"

@un Roh Chin sighed. "No, he'll cone in, nmake orbit, and

repeat our noves until he catches us. He won't chase this ship
because he doesn't have to. It's got to conme back into himto
pi ck us up sooner or later, or it's going to either have to nmake a
run for it or be interned by the Exchange."

"You are talking as if this were a suicide nission and that we
have no hope of escape,"” Mrok said uneasily.

"There is al ways hope, Holiness, and prayer. | did warn of
this possibility, renmenber. W are conmmtted now. If | break
off, he'll conme in fast and finish us, then go in alone. | respect-

fully suggest that you eat and drink, even if you have been fast-
i ng, check out your survival suits and weapons and equi pnent,

and then get what rest you can. | will nmeet you in the shuttle
bay with whoever you designate to go with me, in ... five hours
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and fifteen mnutes. | am comrenci ng automatic hailing of the
ship in distress, using Treaty codes."”

"They're not achieving orbit Tbbrush reported. "They're
detaching a shuttle on the fly and accel erati ng out-systen™

That pig of a Holy Captain has read nmy nind! Josef thought
angrily to himself. Al oud, he said, "Then he knows, or at |east
guesses, that we are here."

"W could catch it and cut themoff!" Kalia exclaimed excit-
edly. "l should like to be the one. | have never blown up a
spaceshi p before.™

"And you won't now, either! Not yet, anyway. |'m not wor-

ried about that massive hunk of nmetal and synthetics. It won't
go far because it does have to come in and pick them up—er
abandon them Either is perfectly acceptable to us. W will get
himafterwards—f tine and circunstances pernmt. W night

wast e several hours before we found and destroyed it, giving
themtinme down there."

"So what ?" the hunman woman responded. "Whatever they
leamwi |l die with them"
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"Do you think they don't know that? That their ganble has

failed? They are fanatics. They will die before they will be taken
by us, and they know negoti ati ons are useless. If they find noth-
ing of hope, | would expect themto destroy or danage anyt hing
that m ght be of use to us. | have no intention of giving them
that opportunity. | want everyone ready in full survival suit and
battle gear. 1'mgoing to put this thing close to that Exchange
ship, and we are going to see just what is going on there."

"Al'l of us are going?" Robakuk asked, nore excited than
nervous.

"This ship is fully capable of maintaining itself, flying itself,
defending itself, or, if need be, destroying itself to keep from
eneny hands. There is nothing that freighter could do to it ex-
cept present it with an automatic target. Those M zl apl an shut -
tles can hold up to nine people, depending on the races invol ved,
and the races involved are unknown as of now. | do know that

I am not going to underestinmate that captain. Full gear—we all

go. And don't get cocky or overconfident. As | said, these peo-
ple are fanatics, who will gladly die if they could take one of us
with them and they are not stupid or ill-equipped. Many of them
are probably priests, but don't let that fool you. Alnobst all the
priests they let loose like this are Talents and they're trai ned and
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they're good. And, nost of all, they are going to be there ahead
of us. If it were us in their situation, with themcomng in on
top of us but we have the sanme kind of |ead, what would we

do?"

"Traps and anbushes," Kalia responded. "The only chance
they've got is if they can w pe us out."

"Agreed, and while it's on unknown ground for both of us,
they will know it better than we, having been there first."

"I would recommend ordering the ship in stand-by, with par-

tial shutdown of all but our nonitoring codes," Tobrush put in.
"It's tenpting to have it close at hand, but if the Exchange shows
up while we're down there, we're in no better shape than they

are. |f the Exchange shows up first weak and curious but unsus-
pecting, we can fight our way out. If it shows up in strength, we
can then try and tal k our way out."

"Al'l right. Agreed. Desreth, you've been very quiet."

"l have been considering the odds that the Exchange is al -
ready here," the Corithian responded.

"Huh?"

"If they did show up first, they woul d have detected at | east

the M zl apl ani an ship before they thensel ves woul d be det ect ed.
They mi ght well wonder what a M zl apl ani an ship was doi ng so

far fromhone that it was willing to risk crossing Mycohl to
answer a distress signal. In that case, they would Iie back and
monitor, just as we and the M zl apl ani ans are doing, until they
see what happens. It would be the practical thing, since both of
us are now only rather lanely within the law. If we started shoot -
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ing at one another or going where we have no right goi ng—
nanely down to the planet—-we woul d then be undertaking not
a rescue mssion but an overt illegal act within their territory."

Josef didn't like that. "What do the rest of you think? Is the
Exchange that devious?' *

"They are," Tobrush responded. "Yet | doubt the scenario.

The Exchange in strength woul d have intercepted both of us by
now and told us just where to go, or else, keeping us well away
fromthat place. They would only lay off in weakness, where
they feared that either of us mght elimnate themjust to save
our honor. In that case, they are irrelevant."”

"I would prefer they not be around, strong or weak," the
captain responded. "Still, it would be interesting, would it not?
A three-way battle to the death on a planet alien to all. It would
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be a magnificent challenge. | should like to think we would win
such a battle."

"Agh! Priests and scientists and traders," Kalia scoffed. "It

woul d not even be a contest."”

Josef whirled around. "I told you not to underestimate these
peopl e!'" he snapped angrily. "Do that and you die and take the
rest of us with you! | don't care if those M zl apl ani ans bel i eve
their souls will becone gods by eating grass and rolling in the
mud and howing at the stars' One on one, in a real fight, they
are nost certainly our counterparts. No comon freighter cap-
tain I know of would have detected us, let alone pulled that
maneuver, and he did it coolly, knowi ng the odds- No matter
what the vessel, they wouldn't send amateurs on a mssion |ike
this, and they are no amateurs. Any nore stupid bravado |ike
that, and | will |eave any of you who think that way here with
the ship!"

They didn't really quite believe that anyone, particularly the
M zl apl ani ans, could be close to their equals, but they shut up
because they wanted to go and to prove it.

This is where the greenness of the crew begins to show, Josef
thought grimy. And, dam it, I'mas green at this sort of thing
as they are.

Al t hough, by treaty, the M zlaplanian survival suit was offi-
cially categorized as "gold in color,” that was sinply to get
around different racial perceptions of color. The suits were not

shiny, but rather dull, less gold than dark yellow with just a bit
of orange. The formfitted suits, customnmi zed for each individual,
differed only in detail, and in color of course, fromthose used

by the Mycohl and the Exchange. Gun Roh Chin had al ways
wi shed that the diplomats had insisted on charcoal; he felt |ike
a beacon in the dammed thing, and a very good target.

Even though he tinmed his drop and his thrust perfectly, it took
himclose to thirty precious mnutes to nmaneuver up to the Ex-
change ship, and, when he did, he found it with beacons and
running lights off and no sign of power.

"It doesn't | ook damaged," Krisha noted, trying to see what
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detail she could. "I amtelepathically scanning, though, and
get nothing at all."

"Nor |," added Savin, who was a powerful enpath. Enpaths
often received signals at far greater distance than tel epaths, al-
though, in both cases, they weren't expecting to feel or nonitor
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anything intelligible—fust some sign that there was |ife aboard.
"It feels like a dead ship."

Manya | ooked up from her instrunent cluster. "It is a dead

ship," she told them "No power levels at all. Even the ener-
gencies tiave been drained. Only the broadcast energency tran-
sponder, which is opposite the planet's surface, shows any energy
at all. It isinert. No life forms, no internal power. We will have
to cut through an airiock just to board her.'

"You're certain of that, Manya?" Mrok pressed her. "No
life, no internal power? It can't just be shiel ded?"

"No. If there were any attenpts at shielding, then the shields
thensel ves woul d register. There is nothing alive aboard. Even
its computers are out."

"Sonmebody survived whatever it was," Krisha noted. " Some-
body sent that nessage along with the distress beacon."

"Yes, but how | ong ago?" Gun Roh Chin put in. "Mny

days, certainly. Perhaps longer. Wth |ife-support down, they
m ght not have been able to find a way to keep going. They

m ght have | ost hope after nobody cane. They m ght have gone
mad. "

Savin's huge eyes scanned the surface of the research vessel
"Hol i ness—the escape pods are still intact. Not a one has been
fired. Not even the ones away fromthe surface that show sone
trickle charge—enough to use nmanual ly.'

"Yes? So?" Morok was nore spooked than irritated. They
all were-

"Hol i ness—at | east a few near the transponder are al nost cer-
tainty usable, power drain or not. They weren't used. The first im
plication is that whatever happened here happened very quickly

and to everyone. Everyone but one. He, she, it-—whatever-

survived, possibly by being in the only place, near the tran-
sponder that's still active, and was possibly only knocked out

when everyone and everything el se went. They would Iikely not

have a huge crew on this sort of ship anyway. That person is not
aboard now, or, if aboard, died there. Died there right next to

a getaway system O got away w thout using the pods.”

@n Roh Chin nodded- "The pod woul d have taken himto

the nearest survivable planet. W assune that they wouldn't as-
sign races to this who couldn't survive down there, since the
climte and atnosphere neasure safe for us. It would have taken
our survivor to the surface, with enough supplies and shelter for
a nonth or nore. That neans . "
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"I't means," Krisha finished for him "that he chose to die,
either horribly or by his own hand, rather than go down to that
world. "

"There is a shuttle mssing," Mrok noted. "I sawits enpty
nesting bay on the underside."

"Wthin range of whatever it was, though,” Savin pointed

out. "I would assune that the shuttle was on the surface with
the main scientific party. Since whatever killed this ship cane
fromdown there, | think it highly unlikely that anyone there

risked flying up here to get that survivor off. Or was able to."

"Do you want to board her?" Chin asked them

"Yes," responded Morok, "but not now If there is nolife
aboard, we nust first determine if there is still life below"”
"Well, there is surely sonething below, " Manya conmment ed.

"The energy pattern on the ship clearly indicates that it took a
jolt of alnobst inconceivable power, pure energy, froma point
bel ow on the surface. It shorted out all the systens, shorted the
conputers, and nost |likely el ectrocuted al nost everyone. Qur
survivor was probably the only one in sone sort of insulated
situation and so did not get the ftill jolt."

"I'f I amto be electrocuted, |I should Iike to know who is
doing it to me, and why," Mrok said in a flat, hollow tone.
"Take it down. Captain. Land at their canp bel ow. Everyone
check suits and weapons. Yes, again. Now"

It wasn't difficult to find the canp below It was a world cov-
ered with trees and seas, but the canmp appeared to be the only
sign of any animal life on it. There were a nunber of tenporary,
prefabricated structures down there as well as parabolic com
muni cati ons antennae, all of which were easy to spot.

"A standard scientific field station, not nuch different than

the way we would do it," Manya told them "The only thing

cannot understand is that |arge—house, or building, or whatever

it is. It is of atotally different design than the others and | ooks
quite pernmanent. In fact, it alnost looks as if it were tooled
froma single, unimginably huge quartzlike crystal."

"More |likely the object under study," Mrok guessed. "Is it
the odd light or ny eyes, or does that—thing—seemslightly
different, alnost as if it moved?"

"I have been plotting it," Manya reported. "It does change,
somehow. Not really in mass or even di nensions, but subtly, in
detail ."

"Could it be alive?"
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"It might be—but if it is, it is Iike nothing we know as life
in any form | sinply do not know what it is, and | suspect that
they didn't, either. That is why they are here."

"The base station has normal power," Chin noted- "Looks
rat her cozy, in fact. But we're not being scanned by anything
can detect. It's as if everybody down there is asl eep. Ah—see!
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Their shuttle's there, in that clearing. | think I can put down
close to it. No use in sneaking up. If anything' s left alive down
here, it certainly knows we're here by now and shoul d cone out
and wel cone us with open arns."

There was no wel coming comrmittee. They put on their hel -

mets, pressurized, and went out, even though all the instrunen-
tation said that the air was perfectly safe and the tenperature
was quite pleasant. Until they knew nore, none of them wanted
to take anything for granted.

"Dead |ike the ship," Krisha said. "Nothing. | get nothing
at all. Savin?"

"The same, although | do get sone very odd intermttent

sensations fromthe area of that object there. | can't really ex-
plain the sensation. It's not |ike anything |I have ever experienced
before. Whatever it is, | do not think it is directed at us."

"That will have to do for now," Mok told him "Check out
their shuttle first, then the prefabs, one at a tine. Use caution,
keep weapons drawn."

@Gun Roh Chin took the shuttle- It wasn't difficult to enter,

and, inside, he found it rather bizarrely arranged but nothing he
could not have figured out. It was cleariy not designed to be

fl own by hunans, although there were two human-shaped seats

in the rear. The rest he put down to different designs and a
different shuttle design philosophy. Still, he could tell al nost
fromthe nonent he entered that it was powered, fully charged,
and coul d be operational with a few flicks of sone swtches-

"Shuttle is perfect and operational,'
hel met radi o.

he reported through his

"Then it could have picked up our survivor," Morok cane

back.

"Unlikely. Wthout power up there, they'd have had to cut

away the outer airtock faceplate to get to the manual controls.
They didn't. This thing was here before and it's been here all
the time."

"The square prefab! Cone quickly!" Krisha shouted
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They were all there on the run as soon as they got their bear-
ings, piling into the door and then stopping dead just inside.

"May the gods enmbrace their innocent souls and reincarnate
themto a life of peace," Mrok intoned.

@un Roh Chin was not prayerful. Even protected fromthe
stench by his suit, he still wanted to throw up.

Savin bent down over a bloody form "Krisha, exobiology is
not ny strong point, but isn't the human heart nounted roughly
in the central chest cavity?"

Krisha swal | owed hard. "Yes, roughly. Wat . . . ?"

The huge Mesok grabbed a shock of white hair atop the head
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of a human corpse, its face locked in a horrible and grotesque
death nmask. He yanked it up uncerenoniously so that the chest
was exposed.

The central area of the chest had been torn open, as if by

some wild creature, possibly, even probably, while the man had
been still alive- They all caught their breaths, but Manya scur-
ried over and began using her portable instruments to exam ne
the awful -1 ooki ng wound. Even the tough, fanatical Gnoll seened
a bit shaky, though.

"It . . . has been torn fromhis chest," she managed. " Sev-
eral of the others have equivalent nutilations. Sonething with
great strength just pushed themdown, like a child' s plaything,

and ripped key organs out of them which depended on the race
of the victim™"

"How | ong have they been dead?" Mok asked her

"Seven days at |east. This happened at | east seven days ago.
The bodies are dried up and begi nning to deconpose."

@un Roh Chin wanted to avoid the sight of the research party,
its nice little lab snmeared in red human bl ood, and Zaierian
green, and gray, and purple, and other col ors of other races who
had been here. He wal ked over to the far side of the lab and
began to exam ne a huge hole that had been snashed into the

wal | around what had once been a w ndow. He pushed away the
debris and | ooked out, to the strange, slightly changi ng opaque
structure just beyond.

In the snmall adm nistration hut there was nuch the same scene,
only here the door had sinply been kicked or blown in. Here,

too, were several armed security officers; apparently these and

a coupl e found outside had been the only arned nenbers of the
party. Sone had cleariy gotten off a lot of shots, and even in
their present condition they |ooked like the kind who didn't m ss.
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What ever had conme out of that thing and killed them was
hardly subtle; it had just come, on and on, oblivious to anything
that they could do.

He had been around, seen hundreds of worlds and races, seen
viol ence and cruelty as well as gentleness and good, but he had
never seen anything like this.

"Somet hing big," Kelly Mrgan had told him Sonething per-
haps too big, even for them

Krisha called to him "Captain, | hate to ask, but | need you
W' ve found the depository recordi ngs and none of us can read
the witing to tell which is which."

He relumed to the ultimate horror scene, noting how peacefu
and gentle this world itself was, how quiet, and re-entered the

| ab.

He scanned the cabinet full of small |abel ed cubes she'd found,
then picked one out. "This is a good place to start," he told
her. "It says 'Prelimnary Report on Renote Autopsy of Un-

known Forns.'
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"There's a player in the office over there," she told him "And
no bodies. The recording systemis different than ours. |'m not
certain | know howto work it."

He took it, went into the office, which looked as if it had just
been left for a nonment by its occupant, then found the snmall

previ ewer machine. "It's not difficult,"” he told her. "It's Just
that instead of the full-blown presentation we get a small rep-
resentation on the viewer plate, there. Switch your suit to trans-
| at e standard Exchange."

The power was on; he sinply turned on the machine, inserted
the cube, label side out, and pressed the |arge actuator switch

Miuch of it was sinply a dictated interi mreport to sonme su-
periors back hone, probably a record copy, but the small, three-
di mensi onal images it projected of the research materials told

t hem sormet hi ng.

"Subject Ais a male of the species, 2.4381 neters tall, weight
estimated at two hundred forty to two hundred and sixty-eight
kilograns. It won't be possible to totally elininate the materia
in which they are enbedded without extraction fromthe esti-
mations. Sorry. The main body surface area is very tough, very
dense. The skin is at |east one point two centineters thick, nore
aptly described as a 'hide' than nmere skin, and various vita
areas seem further protected by bony plates at or very near the
exterior. Both hands and feet are overiy large in proportion to
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the body and are hairless, with that nottled texture consistent
and the pal ms probably rock-hard to the touch, although they
certainly bend and flex in the expected nmanner. The tal ons at
the ends of the fingers are suited to ripping and tearing flesh,
consistent with the teeth, which contain no herbivorous nolars
at all. They are true flesh-eating carnivores, no question."

"By the gods," Krisha intoned under her breath as the |ong-
dead voice went on. "I amlooking at the scans but they nean
little to ne."

"Or me," Chin agreed. "Manya?"

The Gholl was trenbling visibly, her eyes fixed on the snal
viewi ng plate, intoning prayer after prayer.

Kri sha seened sonewhat stricken herself and | ooked up at
Chin. "Her mnd keeps saying 'Denons' Denpns! They have
awakened Hel |l personified.' "

" "Manya!'' Mrok shouted at her.

The science officer seemed not to notice, then pointed a

gnarled finger at the projection. "There! The ftill scan! Now
they will pull back and restore it!"
The tiny figure, still a conputerized diagram now showed a

full figure. Humanoi d, big—bigger than Savin by a head—and,
slowy, nore and nore detail was laid in as the voice continued
to drone on with its observations.
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"Ch, gods of eternity, protect us!" Savin prayed. "Manya is
right. Look! Look!"

@un Roh Chin had to admit that even the hair on the back of
his own neck was tingling as he saw what they had found.

The creature didn't | ook quite the way his own religious teach-
ers had pictured them but it was still clearly recognizable, from
the small hons on its head to the dull red eyes, fanged nouth,

even the cloven hooves.

There was no question in his nmind that he was | ooking at, not

a representation, not an abstract estinmation, and not soneone's
i magi nati on, but a real, three-dinensional photograph of an ac-
tual, in the flesh, classical denon.

"There must have been bodies in that thing," he comented

dryly, his feelings at the noment inpossible to describe. "They

t hought they were dead. They put a lid on this because they knew
the effect this sort of discovery would have not just on our reli-
gion or even the Mycohl's but on their nmyriad faiths as well."

He coul d see the scene now, these cold, pragmatic, utterly
materialistic scientists with their faith firmy rooted in what could
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be seen, felt, touched, and denonstrated, excited by the discov-
ery of what nust have been a burial place, intact, for what m ght
have been the gal axy's earliest spacefaring civilization. They had
poked, probed, and scanned for weeks, probably months, to

| earn what they could before physically attenpting to disturb or
renove the remains, just in case exposure to air or light mght
cause damage or deterioration

Finally, though, they had all they could get fromtheir instru-
ments, their data filling those recordi ng cubes and probably be-
i ng beaned back to the highest |evels of the Exchange. Finally,
there cane the tinme when they could do no nore without phys-
ically extracting the bodies fromthe sarcophagi they lay in.

And the sl eepers had awakened and w eaked horrible ven-
geance on those who had defiled their tonb and disturbed their
sl eep.

"I alnost hesitate to ask this," he said, his throat curiously
and al nost painfully dry, "because I'mnot sure | want to know
the answer, but it nust be asked."

"Yes?" Morok responded, watching in added horror as a sec-
ond scan was bei ng di spassionately discussed on the tape.

"They were in suspended ani mati on, not dead. They were
freed, awakened, whatever. They came out and they killed all
t hese peopl e and sonehow al so fried the ship up there. Then
what ?"

"Unh? What do you nean?"
"Where did they go next?"

At that nonment there canme a roaring noise fromoutside, and
in their current nental shape all weapons snapped to the ready
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and they ran out, |eaving the recording playing.

Near both the research shuttle and their own, they could see
another, differently designed shuttle comng in for a |anding.

"The Mycohl!"™ Chin swore. "I'd forgotten about them Just
what we really needed right now "

THE JUGGLERS RACE

The star-shaped Durqui st draped hinself over his instrunents,
then said, "There is nothing alive on that ship. Nothing."

"Scan the colony," Mdra Stryke instructed him "I want to
know i fanything's alive anywhere here." She paused and shook
her head. "What in God's nane coul d have happened here?"

<G ves you the creeps, doesn't it?> Gysta commented to

Jimy MCray.

"It's the dunes worid all over again," the tel epath swore under
his breath, not realty replying to the parasitic creature on his
back. "This smells really bad.”

"It is even worse than it |ooks," the Durquist reported. "I
do not scan any living forns below, but | scan not one but three
parked shuttles."”

Tri s Lankur rushed to the command screens. "Put them up,
Dur qui st. Full enlargenent.”

McCray, Lankur, and Stryke all gathered around the screen

"What the hell?" Tris Lankur exclained, frowning. "The

brown rectangul ar one there is fromthe orbital vessel. It's sim
ilar to ours. That dull gray oval one, though—that's M zl apl an!
And the bl ack one that's kind of beetl e-shaped—that's Mycoh-
lian!"

"They had a bl oody interstellar convention down there,"
McCray coment ed.

"I read no higher form anonalies below, either," the Dur-
qui st reported. "And if those are foreign shuttles, where are
274
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their base ships? And what the hell were they doing here in the
first place?"

"That's easy enough," Lankur replied. "They're here, some-

pl ace. Either automated or with a standby skel eton crew, watch-
ing us fromout there sonmeplace. O chasing each other. | can't
see those two groups in particular having any son of friendly
arrangenent . "

"You think the winner's getting ready to junp us?" MCray

asked. "I nean, what if them bastard heathen Mycohl junped

the research ship and canp down there 'cause they were on to
sonet hing real inportant and stuck out here in the m ddl e of
nowhere? The Holy Joes get wind of it and figure on an am
bush—er vice versa. You said yourself they're all pretty close by
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here, all crunched together."'

"Yes, but this is our territory, damm them " Mdra Stryke
responded, feeling oddly angry at the sight. "And if they're here
to get something, they have to pick it up and run. Mre of our
people will be here in just a few days."

"Aye, and the winner of their free-for-all will be all set to
prove that they came here in response to a legitinate distress
signal, found everybody al ready dead—whether they did or not—

and t he col ony abandoned. Then they'l|l stake their own claim
onit and there'll be hell to pay," MCray theorized. "I'mno
patriot, and I 'mnot keen for a fight, but how many of our people

woul d be represented on a thing like this? Forty, fifty in the
ship, maybe half as many down? It sticks in ny craw that if we
just sit here, they might just get away with it."

< Another way to try and comit suicide. Jimmy ?>

Modra | ooked around at them " MCray *s right. This is our
space, our territory. And if anybody's going to put in a claim
on a planet so inmportant it would tenmpt both of our enemes,
it's going to be us."

"As an officer of the Exchange |'ve got to investigate," Tris

Lankur remi nded them "As a nenber of this team ny pres-

ence is as good as all of us for our own clainms. | have to go

down. The rest of you could lay off and give ne what cover you

can."

Modra Stryke shook her head firmy in the negative. "Ch. no,

Tris. No offense intended, but. God help nme, you' re a dead nan.

You look like Tris and talk like Tris and nostly act |like Tris, but
we have no idea what you have in your head or whose marching
orders you follow in a pinch. The Exchange t hought this was so
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important they didn't even put it up for bids. They kept it, and
kept it quiet, too. As far as |'mconcerned, that doesn't put you
squarely on the Teamis side in this. Uh-uh. W go down as a

team Sane as al ways."

"I hate to keep bringing up nasty and inconveni ent things,"

the Durquist put in, "but all evidence seens to indicate that

what ever hit that ship did so fromthe planet's surface, not from
space. And no matter if the Mzl aplan and Mycohl both have
shuttl es down there—+ amregistering no known life forns on the
surface™ either! | think that suggests several prudent courses of
action."

Tris Lankur nodded. "All right, then, if it's a full teamjob,

then we have to approach it that way. For one thing, we don't

| and where they did. 1'd nuch rather come in fromthe other side

if there's any sort of clearing, even if it nmeans a little walk. Tran
will drop the I.P. inside the canp but will then withdraw. 1'd

like to keep this ship in orbit for a |lot of reasons, and |I'm not
really nervous about attack from eneny vessel s—even if one of
themdid do all this, hitting us as well in our own territory woul d
make it inpossible to explain. I am concerned that nothing from
down there does to this ship what it did to the research vessel
We'll drop a relay beacon here so we can be in touch, then Tran
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will lay off and out, but within range, so he can cone in quick
and dirty if need be. Understood?"

"Agreed," Modra responded. "Full packs and equi pnent,
too. Durquist, any last bad news?"

"I amjust trying to figure out what that structure or outcrop

down there is," the Durquist responded. "It has rather—

bi zarre—properties, and is certainly what these people were
studying. "

"Well, | don't care what it is right now" Tris told him "I

think we'd better get suited up and ready and drop that beacon
and get down there as fast as we can. It's going to be al nost
dark by the tine we get into that canp, and | don't want any
nasty surprises just in case that thing' s nmasking our instruments
or has a Mycohl military teaminside it just waiting for us."

Back in the ready area. Jinmmy McCray was surprised to see
Mol ly conme in and start runmagi ng around. "What are you
doi ng here? You can't cone with us on this."

"Where you go, | go," she told him "Besides, Mlly did
what bigbrains couldn't. Mlly got funny suit. Mdlly go with
Ji my-""
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The fact was, she did have an environnment suit, although she
couldn't do much with it other than exist on the automatic sys-
tems. She had to have a suit; you couldn't go into space on
anything | ess than a capital ship w thout one.

< Order her to shut up and stay here!> Grysta snapped.
< She's just gonna get us both killed. >

For once. Jimy agreed with his unwanted mate. "No, Ml ly!
It's too dangerous! This isn't |ike being off the Hot Plant."

Mol ly stared at him "Jimy say Molly free girl?"

"Yes, but—=

"Didn't Jimy say back there that MIlly part of tean®"
"Al right, dam it, but | didn't—

"Then Mol ly go," she responded with a note of finality.

"Molly," Modra put in sweetly, trying to be kind. "There

m ght be a | ot of bad people down there. Shooting and killing.
We're afraid you might do something because of that, sonething
that m ght get some of us killed."

"Molly had lots'a bad nen in life. Mdlly not as dunb as fol ks
t hi nk!"

Modra | ooked around. "Tris? Durquist?"

"I don't like it, but we can lose what little Iight we have
arguing with her," Tris Lankur pointed out. "Either somebody's
got to club her into unconsciousness or she's going to go."
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"I agree," said the Durquist with a sigh. "Mdlly, if you come,
you must be a full nenber of the team You nust be very qui et
and do exactly as we say, no matter whether you agree with it
or not. You nust obey us instantly, because we have done this
bef ore and you have not."

"Mol Iy understand. Ml ly also know rest of you had first tine
sonetinme, right?"

Modra Stryke sighed. "Gve it up. Jimy, and help her into
her suit."

Mol Iy had been very good and very cautious, and she was
strong as an ox, which allowed Lankur and the Durquist to bring
some extra equi pnment and supplies al ong.

They had | anded about four kiloneters northwest of the canp

and trekked in. It wasn't an easy wal k, but conpared to sone

of the worlds they had been on, it was al nost absurdly sinple.
They arrived at the canp just at sunset, then fanned out to find
out as much as they coul d.

"Don't enter or even touch the foreign shuttles," Lankur
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warned. '*We want to know i f anybody's aboard, dead or alive,
but nothing nore. They're al nbst certainly booby-trapped."

The grisly scene of carnage that had shocked and baffled the
M zl apl ani ans had no | ess effect on them Mre, in some ways.
because all of themwere their people. Exchange citizens.

"There's been a fight here, too," Mdra noted. "See some

of the searing on the exterior walls there? Wi chever of them
was here first fought at |least a brief battle wth whoever cane
second. "

"No signs of foreign dead, though," the Durquist noted, a
bit shaken to discover that sone of the original victins of the

carnage had been Durquists as well. He felt as if he were | ooking
at his owm end. "None of the victins we found were shot, and
all the clothing and equi pnment here appears to be ours. | did an

entire surface scan."

Tris Lankur stood in front of a huge cabinet in the adninis-
tration hut, which had clearly been filled with the accunul at ed
scientific recordings nade there. "Maybe nobody shot these

fol ks, but sonebody shot the data," he noted. "I bet there isn't
a single intelligible or sal vageabl e data cartridge here. Some-
body wanted to nake sure that we had as little to go on as
possible."

"Or, nore likely, whoever was here first didn't want the new
comers to know what they were in for,'" the Durquist said from
behind him "And they did a very nice job of that, too."

"I wouldn't worry so nmuch about the data,"” Mdra replied.
"There are surely tons of materials on the ship in safely insu-
|lated interior regions, or maybe already sent back to the
Exchange. This vandalismis just senseless."”
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Jimy MCray, stilt in the research prefab, turned and sur-
veyed the lab, with its tw sted, wecked bodies and dried bl ood
of a half-dozen races all over everything. "And this makes
sense?'

Mol Iy had been nore shaken by the gruesome sights than she

wanted to let on, still fearing they'd send her back up. She wan-
dered over to where a huge hol e had been made in the side of
t he buil di ng.

"Whoever do this thing don't |ike doors," she noted.

McCray went over to her and exam ned the hole- "M dear,
you' re absolutely right. Watever nonstrosity canme through
came right through here—everything's bent inwards. And if they
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came on a straight line, then ..." She followed his eyes as they
| ooked at the bizarre structure not too far up on the bluff.

Mol Iy frowned thoughtfully, sonething she rarely did
"Jimy, you think that be sonmebody's house? They maybe not
i ke be broken into?"

He stared at her in surprise. "You might just have somet hing
there, darlin'." He suddenly paused. "Huh. Gettin' pretty dark
in here. | think either | better find the lights or |I'm gonna be
spooked right to Jesus."

"Sonebody al ready got |ights on," she said, pointing.

In the near darkness, the huge alien structure was definitely
gl owi ng, although only slightly.

"There's no two ways about it," Tris Lankur told them shin-

ing his light on various signs of a fight |eading fromthe canp,

up toward the thing enmbedded in the bluff. "W either canp

here and wait for something to happen, or we go up and see just

what the hell that thing is, with the likelihood that either it wll
kill us or it contains both whatever did all this and two very

mean and fully arnmed foreign crews.”

</ vote to stay here!>
"Shush, Grysta. You don't get a vote in this."
"Al as," the Durquist sighed, "I fear he's right."

Modra | ooked around in the near total darkness. "I think I'd

rat her take ny chances up there than spend the night in this
norgue, " she said. "And | don't see how waiting until norning
will help us. | think we call into Tran, make our report, then go
on in. Funny. I'mfeeling remarkably wi de awake for sonebody
who's wal king right into death.”

<Shit!> Grysta swore.

"You can al ways hop off now, " Jimy MCray suggested
hopef ul | y.

"Team to Wdownaker, teamto W dowraker,"” Tris call ed.

"Do you read nme, Tran?"
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"Coming in fine," Trannon Kose responded. "I wish | were
down there with you."

"I wish / was up there and you were down here," the Dur-
qui st coment ed.

Qui ckly but thoroughly, Lankur nade his report on their find-
i ngs, which would suppl enrent and detail the recordings of their
i nt ercom comuni cations autonatically registered on the ship.

"People go in there and they don't come out, or so it seemns,"”
280
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Lankur concluded. "As a result, | recomend that nobody, re-

peat, nobody, follow us in. At |east not until experts have re-
covered the data on those cartridges and know exactly what they
are facing. Instead, | recomend active quarantine of the planet
until they are a lot nmore confident, and | al so recomend a
mlitary sweep of this system If the foreign ships are hiding out
in there, they could probably leama lot fromthem"

"Affirmative, Tris. You sound |like you don't think you're
com ng out, either."

"I don't know. None of us do. But—one in briefly and bl ow

up the foreign and base canp shuttles as soon as we go in.
Under st and? Bl ow t hem up. Make themunable to fly. |If anybody
except us cones out of there, | don't want themgetting oif this
hell hole. But you blow them and then back right off. You un-
derstand? Cone in, blow, and withdraw. Then you wait, either

for us or for reinforcenents."

"Understood. Take care, all of you. | should very much hate
having to break in another team"

"You can bl oody well afford the best, Trannon Kose," Ji my
shot back. "If we don't cone out of there, you get the whole
bl oody paynent!’

Kose was silent for a nonent, then responded, "I hadn't

t hought of that, McCray. Now | know |'I| see you again. The
way you' ve been, you'd conme back fromthe grave to claimthat
money before you'd let ne have it all."

"Al'l right," Lankur sighed. "We'||l keep our nonitors on,

but since we're not getting even carrier signals fromthe Mycohl
or M zl apl ani ans, the odds are pretty good that ours won't carry,
either." He drew a deep breath. "All right, everybody—tet's

see what the hell this is all about.’

They wal ked up the well-worn path in the eerie darkness.

"Place feel real strange," Mlly comented as they neared
it.

Modra nodded. "I feel it, too. Sonething on the enpathic

band, but not like anything |I've ever felt before. It's al nost as
if that were sone kind of newlife formrather than a structure
Sonet hi ng sonehow alive, yet so different, so alien, it's like
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not hi ng we know. "

</ knewit! It's sone kind of gigantic stone beast and we 're
wal king right into its stomach! > Gysta cried to Jimy MCray.

Jimmy tried to ignore that corment as he did nost others,
but damed if it didn't echo his own dark thoughts. He could
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sense second-hand what they were feeling by scanning their
t hought's, but scanning the object produced nothing except the
creeps. "Nothing on nmy wavel engths," he told them

"The glow is very |l owlevel energy," the Durquist reported.
"Essentially a trickle charge alnost too | ow to neasure at all

The stuff, whatever it is, must be built to glow. It might even be
sinmply radi ating back absorbed sunlight."

Standing at the end of the structure, they could see where
someone, presunably the scientific team had laid down a plastic
carpet up to what had to be the entrance. It |ooked dirty and

wel | -trod.

"Well, if anybody thinks it's going to eat us, | think that
shoul d di sprove at |east that nuch,"” Lankur noted. "Fromthe
| ooks of this and the data nodul es and equi pnent, |'d say our

peopl e have been going in and out of here for a long tine."

"Strange how it seens to change, sonehow, every tinme you
|l ook at it," Mddra commented. "And yet, you can't ever catch
it inthe act."

"Weapons on full lethal except MIlly," Lankur stated flatly.
"Don't give anything or anybody a chance to pick you off first.
Check equi prent, then report."”

Mol ly didn't even draw her pistol. She doubted if she could

har m anyt hi ng, even sonething trying to kill her. The fear of
death, or the unknown, didn't enter her mnd. To the Syn, it was
al ways "now. "

"Ckay, everyone. Let's go in,
det erm ned voi ce

Tris Lankur said in a flat, yet

The eerie, opaque, creamcolored walls seemed al nost to be

di ssol ving about them although intellectually they all knew it
was really just an effect designed by sone nmnd alien to each
and every one of them

"Keep your suit lights on," Lankur warned them "W get
to depending on this place and suddenly sonething cuts the
power. On your guard."

"W nmay be nuts but we aren't dunb," Jimmy MCray mut-
tered in reply.

"1'"mgoing through that entrance there," the cynol said,
poi nting. "Durquist—+teft. MCray, right. I'll go through the
m ddl e, you two follow on my signal or if | open fire."
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He crouched down and let the other two get into position,
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then checked and doubl e-checked his rifle, took a deep breath,
and charged into the nearly heart-shaped openi ng.

For a nonent there was silence, then Tris Lankur's voice said,
"I't"'s all right. Come on in. There's nothing alive here . . . now
Modra, come on up with us if your stomach will take it. It's
worse than the base canp. Mdlly, you were bothered by that

scene. |'mnot real sure you should see this."

That brought themall in in a hurry, with MIIly, sonewhat

i ndi gnant at the patronizing, charging right through. She and the
ot hers stopped dead just behind Tris Lankur, who was standing
stock-still, seemingly transfixed by the scene.

Everywhere there was bl ood. Red bl ood, green bl ood, blue
bl ood, all the colors of the rainbow, snmeared all over in such
abandon it seened |like the work of sonme mad artist.

The chanmber was huge, far larger than could be accounted for

by the apparent size of the "house" or whatever it was, with the
slightly rounded floor characteristic of the rest of the place, and
in the center were the renmains of what had once obviously been

two pillars rising fromfloor to ceiling, although it appeared to
need no support-whi ch was good, since a substantial portion

of the pillars was now gone, shattered fragnents nmixed in with

t he bl ood.

It was Lankur who noved first, wal king over to the cl osest
remai ns of what m ght have once been a living creature. The
heaps of bone, flesh, and nuscle were so mangl ed and distorted
that it wasn't even possible to determne its racial origin.

He approached the bl oody, tw sted |unp cautiously, alnpbst as

if he expected it to cone alive in sone hideous formand | eap
upon him even though cynols were supposedly immune to fear

and imagination's tricks, and that thing was through ever |eaping
anywher e.

"I't's been gnawed," he said hoarsely. "Wo—whateverdid this,

it indiscrimnately tore up and gnawed on every one of them It

was a bl ood feast, without any sense or reason at all. The ones back
at the canp were just sadistically nurdered—not these. What in

hell did they set |oose in here?"

The Durqui st noved next, over to Lankur's right and near the
ruined pillar. "It was our doing, whatever it was," he noted.
"This i s—was—a Durqui st. Mangl ed, but ungnawed. Whatever

it was knew not to eat a Durquist."

O all the known creatures, the Durquist was the only one
THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE
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whose flesh had proven toxic to any living thing that consuned
even a small part of it.

Modra Stryke wal ked carefully through the carnage and up to
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the base of the shattered pillar nearest the Durquist. She was
shaken, certainly, by the sight, but she was also a pro. She could
be sick later.

"There appears to have been sone kind of hollow center in

the pillars,"” she noted. "The rubble isn't quite enough for solid
posts of that thickness and height." She stooped down and

pi cked up two shards, not randomy chosen but selected for their
obvi ous difference.

"Look at this," she said, holding one shard in each hand.
"The one here is better than ten centineters thick. This one.
though, is very thin, very fragile—a fewmllineters, no nore."

The Durquist's stal ked eyes turned away fromthe sight of his
dead relation to the contents of her hand. "Interesting. Two
encl osures, then, one inside the other. The outer thick, perhaps
for protection and support, the inner—a capsul e? You suppose
that whatever it was was in some sort of capsul e, suspended,

and then the pillar was poured fromthe top down, over it, to
seal it in?"

"Yeah, but what was inside the thing?" MCray asked, | ook-
ing nervously around. "And where is it now?"

"Not here," the Durquist responded. "Not now. Whatever it
was was big. Look at the teeth marks here. And those really
nasty marks there—Wat coul d nmake thenf? Fangs?"

"Their weapons seemto be still here," Tris Lankur noted.
**1 found a few Small stuff but it should still have been adequate
to have stopped just about anything / know. "

"If they had a chance to use 'em™" Jinmry put in.

"They did. You can see the marks on the walls all around

you, and at |east the one pistol | just checked is totally dis-
charged. It's a near certainty that whatever it was wasn't invisi-
ble, or faster than |ightning, and there were a fair nunber of
peopl e here. Whatever it was got hit all right. Got hit—and kept
on comng. And it was feist. There wasn't even the obvious el-
enment of surprise inplicit in the base canp attack. |-th-oh."

"What's the matter?" Mddra asked, tensing.

Lankur kneel ed down before another mass of mangl ed fl esh,
then reached out and began peeling parts of it away. Modra,
even McCray, found thenselves averting their eyes. "Wat the
hel | you doin', cynol?" Jimry asked.
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"You said it right," Lankur responded. "I ama cymol and
this is all that's left of another. Jesus' The skull's been crushed' ."
There was a sickeni ng poppi ng sound. "Ah! Got it!"

"What the hell are you doing, Tris?" Mdra al nost screaned.
It was |like a dead man | oose in a sl aughterhouse.

"Sorry to be so ghoulish." he responded, "but | got what |
was | ooking for. Maybe danmaged, nmaybe not. Hard to tell unti
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I connect up."

They all turned in spite of thenselves and saw that he was
now st andi ng, hol di ng sonething that resenbled a crudely
shaped | unp of sone dull, |lead-colored nmaterial to which snall
bits of organic matter still clung-

"l have one of these in ny head," he told them "Different
size and shape, probably different capacity, but sonmething |ike
this just the sane. Odd—never actually saw one before."

"That +that's the cynol part?" Mdra asked weakly, won-
dering if in fact she could wait until later to be sick

He nodded. "It's inert—aow. No thought, no life left init.
But if its recording function is intact, | mght well be able to

| eam just what happened here."

"You want to take it back to the ship?" she asked hopefully.
"I think I want to try it here. But—h, sorry. Let's nove back

into one of the outer chanbers.™

They got no argunent, even fromthe Durquist, and when they
entered the antechanber they found Mol ly already there, |ooking

as if she'd just puked.

Lankur unlatched the snmall case he wore on his belt, did

sonet hing, and the case opened to reveal a dull netallic check-
erboard surface. He renpved a cable, stuck one end on the box,
where it seened to stick like glue, then reached up and renoved
a small section of his hair. Mddra watched in horrified fascina-
tion, unsure whether this sight was worse or not as bad as the

one in the other room

"This won't take long. Not at the speed | can operate in that
direct nmode," he told them sticking the other end of the cable
into the plate in his skull

Sonehow they all expected himto assune sone trancelike

state, but he seened much the sane, eyes darting to each of

them face nearly expressionless. After a mnute, perhaps |ess,

he sighed and said, "It is badly damaged. | can't believe the

kind of strength this would take. | don't have it all, but | think
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I have enough. | can tell you just what was inside there, and a
little of what happened right at the end."

"The denpbn nessage was correct, no matter how nad t he

fellow was," Tris Lankur told them "About three nonths ago,

a scout discovered this world and this place, the only artificial
structure on it- The scout didn't enter but did send in a probe,

and got back pictures of that central chanber in its original state.
You were right, Mbdra—two bodies, one in each pillar, son of

like giant stal agmte sarcophagi, each containing the body of a
denon. "

"Denmon? What do you nean, 'denon'?" Jinmy MCray
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asked him

"Just what | said. It was always theorized that we'd find at

| east the renmains of them sooner or later. Hundreds of worlds,
hundreds of races, and two out of three of them have denons.
Even sone water-breathing and silicon-based races have de-
mons. Changed, altered, filtered through countl ess generations
of |l egend, superstition, and racial viewoints, but denpons al
the sane. Tall, bipedal creatures—the one | ooked to be two and
a half nmeters easy, the other naybe two—with horns, blazing,
fiery eyes, ugly expressions, fangs, cloven hooves, pointed tails—
the whol e business. Ugly as sin and tw ce as fearsone-| ooking.
My old Islamc grandfather woul d have recognized themin an
instant, as would your Catholic priest, MCray, or your high
priestess, Mdra. Even you, Durquist, would have known them
instantly, although they took considerably nore hunmanoi d than
your people's version."

"Demons, " the Durquist nmused. ~Xotha, in my nother

tongue, which is, by the way, the exact sane word as ours for
"evil* but for the inflection that makes it refer to a living thing
rat her than a concept. The universal personification of evil-
except to the Mycohl, who have themin place of dem gods or

angel s or whatever."

Tris Lankur nodded. "It was |ong theorized that such nem

ories couldn't have arisen independently, even on early worlds
|ike Mother Earth, where cultures and religions were so differ-
ent, let alone on worids that had no creature in any way resem
bling themon their planets. An early, brutal, interstellar race
that made such an inpression that ancient cultures preserved
their nmenory in | egend and nmyth."
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"Sonme inpression," Jimy MCray nuttered. "The person-
ification of evil."

Lankur shrugged. "Well, you saw the other room" he noted.
"I'd say that they nore than lived up to their reputation.”

"They did thatV Mdra asked, incredul ously. "Just two of
themdid all (W

Lankur nodded. "Just two. And two who'd probably been in
sonme kind of suspended animation for thousands upon thousands
of years."

"The two—a set?" the Durquist asked him

He nodded. "Yes, a male and a female. Conventionally bi-
sexual , racially, although his organ | ooked big and half bone."

"The story now appears obvious," the Durquist said. "As far

as it goes, anyway. Such a discovery caused the Exchange to

rush their best scientific teamhere, along with a mlitary guard
ship to keep everybody el se out, both entrepreneur and Mycoh-
lian. Then they tested, poked, probed, and eventually got to
extracting the pair fromtheir tonbs. Wen they broke the seals,
the two awoke and—wel |, fulfilled expectations. But how did
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they al so creamthe naval frigate?'

"That's not in here," Tris told them "It nust have happened
either after they did this or sinultaneously. | played back the end
scene frane by frame and it's still not really clear. Too nuch

di sorientation and shock, too nuch damage. But it appears they
only cut through the base of the fenal e—that was the one on

the |l eft—and suddenly this whole place lit up. | get a picture of
the light being nuch brighter all of a sudden, and of a kind of
pul sing, alnost like this building was a living organism It's

i ke—well, maybe exam ning a bacterium under high magnifi-
cation. Fluids moved, tiny things pul sed and flexed—+'d say this
pl ace is alive, sonehow. "

Jimy MCray | ooked nervously around. "Jonah all over-
And we wal ked right into the whale's stomach!"

"Artificial life," the cynol responded. "No ofiense, Mlly,

but you're an exanple of the earlier stages that this represents.

They grew and designed artificial life as their housing, as their

machi nes, everything. It probably thinks, even anticipates. Don't
worry—t think I know what happened. | think they cut alittle

too high. | think they were going to cut just alittle of the fe-
male's right leg, at least if ny figures are correct. It triggered the
def ensive node of this place. It revived the pair and shattered

the external casings, which kept her from being sliced, and at

the same tinme it automatically reacted agai nst everything that
could be perceived as a threat. That neans it has the power to
shoot and take out even a warship in high orbit."

"You mean—thi s—pl ace—did that to themin there?" Mdra
asked, grow ng nmore and nore nervous by the second.

"No," replied the cynol. "Not this place."

The cutting | aser was having trouble with the substance, even

though it could cut through the toughest known alloys. It did slice,
but not cleanly, nor easily, nor particularly straight. It began to ge
j agged, and the robot-saw stopped a nonent and said, '' Warning!

I cannot guarantee that | can get through w thout raising the angle.
This has the potential of cutting into specinmen. "

Pr of essor Makokah, a Brudak., flared its unbra in frustration.
"What do you think?"

The Durquist, a female of high rank, snorted. "Too bad, but

we have to get themout of there. She won't feel a thing. My
instruments show she's been dead a nere three-quarters of a
mllion standard years, nore or |ess.'

"Any chance of better luck -with the mal e?" asked Juria, a
mat ronly | ooki ng human cynol who was the theoretical officia
i n charge.

"Negative," the robot responded. "The problemis the thick-

ness of the base and the nature of the material. | amthe finest
precision cutting tool we have. Something catches and tw sts the
beam but does not weaken it, and their interior chanbers give
almost no latitude at all. being, as you noted, formfitted. The
tol erances built into me should be adequate, but they are not.
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My own abilities do not foresee a way to prevent |oss of at |east
most of the foot. "

Juria sighed. "My conputations do not see any way out.
The drill knows what it tal ks about. W shall have to accept the
damage or | eave themthere.'

"Very well," the Professor responded. "Proceed, then. The
antici pated damage is rather mnor conpared to the value of an
actual autopsy.'

The drill turned itself back on, and in thai noment the walls,
floor, and ceiling of the chanber suddenly burst into illum na-
tion, but they no longer had the hard, quartzlike appearance
and texture. It seemed instead as if there were a trenendous
network of transparent veins and arteries, cells and other ob-
jects, suddenly alive, suddenly noving, |ike sone great beast.
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The drill, progranmed to stop at any unusual occurrence, shut
down, and the people in the roomwere still gaping, in shock

and wonder, when the two pillars burst at the center with a | oud
doubl e expl osion that both deafened them and nearly knocked

t hem down.

Great denon figures stepped out, and fromtheir backs spread

| arge, barbed, l|eathery wings. They did not step out as if sud-
denly revived, nor were they groggy, fearful, or even, apparently

curious.

The only two words Tris Lankur could come up with were
i mperious, and, somehow, arrogant.

The guards' weapons cane up, and even as Juria shout ed,

" '"No! Don't shoot them'' the pair nade incredible | eaps on the
nearest living things and began to use razor-sharp claws and

fangs and great strength to tear head frombody and linb from
linmb. The soldiers hesitated for fear of killing others, but wien,
they saw the ferocity of the denpns they opened up, pouring

every bit of their charges dead into the two attacking nonsters

The denons appeared to find the shots, sufficient to vaporize
part of the inert drill, nmildly irritating, and inmedi ately went
after the soldiers, falling upon them and naki ng of them very
qui ck work

Several of the team nenbers, including the cynol, started to
make for the exit, but to their horror, the w de, ovoid opening
t hrough which they had entered suddenly shut, as if it were nore
val ve than door, trapping theminside

/( did not take the denons long to finish themoffal that point,
goi ng next for the cynmol, whose nenory and sensors becane
disoriented, then failed, but not, as first suspected, of inmediate
damage.

As the first denon, the nale, touched her, there was a sudden
shock, a sudden openi ng of receptors, and sone kind of contact,
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sonehow, was nmade between the cynol conputer in her head

and whatever that thing was. There was a sudden, trenendous

surge in her head, |like contact with the Guardi ans t hensel ves

but with a difference: with a strange, terrible alienness about it,
and crude, terribly crude, without regard for what it might do

to her. She felt the contents of her cynol capsule being witten
out, copied sonehow, but the two-way contact fed her such a
totally alien stream of inconprehensible thoughts and i mages

that she could not grab hold of them nor make any sense of

them even as her cynol half tried to do so.

Then, suddenly, that cynol brain assenbl ed sonethi ng—a
t hought, a concept, a distorted and neani ngl ess ni sinterpreta-
tion based on overl oad—who could tell? It said:

"The Quintara—they still run!"

Then all was bl ackness.

"I wish | could showthemto you," Tris Lankur told them

"Alive, animated, they are like nothing |'ve ever seen before,
even though they are in every sense the classical denon. It's not
just the size and strength and form it's sonething el se, sone-
thing inside them that radiates out fromthemwth every | ook,

every gesture, every nove. Alnost the way . . . well, that an
ent onol ogi st might look at a collection of insects. Only, no,
even that doesn't convey it. Maybe ... the way he'd |l ook at a

collection of comon insects, of no particular interest. The kind
even an entonol ogi st wouldn't hesitate to step on w thout an-

ot her thought. It's not even viciousness—they're too damed
smugly superior for that. But it is power. Incredible power."

For a monent, there was silence, and he asked, "Any ques-
tions?"

"Yeah," Ml ly said, voice trenbling slightly. "What the hel
we still doin'" in here?

"She's got a point," the Durquist noted. "On a strictly prag-
matic |level, our current weapons aren't even a match for the
soldiers, not really, and we have no idea how far back this struc-
ture goes. The denmpns certainly didn't go out onto the surface—
we' d have detected themas life forns, at |east—and they didn't
just spread their wings and fly off into space. Whatever they are,
I refuse to renounce the | aws of physics. That happened days

ago in there. They were certain to be hungry—pardon—with
three-quarters of a million years between supper and breakf ast,
but one woul d suspect that by now they woul d have at |east a
passing interest in |unch."

"I"'mafraid it makes no difference,” Tris Lankur commented.

"If this place is alive, it's nonitoring us right now. If it's got
armanent s capabl e of what we know it has, then we're no safer

up there than we are down here right inside it. In other words,

if it wants us, there's not a dammed thing in creation that can
stop it."

Jimmy McCray let out a long breath. "Well, that sort of says
it all, doesn't it? Kept around like mice in a snake house unti
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the snake gets hungry. And if we try and leave, it can bl oody
wel | just blow our ship to kingdom cone."

"WAit a minute! Wait a mnute! This thing's got us al

spooked! " Modra snapped at them "There's no evidence that

we' re anything of the son. It did nothing to the scout's probe,
nor to the people here until they made a decision that woul d

have harned one of the owners. It didn't just shoot us out of the
sky when we arrived, so it isn't in defensive node all the tine
even now, and maybe it can't use all that stuff on its own initia-
tive. Maybe, just maybe, it has to be directed to shoot."

"A telepathic link to nachinery?" Jimmy MCray scratched
his chin thoughtfully. "Well, it's been attenpted for centuries,
but I don't know that it's ever been done or can be."

"I think she is right," the Durquist put in. "Consider that all
prior attenpts have been to |ink people to nmachines. This isn't
a machi ne—Aot in the sense we think of it. It's no nore a na-
chine than Mblly there is a machine, and they found a way to

i nduce broadcast enpathy in Mdlly. If the Exchange knows how

to do that, who knows what sorts of creatures with what sorts

of powers they're producing or at |east working on right now?
And, if the Exchange can do that, how nuch of a stretch is it

to imagine that a technology that could create a place like this
could build in telepathic abilities as welt?"

"You make me feel like sone kind a space suit or sone-
thin'," Mlly responded sorrowfully.

"No of fense neant, | assure you," the Durquist responded.
"Well, Grysta just pointed out to me that it's no skin off us,"
Jimy comrented. "W've done the job, right? W answered
the call, inspected the deed, didn't disturb the evidence mnuch.

and it's now up to us to nake our report for other, w ser heads
to follow up, and then head honme to collect on our successfu

m ssion. Personally, | don't give a damm where those denons
arc, so long as they're not near nme."

Tri s Lankur thought about it, then nodded and put away his

equi prent. "All right. Your little conpanion is a hundred per

cent right as far as nmy own obligations are concerned. Still,

hate like hell to turn this over to anybody el se after we beamthe
report. After all, a claims a claimand salvage lawis still the
taw. "

"You nean—€laimthis place as sal vage?" Mdra was ap-
pall ed by the idea. "But—that would nean sone of us woul d
have to stay here until the salvage claimwas registered.”

"We'll have to stay in the area, anyway, until sonmebody el se
gets here," Lankur pointed out. "You can bet that the Mycohl

are headed this way as well. They had to pick up that call. If
we're here, they won't get the claimthey' ||l be blanmed for it if

they try anything straightaway. Only if we aren't here and can't
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file a report, can they get in under the sanme sal vage |aw. "

"Well," the Durquist said with a sigh, "if we are snick, and we
are, and if we are targets anywhere, which we are, | suggest that
we are rmuch nore confortable targets aboard W dowraeker."

"Agreed," responded McCray, and the others nodded. "Let's
get out of this accursed place."

They picked up their gear and started back the way they cane,
with Molly, this time, taking the enthusiastic |ead

They wal ked for sonme time, from chanber to chanber, but
there was no sign of the entrance.

"Wait a mnute! W' ve gone nuch further than we did com ng
in," MCray comented. "W nust have taken a wong turn.”

"I nmpossi bl e!'" Lankur snapped. "It was a straight |ine and
we retraced our steps exactly. Trust ne."

Hearing this, MlIlly suddenly stopped. "Unh-oh! | got bad feel-
in "bout this. Real bad."

"The instrunents aren't working right in here," Mdra said,
"so | can't say for sure, but | think you're right, MCray."

"Press on for alittle," the cynol urged them "It's this place.
It's got us all spooked."

But after a half hour or nore and chanber after chanber, even
Tris Lankur had to admit that sonething was w ong.

"Who' d have thought this thing was this huge®" Mdra said
in a puzzled tone.

"A tesseract," the Durquist munbled. "We're in a real, live
tesseract!”

"A what?" Ml ly asked, |ooking totally confused.
<A what ?> Grysta echoed to Ji my.
"A what ?" asked M:Cray.

"A tesseract. Purely theoretical, of course. Or was. A struc-

ture of some sort built in a shape or formthat intersects nore
than the usual dimensions. The plaything of mathematicians for
centuries. Any structure, even us, exists in the three obvious

di mensions plus time. A tesseract is folded so that it goes through
mor e di nensions than just those. That's how this place seens

| arger on the inside than on the outside and why it appears to
change its dinmensions now and again. It seens |arger because it
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is larger. The rest of it is folded through other dimensions we
can't perceive. But, since we're inside, we're carrying our own
di mensi onal perceptions with us, so nothing appears to change—
it's just a lot roomer. One wonders what a pair of anything
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needs a place this big for."

"Maybe they don't," Lankur responded. "If you're right, if

this is a true tesseract, and everything indicates that you are, it
m ght just be that all these roons are necessary only because
they're needed to create just the right folds. Who on our side
knows how to build one of these things? What needs to be in-

cluded to maintain structural integrity? A tesseract nust be po-
tentially incredibly unstable.”

"I think | get what you nean, sort of," Mdra said, sounding

like she really didn't. "But if | followyou at all, then the front
door might still be w de open. W mght just have taken a wong
turn into sone other dinension or sonething.”

"Possible, but unlikely," Lankur replied. "The scout probe

got in and out in a straight line, and that team was here for
mont hs and never had a problem Unless . . . Hmm. . . Per-
haps it was triggered to switch when the place activated. Becone
a one-way door.'

"I'n which case it's probable that the owners are indeed stil
inside," the Durquist noted uneasily.

"No, they can talk with the place, renenber? They can open
the door any tinme they want and have an illum nated road map
and conplete directions. No, you have to ask why they'd want
to go out the front door."

"To get outside, | assume," the Durquist replied.

"To what? A world of trees and oceans, totally deserted, and

all creation inevitably bearing down on then? Unh-uh. But maybe

you only have one exit at a time. If this thing folds through space
and tine, they mght not even need spaceships. |'msure they

had plenty of time to read the chronograph in this thing and al

the other data and they know how long it's been. And if / woke

up under those conditions, the first thing I'd try and find out is
what happened to the rest of ny people. Wat's hone |ike? And

that . . . Uh-oh. Now there's a winkle |I hadn't considered.”

"What's one nore in a furrowed brow?" MCray asked tartly.

"They got a conplete readout of the cynol data fromthat
dead cynmol back there- Not enough for nilitary secrets or stuff
like that, but it's a good bet that they know pretty rmuch what

we know. They know about the three enpires, about the various
races, the systems, thai sort of thing,"

"Three-quarters of a mllion years ago ny ancestors were
slithering through the jungle narshes in a constant search for
food and worshi ping our sun," the Durquist noted, "and prob-

ably communi cating in grunts and whistles. | suspect that your
ancestors were not that nuch nore advanced. Even the Cuard-

ians themsel ves were an interstellar civilization within the |ast
hundred t housand years. A civilization this high and this per-

vasive a quarter of a mllion years ago woul d either be gods of
the universe by now or they are extinct, at least until that pair
breeds. Hmm ... | wonder how many children they have,

and how qui ckl y?"
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"I wonder about that |ast enigmatic thought that the cyno
got," Tris Lankur responded. "The Quintara—they still run.
Suppose, sonehow, it was a |last analytical gasp. A warning, in
hopes that another cynol would pick it up, as | did? If these

demons are the Quintara . . . Wll, you see what | nean."
"They can't still be around!" Mdra asserted. "It's got to be
just sone garbage. After all, she was being torn to pieces at the

time. Even a cynol is bound to be a teensy bit |ess than clear
under those conditions- Like the Durquist said—+f they were
around, and were at this level that |ong ago, as is probable from
the denon | egends, then we'd know. "

"That pair of denons was around a quarter of a million
years," Tris Lankur pointed out. "And we didn't know about
themuntil recently.”

"What do you—&nh! | see! How many nore are there out
there? Sl eepers? Sl eepers who now can be awakened. Ch, ny
God! "

"The front door was open," Tris Lankur noted. "I assune
that the back door is now open. Alt we have to do is find it."

"And go where?" MCray asked.
The cynol shrugged. "Anywhere. Anywhere but here."
"And t hen what ?"

"I don't know. We'll find out when we get there. W can't
stay here. W'll run out of food and water eventually, and power
too. As for me—they've got at |least a four-day head start."

Al'l the others suddenly started and stared at him "You in-
tend to pursue?" the Durquist asked.

"If 1 can. Things will have changed in all this tinme. They,
too, have to eat—that's obvious. And drink, presumably. The
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prelimnary reports said they were carbon-based life forns, fairly
standard for all the extraordinary abilities and i munities they
showed. | think they can be tracked. And, of course, | doubt if

it would even occur to themthat any one of the likes of us would
give chase. After all this time, | don't think they'll be in a hurry,
and subtlety isn't their strong suit."

"And then what?" MCray pressed. "Suppose you catch

then? Your pistol's useless. Your strength's no nmatch for them

and they know at least a little nore of the stashes along the route
than you do. You're going to wind up in a loincloth with a home-
made spear, stalking themin their own el enent. The odds of

you catching up to them let alone catching them are renote.

And, if you do, the best you can do is be dessert."

Tris Lankur | ooked at the tel epath squarely. "MCray, did you
see any M zl apl an bodi es around? Any Mycohl ? No. And nei -
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ther did I. There was nothing in here that recently dead." He
st opped, stooped down, and picked up sonething off the floor
He examined it, then showed it to them

"A cigar butt?" Mdra responded, |ooking at the curiosity.

"Yes. A cigar butt. Not dried out, either. The tobacco is stil
moi st in the unsnmoked part. That small yell ow band there near
the end tells me that it was a M zl apl ani an who snoked it."

"1l didn't know any of them had any bad habits,"” MCray
comment ed dryly.

"One of the foreign teans | anded, found what we found, and

probably also still had use of the recordings back in the office. They
know what was here and what was done. The second team sur-

prised themand they had to fight, eventually taking refuge inside
this thing, whatever it is. The newconers, maybe fearing a trap,
maybe just out of good sense, didn't pursue right away. They went
back, probably found the recordings that the first group watched
and saw them too. Then they destroyed them in the hopes that
nobody could or would follow them soon. Then they, too, canme up
here and came in. 1 don't think the second group found the first
one. In this sort of place, it would be nearly inpossible for every-
body to miss, and | can't believe they're all |ousy shots."

"One can i magi ne what being faced with live, real denons

woul d do to the M zl apl ani ans," the Durquist noted. "It would

be like their angels were suddenly face to face with the physica
forces of Hell itself. No force other than death itself would pre-
vent them giving chase, no matter how hopeless it seened.’

"And the Mycohl venerate the denon figure as a kind of dem -

god," Tris Lankur pointed out. "Although, to be fair, they are
about as deep-down religious as the average Exchange citizen, which
is to say, not nuch. But if they followed the M zlapl anians in, and
found t hem gone, what were they going to do? Go on a hunt, or

canmp out by the front door until the Exchange cane in and, at best,
arrested then? They had no choice—and they at |east have sone
reason to believe that, of all three systens, these denobns will be
nmore favorably disposed to themthan to the other two."

"They're probably all dead," MCray pointed out.

"Probably. But what if they're not? What if this back door

opens right into sone ancient base world of the denons' civili-
zation? What if these two are all that's left? Think of the know -
edge, and power, represented here. No, go canp out front for a
few weeks or come with nme."

Modra shook her head in wonder. "I don't think we have a
choice. If there is a back door to sonepl ace el se, perhaps an-
ot her world, perhaps another dinension, as the evidence, over

| ogic, seens to suggest, |I'd rather go there than canp out here
and hope agai nst hope that sonebody will come in and rescue

us. If there is only one exit, you take it."

"Consider the possibility, though, that it does not |ead di-
rectly to them but rather to intermedi ate stops," the Durqui st
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chi pped in. "Perhaps a great nunber of internediate stops. A
tesseract is a rather odd thing. That would nean that we woul d
be in both a chase, and a race, with two teans of nortal ene-
mes, to catch up with representatives of an ancient race we

m ght be powerless to do anything to. Al the tine, the three
teans woul d be going not only after the sane unholy end, but
fighting each other every step of the way. And we are already
behi nd, perhaps half a day, perhaps nore. One feels the firm
bounds of reality slipping madly away in this, particularly when
such an insane race is in fact the nore desirable course!"

Jimy MCray gave a wan smnile and | ooked at each of the

others in turn, then said, "Hurry! Hurry! Hurry! Step right up,

| adi es, gentlenmen, others, those of all races and creeds and na-
tionalities! Three highly trained teans are about to set out on a
racecourse blindfol ded, where they will attenpt to nurder one
another in their quest to catch creatures that will certainly eat
the wi nners? Yes, indeed, beings of all races! Don't dare nmiss—
The Quintara Marat honV

<Shut up, Jimmy!> snapped G ysta.
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