file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt
THE RUN TO CHACS KEEP

PRI NTI NG HI STORY

Ace hardcover edition / May 1991 Ace paperback edition / My 1992

Al rights reserved. Copyright © 1991 by Jack L. Chal ker.

Cover art by Darrell Sweet.

| SBN: 0-441-69348-2

Ace Books are published by The Berkley Publishing G oup, 200 Madi son Avenue, New
York, New York 10016

The nane "ACE' and the "A" |ogo are trademarks bel onging to Charter

Communi cations, Inc.

e-book ver. 1.0

For the late

Cat herine "C. L."More,

who showed us how it's done
over fifty years ago.
AUTHOR S NOTE

VWhen witing the three volunmes of The Quintara Marathon, | imrediately ran into
the probl em of representing nonverbal conmunications. In the book we have
various characters and creatures, some of whom comunicate in whole or in part
directly with the mnd of another. Wen added to internalized dial ogue, this
began to make for a page that was both confusing and typographically unw el dy.

The late George O Smth, when faced with this problem decided that the easiest
way to resolve this was to use a different dialogue delimter so that the reader
woul d instantly know whi ch comruni cati ons were verbal and which were

m nd-to-mnd. | have often marvel ed that others never took up this practice, but
it seems practical here and throughout The Quintara Marathon. Thus, to alert
you, text delimted by opposing carets, or "arrows" as they are sonetines called
(e.g. <Watch out on your left!>), is telepathic or m nd-to-mnd dial ogue

t hroughout this book, joining the traditional "Watch out!" for verba
conmmuni cati ons and Better watch out (no delimters) for internalized dial ogue.

It mght jar right at the start, but as, every once in a while, all sorts of
furious dialogue flies in all directions, |I think you'll find it remarkably easy
to get used to, and certainly preferable to the alternatives.

Jack L. Chal ker

THE DEMONS AT RAI NBOW BRI DGE

AN ANGUI SHED, GHOSTLY SPECTRE TRAPPED I N Hell had summoned themto this renote
pl ace, and, worst of all, it was a collect call

"Al'l ships . . . any ships . . . Exchange registry . . . This is Research Vesse
Wabaugh. Coordi nates based on special map frontier zone one one four eight two
stroke five. Coordinates are Rai nbow Bridge. Send assistance fast. They're all
dead. They're all in there with the denons and they're all dead. Only one left.
Can't |eave. Approach with extrene caution! Power adequate for naintenance only.
Any Exchange registry. Approach with caution. Denpbns at Rai nbow Bri dge!

Coordi nates ..."

The bl ue and green world bel ow them | ooked so tranquil, so placid, that it
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seened as if nothing could disturb its quiet beauty, but they were an Arm of the
gods of the Mzl aplan, a holy gathering in Inquisition assenbly, and they had
al ready risked much to get this far

Al t hough, by treaty, the Mzl aplanian survival suit was officially categorized
as "gold in color,"” that was sinmply to get around different racial perceptions
of color. The suits were not shiny, but rather dull, nore a darker shade of
yellow with just a bit of orange than golden. The formfitted suits, custonized
for each individual, differed only in detail fromthose used by the other two
great empires, the Mycohl and the Exchange, but for color, of course. Captain
@un Roh Chin, master of the Mzl aplanian freighter Faith of CGorusu, graduate of
the Naval Institute, now an Instrunent of the Armof the Holy Inquisition,

| ooked at themall in their fairly bright suits and wi shed that the dipl omats
had insisted on charcoal; he felt Iike a beacon in the dammed thing, or a very
good target. They had been forced into this desolate and isolated frontier
sector of space on orders; to get here, they had been forced to cross Mycohlian
space at its narrowest point, and, narrow or not, were two enpires away from
hone and doubly ill egal

Even though Chin timed his drop and his thrust perfectly, it took himclose to
thirty precious mnutes to maneuver up to the Exchange ship, and, when he did,
he found it with beacons and running lights off and no sign of power.

The ship was an inpressive sight nonethel ess, framed against the bl ue-green and
white backdrop of the planet below, clearly a research and supply, rather than
mlitary, vessel, it floated suspended between the planet and the stars, |ooking
very, very |lonely.

"It doesn't | ook damaged," Krisha the Holy Mendoro, the dark beauty who was both
priestess and Arm security officer, noted, trying to see what detail she could.
"I amtelepathically scanning, and | get nothing at all."

"Nor |,"'' added Savin the Holy Peshwa, who was a powerful enpath. Enpaths often
received things at far greater distance than tel epaths, although, in both cases,
they weren't expecting to feel or nonitor anything intelligible—fust sone sign
that there was life aboard. "It feels |like a dead ship."

Savin was a Mesok, a huge humanoid creature with a hard, rubbery reptilian skin,
nasty yellow eyes |ike sone giant cat's, with big, bony hands whose fingers and
toes ended in suckers at their tips, and big, bony, dish-like ears that seened
glued onto the top of his angular head. He was a fearsomne-1ooking one, all green
and bl ack, with enornous teeth that showed even with his nmouth cl osed, and his
very sight was intinidating as a vision of Hell. There wasn't one of them who
didn't give prayers of thanks every tine they | ooked at himthat he was on their
si de.

Manya the Holy Szin | ooked up fromher instrunment cluster. "It is a dead ship,"”
she told them "No power levels at all. Even the emergenci es have been drai ned.
Only the broadcast energency transponder, which is opposite the planet's
surface, shows any energy at all. It is inert. No life forms, no internal power.
We will have to cut through an airlock just to board her."

Manya, the science officer of the Arm was a Gnoll —short, squat, barrel-chested
gnonmes with snake-1like forked tongues, huge pointed ears that stuck up on both
sides of their heads, and with gray skin |ike an elephant's hide and tw ce as
tough. But they and Terrans could eat the sane foods, tended to share a liking
for sweets, had similar biological systens, and weren't as far apart in the
evol utionary way as they seened on the surface.

"You're certain of that, Manya?" Mok pressed her. "No |ife, no internal power?
It can't just be shiel ded?"
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Morok the Holy Ladue was tall, frail-looking, and quite bird-like in appearance,
his tiny hands at the end of the long, |eathery wings that could actually be
used to fly—n the right gravity and environment—and the | eader of the Arm
Still, there was al so sonething reptilian about him at |east subjectively to
Terrans, and this canme across in his constant cool, seeningly dispassionate
manner .

" "No. If there were any attenpts at shielding of .that sort then the shields
thensel ves woul d register,” the science officer replied. "There is nothing alive
aboard. Even its conputers are out."

"Sonebody survived whatever it was," Krisha noted. "Sonmebody sent that nessage
along with the distress beacon."

" 'Yes, but how long ago?'' Gun Roh Chin asked her. ' 'Many days, certainly.
Perhaps longer. Wth Iife support down, they m ght not have been able to find a
way to keep going. They nmight have | ost hope after nobody cane. They mi ght have
gone ned.".

Savin's huge eyes scanned the surface of the research vessel. "Holiness—the
escape pods are still intact as well. Not a one has been fired. Not even -the
ones away fromthe surface that show some trickle charge—enough to use

manual ly. "

"Yes? So?" Mdrok was nore spooked than irritated. They all were.

"Hol i ness—at | east a few near the transponder are al nost certainly usable, power
drain or not. They weren't used. The first inplication is that whatever happened
here happened very quickly and to everyone. Everyone but one. He, she, it—

what ever —survi ved, possibly by being in the only place near the transponder
that's still active, and was possibly only knocked out when everyone and
everything el se went They would likely 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 t hout using the pods."

@un Ron Chin nodded. "The pod woul d have taken himto the nearest survivable
pl anet W assume that they wouldn't assign races to this who couldn't survive
down there, since the climte, atnmosphere, and the |ike have neasured safe for
us. It Wuld have taken our survivor to the surface, with enough supplies and
shelter for a nonth or nore. That neans ..."

"I't neans,"” 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," Morok noted. "I saw its enpty nesting bay on the
under si de. "
"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
what ever killed this ship came fromdown there, | think it highly unlikely that
anyone nere risked flying up here to get that survivor off. O was able to."

"Do you want to board her?" Chin asked them

"Yes," responded Mook, "but not now If there is no |life aboard, we nust first
determine if there is still life below"

"Well, there is surely sonething below, " Manya comrented. "The energy pattern on
the ship clearly indicates that it took a jolt of alnost inconceivable power,
pure energy, froma point below on the surface. It shorted out all the systens,
shorted the conputers, and nost |ikely el ectrocuted al nost everyone. Qur
survivor was probably the only one in sone sort of insulated situation and so
did not get the full jolt."
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"If 1| amto be electrocuted, | should rather know who is doing it to ne, and
why," Mrrok 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 covered with trees
and seas, but the canp appeared to be the only sign of any animal life on it.
There were a nunber of tenporary, prefabricated structures down nere as well as
par abol i ¢ comruni cati ons antennae all of which were easy to spot

"A standard scientific field station, not rmuch different than the way we woul d
doit," Manya told them "The only thing | cannot understand is that

| ar ge—house, or building, or whatever it is. It is of a totally different design
than the others and | ooks quite permanent In fact it alnost looks as if it were
tooled froma single, unimginably huge quartz-like crystal."

"More likely the object under study,"” Mrok guessed. "Is it the odd light or ny
eyes, or does that—thing—seemslightly different alnobst as if it noved?"'

"I have been plotting it" Manya reported. "It does change, sonehow. Not really
in mass or even di mensions, but subtly, in detail."

"Could it be alive?"

" "It mght be—but if it is, it is like nothing we know as life in any form |
sinmply do not know what it is, and | suspect that they didn't either. That is
why they are here."

"The base station has nornmal power," Chin noted. "Looks rather cozy, in fact.
But we're not being scanned by anything | can detect. It's as if everybody down
mere is asleep. Ah—see! Then- shuttle's there, in that clearing. | think | can
put down close to it. No use in sneaking up. If any thing's left alive down
here, it certainly knows we're here by now and should cone out and wel cone us
with open arns."

There was no wel coming conmittee. They put on their helnmets, pressurized, and
went out even though all the instrumentation said that the air was perfectly
safe and the temperature was quite pleasant. Until they knew nore, none of them
wanted to take anything for granted.

"Dead |like the ship," Krisha said. "Nothing. | get nothing at all. Savin?"

"The same, although | do get sone very odd internmttent sensations fromthe area
of that object there. | can't really explain the sensation. It's not |ike
anything | have ever

experienced before. Watever it is, | do not think it is directed at us."

"That will have to do for now," Mdrok told him "Check out their shuttle first,
then the prefabs, one at a tine. Use caution, keep weapons drawn."

@un 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 clearly not designed to be flown 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 alnost fromthe nonent
he entered that it was powered, fully charged, and could be operational with a
few flicks of a few switches

"Shuttle is perfect and operational,"” he reported through his hel nmet radio.
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"Then it could have picked up our survivor," Mrok canme back

"Unlikely. Wthout power up there, they'd have had to cut away the outer airlock
faceplate to get to the nanual controls. They didn't. This thing was here before
and it's been here all the tinme."

"The square prefab! Cone quickly!" Krisha shouted

They were all there on the run as soon as they got their bearings, piling into
the door and then stopping dead just inside.

"May the gods embrace their innocent souls and reincarnate themto a |life of
peace, " Morok intoned.

@n 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 mounted 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 of a Terran corpse,
its face locked in a horrible and grotesque death nmask, and yanked it up
uncerenoni ously so that the chest was exposed.

The central area of the chest had been literally torn open, as if by sonme wild
creature, possibly, even probably, while the man had been still alive. They al
caught their breaths, but Manya scurried over and began using her portable

i nstruments

to exani ne the awful -1 ooki ng wound. Even the tough, fanatical Gholl seened a bit
shaky, though.

"It ... has been torn fromhis chest," she nanaged. "Several of the others have
equi valent nutilations. Sonmething with great strength just pushed them down,
like a child' s plaything, and either ripped or tore key organs out of them"™

"How | ong have they been dead?" Mrok asked her

"Seven days at |east. This happened at |east seven days ago. The bodies are
dried up and begi nni ng deconposition.”

@n Roh Chin wanted to avoid the sight of the research party, its nice little

| ab smeared in red human bl ood, and Zal erian green, and gray, and purple, and

ot her colors of other races who had been here. He wal ked over to the far side of
the |l ab and began to exanmi ne a huge hole that had seem ngly been smashed into
the wall around what had once been a wi ndow. He pushed away where the debris had
bent inward and | ooked out at the strange, slightly changing, translucent
structure just beyond.

In the small adm nistration hut there was nmuch the sanme, only here the door had
simply been kicked or blown in. Here, too, were apparently several arned
security officers, and this apparently had been, along with a couple found
outside, the only armed nenbers of the party. Sone had clearly gotten off a |ot
of shots, and they | ooked, even in their present condition, to be the kind who
didn't miss.

What ever had come out of that thing and killed themwas 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 violence and cruelty
as well as gentleness and good, but he had never seen anything like this.
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"Somet hing big," Kelly Mrgan had told him Sonething perhaps too big, even for
t hem

Krisha called to him "Captain, | hate to ask, but | need you. W' ve found the
depository recordings and none of us can read the witing to tell which is
whi ch. "

He returned to the ultinmate horror scene, noting how peaceful and gentle this
pl ace 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 Unknown Forns.""

"There's a player in the office over there," she told him "And no bodies. The
recording systemis different than ours. , I'mnot certain | know how to work
it."

He took it, went into the office, which | ooked as if it had just been left for a
monent by its occupant, then found the small previewer machine. "It's not
difficult,” he told her. "It's just that instead of the full-blown presentation
we get a small representation on the viewer plate, there. Switch your suit to
transl ate standard Exchange."

The power was on; he sinmply turned on the machine, inserted the cube | abel side
out, and pressed the | arge actuator touch sw tch.

Much of it was sinply a dictated interimreport to some superiors back hone,
probably a record copy, but the small, three-dinensional images it projected of
the research materials told them sonet hing.

"Subject Ais a male of the species, 2.4381 neters tall, weight estimated at two
hundred forty to two hundred sixty-eight kilograns. It won't be possible to
totally elininate the material in which they are enbedded wi t hout extraction
fromthe estimtions. Sorry. The main body surface area is very tough, very
dense. The skin is at least 1.2 centineters thick, nore aptly described as a
"hide' than nere skin, and various vital areas seem further protected by bony
plates at or very near the exterior. Both hands and feet are overly large in
proportion to the body and are hairless, with that nottled texture consistent
and the palns probably rock hard to the touch although they certainly bend and
flex in the expected manner. The talons at the ends of the fingers are suited to
ripping and tearing flesh, consistent with the teeth, which contain no

her bi vorous 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 am | ooking at the scans but they nmean little to ne."

"Or nme," Chin agreed. "Manya?"

The Gnoll seenmed to be trenbling visibly, her eyes rapt on the snmall view ng
pl ate, intoning prayer after prayer.

Kri sha | ooked somewhat stricken herself and | ooked up at Chin. "Her nind keeps
sayi ng ' Demons! Denons! They have awakened Hel |l personified.'"

"Manyal! " Morok shouted at her.

The science officer seenmed not to notice, nmen pointed a gnarled finger at the
projection. "There! The full scan! Now they will pull back and restore it!"

The tiny figure, still a conputerized diagram now showed a full figure.
Humanoi d, bi g—bi gger than Savin by a head—and, slowy, nore and nore detail was
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overlain as the voice continued to drone on with its observations.
"Ch, gods of eternity protect us!" Savin prayed. "Manya is right. Look! Look!"

Gun Roh Chin had to admt that even the hair on the back of his own neck seened
to be tingling as he saw what they had found.

The creature didn't ook quite the way his own religious teachers had pictured
them but it was still clearly recognizable, fromthe snmall horns on its head to
the dull red eyes, fanged nouth, even the cl oven hooves.

There could be no question in his or anyone else's nind that he and they were
| ooki ng at—ot a representation, not an abstract estimation, and not someone's
i magi nati on, but a real, three-dinensional photograph of an actual, in the
flesh, classical denon.

"There must have been bodies in that thing," Chin cormmented dryly, his feelings
at the nonent inpossible to describe. "They thought they were dead. They put a
lid on this because they knew the effect this sort of discovery would have on
not just our religion or even the Mycohl's but then- own nyriad faiths as well."

They coul d see the scene now. these cold, pragmatic, utterly nmaterialistic
scientists with their faith firmy rooted in what could be seen, felt, touched,
and denonstrated, excited by the discovery of what nust have been a buria

pl ace, intact, for what night have been the galaxy's earliest space-faring
civilization. They had poked, probed, scanned, and done everything they could
for weeks, probably nonths, to | earn what they coul d before physically
attenpting to disturb or renove the renmains, just in case exposure to air or
Iight might cause damage or deterioration

Finally, though, they had all they could fromtheir instrunents, their data
filling those recordi ng cubes and probably being beaned back to the highest

| evel s of the Exchange. Finally, there cane the point where they could do no
more wit hout physically extracting the bodies from what ever sarcophagi they |ay
in.

And the sl eepers had awakened and w eaked horri bl e vengeance on those who had
defiled their tonb and disturbed their sleep

"I alnost hesitate to ask this," @Gun Roh Chin said at last, 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 second scan was bei ng
di spassi onately discussed on the tape.

"They were suspended, not dead. They were freed, awakened, whatever. They cane
out and they killed all these people 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 came a roaring noise fromoutside, and in their current
ment al shape all weapons snapped to ready and they ran out, |eaving the
recordi ng pl ayi ng.

Near both the research shuttle and then- own, they could see another,
differently designed shuttle |anding.

"The Mycohl!" Chin swore. "I'd forgotten about them Just what we really needed
ri ght now "
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"Weapons, everyone!" Krisha snapped, pulling her pistol. She | ooked around.
" Capt ai n—eoul d our own people play that cube?”

"Uh—yes, | suppose so. If we can break diplomatic codes | see no reason why we
couldn't view a standard cube. The nmachi ne can be purchased al nbst anywhere in
t he Exchange."

"Then take the cube and any other that might look related. Don't take too | ong!
Manya—you are best equi pped to check out our visitors. Go, but no shooting! Do
not betray yourself. Let them go past you and wait until we attack. We night
catch themall in a crossfire. Practice the telepathic shielding and in the nane
of the gods keep your enmptions in check!"

The Gholl was still horribly shaken by the sight on the viewer, but she was a
prof essional, and her horror at the sight of a real denon was no greater than
her hatred of the Mycohl. She al so had a rather unique Tal ent of her own. It
woul d be quite effective—+f she could use her training to bl ock out those of the
eneny with other Talents that night betray her.

"There's too many to carry," the captain told Krisha. "The three |'ve picked,
including the one we viewed, will have to do."

She nodded. "Stand back, then." She ained her energy pistol at the entire
library, including the nachine, and fired. There was a crackling sound, and what
the beamdid not disintegrate it nelted into unusable form "Let them get any

i nformati on out of that\" she sniffed.

She stiffened. "We are being telepathically scanned,” she told them

That neant nothing to Chin, who was a null, the oddest and rarest of Tal ents.
Al t hough possessing no Talent of his own, he was inmune to those of any other,
sonet hing not true even of his powerful conrades. He was equally i mune to
Krisha's telepathy, to Savin's enpathic abilities, and even to Mrok's powerful
hypnotic abilities. Even Manya could not fool him although her own Tal ent was
uni que to her species. Still, if Mrok's nmnd were read, or Manya's, a Mycohl
tel epath woul d know he was here just as surely as if he were in full view

Krisha's tel epathic shields were automatically up. That didn't nmean that soneone
of reasonable skill and power and the sane Tal ent couldn't detect her presence,
but it certainly neant that they could get nothing fromher mnd. Mrok, Savin,
and Manya had fallen back into the somewhat effective nethods of chanting
prayers, a technique that, with their practice and experience and Krisha's
coaching, also left an eneny telepath not conpletely in the dark, but with far

| ess informati on than woul d be useful. Tel epathy, l|ike any other form of

communi cation, had its limts. Among themwas its lack of directionality, which
could be naintained by a practiced opponent varying anplitude as the m nd-reader
moved toward or away fromthem

Still, if a telepath were good enough, and supported by others to gain the
m ssing information, there was no real hiding. In case the Mycohlian was that
good, Krisha was prepared to engage her counterpart m nd-to-mnd.

Morok's thin, clawed, four-fingered hand, so tiny in such a |arge creature,
touched her-shoul der, and she turned and | ooked up and into his strange,
bl ood-red round eyes.

"You are the sword of the Arm" Mrok told her softly. "So long as that sword is
needed, you are but an extension of the whole, a tool of the gods, and Krisha
neither exists nor is relevant. There is nothing else; you exist only to protect
the whole. No other telepath nay defeat you, no hypno bind you."

<They have a hypno! Watch it!>
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The words cane to her mind as she turned away; comi ng, she knew, not fromthe
eneny telepath but fromthe m nd of another being cautioned by that tel epath.

<G ay shades of Valdus! One of 'enls just gone colder'n stone!> another,
obvi ously an enpath, just said.

<He's locked in the telepath to single-mnded defense,> said a third m nd.
<That's very good. Don't underestimate these fanatics, any of you! | want them
I -want them | ocat ed—how >

<They are all praying up an assenbl age of saints,> the telepath remarked acidly.
<l cannot get a real fix, but nost of them are ahead, probably in or near that
mai n building. There is another, but it is both closer and | ess distinct. They
are very good at prepared defense. At the nmoment | can only say that the
telepath is nmost likely Terran. The rest—dnclear. >

<W' || take no chances,> the | eader told them <Desreth, go find them>

"They are sending sonmeone named Desreth to find us," Krisha reported. "I get no
clear image of who or what it is fromtheir nminds and nothing fromthis other at
all. Whatever it is, it is a null. They are not taking nearly the precautions to
bl ock thensel ves, but are bl ocked where it counts. Two Terrans, a nmale and a
fermal e, the former their leader and | presune a hypno. The telepath is a race

do not know but seens |arge and very grotesque to nme. It sees differently than
we and depends on other senses nore, but thinks in a standard |inear pattern

The other is another unfaniliar race and nore dangerous, because it can think
fully in a formny inadequate nind cannot sort, nor does it see as we see. | can
get only occasional flashes of anything close to nornmal. The nul | —sonehow t hey
have bl ocked it out."

<Tobrush—wat ch our back!> the | eader conmanded. <I'm nost worried about that
| oose one sonewhere. The rest of you cover the two exits to that main buil ding.
We may have caught the rest of theminside.>

Manya had circled around fromthe main building to a point

where she could view both the newconmers and the buil ding which held her
conrades. The Mycohl |eader was a tall Terran nmale dressed in the rust-red color
of his Empire, tough and nuscular, big without any fat, his nuscles show ng

adm rably through his skintight suit. He had a cold arrogance that unnerved her;
the manner that she had seen before only in "wild" hypnos, whose power over

ot hers deluded theminto a sense of near godlike ego.

The second was a strange Terran fermale, also quite nuscul ar, nedium height, with
the cold yet subtle noves of a jungle animal. There was sonething, too, wong
with her face; at first Manya had thought that the woman was just superficially
Terran and was actually sonme other race. Now she realized that the Mycohlian
worman ni ght once have been a beauty, but her face was twi sted and scarred. Wth
the Gnoll's inability to appreciate the real differences in Terrans w thout
careful study, she thought that this woman sonehow resenbl ed Krisha in the
essential s—a dark, evil Krisha, a poisonous distillation of all that was sinfu
in a young woman's soul

The third nmenber of the red-clad teamwas a large creature with a glistening,
undul ating bl ack body, supported on six inpossibly thin |legs that appeared to
termnate in soft pincers, its face a set of ugly nandi bl es and | arge, ova
yel | ow and brown segnented eyes on short, independent stal ks. The fourth, about
the size of the third, was nostly encased in a gnarled, spiral-like shell of
dirty beige, covered with a mass of withing, thick hairs that seened to act

Ii ke tentacl es—thousands of tentacles!

But the fifth—t was the one that struck some terror into her. It al one wore no
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environment suit, nor did it need one. Essentially a netallic cube, gunnetal
gray with occasional streaks of dull bronze, supported on six |long, pointed
legs, it appeared to shift its shape in some kind of fluid manner as needed. She
knew that sort, all right—Corithian! Machine-like, artificially created |ife of
sonme |l ong-gone civilization, able to change itself into whatever was required or
0oze out whatever appendage it needed, it had not only the ancestry of a nmachine
but the soul and norals of one, too. By the tine the concentrated full-power
firing of the rest of the teamis guns had immobilized it, the rest of-that crew
of evil would have themn

Instinctively she knew she had to betray herself, at least a little, to give
war ni ng. Her nouthpiece was live, and, into it, she said, sinply, "Corithian
com ng!"

The strange, shelled creature with the countless hair-like tentacles suddenly
whirled as if on a single wheel, and two stal ked eyes suddenly seened to grow
out of the shell and look in her direction. Qoviously this one was the tel epath.

"Behind us!" it rasped aloud, in an eerie voice that seened to send chills
through Manya. "Fermale, can't get nore of a fix with that prayer screen. She
just warned her congregation of Desreth, though, by radio."

The | eader stopped, turned, and stared back into the jungle. "Can you see her?"

"No, and | cannot understand why | cannot," the tel epath responded.

The | eader chuckled dryly. "Maybe it's a vegetable. Spray the entire area, ful
sweep. We might get lucky."

Manya didn't wait. She opened up on the large creature using her own weapon on
wi de spread and started noving. Betraying her gnone-like, alnbst hunchbacked
appearance and bul k, Grolls could nove pretty fast when they had to.

The attack caused the Mycohlian teamto flatten, and by the time they opened
fire, Manya had nanaged to nove around all the way to the parked shuttles. The
Mycohl, Manya had seen, had made a major sloppy mistake in |anding closest to
the canp and leaving their shuttle door open. If they fired in any sort of

| et hal concentration where they knew she should be, they might just blowthe

i nside of their own craft.

The | eader stood, fury clear on his face. "Kalial Get that creature!" he snapped
at the wonan. "Tobrush—eover her! |If a telepath and an enpath can't root that
creature out, we don't deserve to be here!" He turned to the insectoid creature.
" Robakuk—you keep those doors sealed! |I'mnmoving up to go in behind Desreth.
Join ne as soon as you secure our backs. Let us do this quickly! We are in eneny
territory without authority—but so are they. It will be easier to explain this
if we alone are left to testify!"

It had taken nore guts than sense to get the Mycohl to this point.

They were a new crew, fresh fromtraining and testing, out in alittle ship in
the m ddl e of nowhere, perform ng routine picket duty. Al of them understood
that they were on probation; all also understood that the alternatives to
performng well and inpressing their superiors were worse than death in the
harsh, Darwi nian system of the Mcohl

There was Josef, their big, handsone Terran captain, sporting his traditiona
ensign's big black nustache, absolute nonarch of a flea-speck of a picket ship
and subordinate to just about everyone el se, his swagger reinforced by his
inborn talent as a hypno that had sol ved nany problens on his way to even this
poi nt, and who, because of that fact, was yet to be tested in a situation where
that power was not a deciding factor
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Here was Kalia, whom he'd net while working on an undercover m ssion to sal vage
the great feast and carnival of his Lord Squazos from sabotage by jeal ous
rivals. Kalia, who had risen fromthe bottom the |owest drol classes of her
hive, with an intelligence born of experience, not formal education, detern ned
to show that she was even nore ruthless and deadly than any nman, her body a
finely tuned mass of nuscles that nost nen could only dream of, her
once-beautiful face disfigured by a horrible scar gained in that harsh

growi ng-up that she refused to have renoved. Josefs sergeant and as much a
weapon as any on the picket ship under his conmand, she was a powerful enpath.
She was also illiterate and ignorant of al mbst anything not directly related to
her job, but at that job she was superb

Wth them were the Thion Robakuk, whose powerful telekinetic abilities allowed
himto nove objects alnost as |arge as, and heavier than, he was by sheer force

of will, whose race bore nore than a passing, if coincidental, resenblance to a
common Terran housefly, only wi ngless and as |large as Josef, and the Julk
Tobrush, whose snail-like appearance was totally deceiving in that he was
neither shelled nor slow, the "shell" was actually a thick organ that served as

hi de and fromwhich it could create and exude its countless hair-like tentacles
that could act either independently or in concert to performthe finest nmanua
tasks, and which could al so secrete and even inject an enornpus variety of
natural toxins and other useful substances. Tobrush was a powerful telepath, a
very strong one.

The final nmenber of the team and the one even they had to adnmit as a group they
understood the | east, was Desreth the Corithian. Mst of the time it just sat
there, usually looking Iike

a meter-and-a-half lunmp of dull silver, rounded, |ooking like nothing so rmuch as
an oval scul pture of a beetle not quite finished, it was by preference inpassive
and none too social. None of the Mycohl had ever really understood why the
Corithians, who needed nothi ng obvi ous from anyone, participated in the Enpire
at all, but they did, and quite well. Descendants of an ancient robotic race,
they had evol ved, or perhaps evolved thenselves, into a bizarre formwhere they
could repair thensel ves, protect themselves, and formthensel ves i nto whatever
was required. Legend said they could not be killed, which, |ike nost |egends,
was wrong. But they were dammed hard to kill, and had to be crushed, dissolved,
or nelted al nost conpletely.

They were all anbitious—at |east all save Desreth, whose notives were al ways

i nconpr ehensi bl e—but they were al so aware of how | ow they were on the Inperi al

| adder even though al ready higher than any had ever expected to be. They were on
pi cket duty—routine guard duty, about the nost basic and dull activity the
Enpire required, and in an area not likely to get theminto serious trouble.

They were, then, perhaps the worst group to suddenly detect an incursion by a
M zl apl ani an ship into Mycohl space and take up pursuit as they discovered, to
their amazenent, that the invader was nmaking its way across their space toward
t he Exchange boundary. Interstellar treaty prohibited a chase beyond their
boundari es, but Josef had been unable to catch the Holy Scow and had proceeded
anyway. Technically, the incursion was an act of war, since their picket ship
was a nilitary one on a nilitary mssion, and diplomats woul d have attacks on
all sides when they learned of it Josef was content to let the diplomts fight
their battles; he was deternmined to find out what would cause a M zl apl ani an
ship to take such an inexplicable series of actions. If it achieved sone
wonderful result, all would be forgiven. If it flopped, he'd placed themall in
deep shit

The Three Enpires each controlled nearly equal segnents of the gal axy; each was
of roughly equal size, each of relatively equal power, and each coul d nost
likely destroy another if it were willing to itself be destroyed and | eave
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everything else to the third. For this reason, Josef understood, he was entirely
on his own, and any failures would be laid to him al one.

And still he had followed that M zl apl anian ship, followed it to a rempte sol ar
system of f the maps and on the frontier, where the quarry stopped and he coul d
now catch up and see what was so inmportant that they would risk at |east as nuch
as he.

"They're not achieving orbit!" Tobrush reported. "They're detaching a shuttle on
the fly and accel erating out-system"”

That pig of a Holy Captain has read nmy nind! Josef thought angrily to hinself.
Then al oud he said, "Then he knows, or at |east guesses, that we are here."

"W could catch it and cut themoff!" Kalia exclainmed excitedly. "I should Iike
to be the one. | have never blown up a spaceship before."
"And you won't now, either! Not yet, anyway. |'mnot worried about that nassive

hunk of netal and synthetics. It won't go far because it does have to cone in
and pick them up—er abandon them Either is perfectly acceptable to us. W wll
get himafter—f tine and circunstances pernmt. W night waste several hours
before we found and destroyed it, giving themtine down there."

"So what ?" the hunman woman responded. "Watever they learn will die with them"

"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 ations are useless. If they find nothing of hope, | would expect themto
destroy or damage anything that m ght be of use to us. | have no intention of
giving themthat 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 fromeneny hands. There is
nothing that freighter could do to it except present it with an automatic target
Those M zl apl an shuttles can hold up to nine peopl e depending on the races

i nvol ved, and the races involved are unknown as of now. | do know that | am not
going to underestinmate that captain. Full gear—we all go. And don't get cocky or
overconfident. These people 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. Alnbst all the priests they |et

| oose like this are Talents and they're trained and they're good. And, nost of
all, they are going to be there ahead of us. If it were us in their situation,
with themcoming in on top of us but we have the sanme kind of |ead, what woul d
we do?"

"Traps and anbushes,"
can w pe us out."

Kalia responded. "The only chance they' ve got is if they

"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 standby, with partial shutdown of all
but our nonitoring codes,'' Tobrush put in. "lIt's tenpting to have it cl ose at
hand, but if the Exchange shows up while we're down there we're in no better
shape than they are. If the Exchange shows up first weak and curious but
unsuspecting, we can fight our way out. If it shows up in strength, we can then
try and talk our way out."

"Al'l right Agreed. Desreth, you' ve been very quiet."
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"l have been considering the odds that the Exchange is already here," the
Corithian responded.

"Huh?"

"I'f they did show up first, they would have detected at |east the M zl apl ani an
ship before they thensel ves woul d be detected. They might well wonder what a

M zl apl ani an ship was doing so far fromhonme that it was willing to risk
crossing Mycohl to answer a distress signhal. In that case, they would | ay back
and nonitor just as we and the M zl apl ani ans are doing, until they see what
happens. It would be the pragmatic thing, since both of us are now only rather
lanely within the law. If we started shooting at one another or going where we
have no ri ght goi ng—nanely down to the planet—we would then be comritting not a
rescue mssion but overt illegal acts within their territory."

He didn't like that. "What do the rest of you think? Is the Exchange that
devi ous?"

"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 might fear either of us mght elinmnate 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 be a magnificent challenge. | should like to
think we would win such a battle."

"Agh! Priests and scientists and traders,"” Kalia scoffed. "It would not even be
a contest."

Josef whirled around.' 'I told you not to underestinmate these people!" 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 believe their souls will becone gods by eating grass
and rolling in the nud and howing at the stars! One on one, in a real fight,
they are npbst certainly our counterparts. No common freighter captain that I
know woul d have detected us, let alone pulled that nmaneuver, and he did it

cool ly, knowi ng the odds. No matter what the vessel, they wouldn't send amateurs
on a mssion like 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 sourly.
And, damm it, |I'mas green at this sort of thing as they are.

Kalia nmoved silently and swiftly toward the M zl apl ani an creature sonewhere
anong the shuttles. Her enpathic sense gave her a fair idea of the quarry's

| ocation, but was not exact. Tobrush glided around to the other side, trying to
get a telepathic fix, but while the large, snail-like creature was amazingly
quick, almost as if it had wheels under that shell, it was not terribly |inber
and coul dn't crouch down or clinmb over as she could. Evolution had provided the
Jul ki with all the defenses its race needed on its hone world, but Julkis had
not been dependent on clinbing, hiding, and sheer stealth to survive as had
Kalia's.

Two eyestal ks emerged fromthe Julki's shell, each extending nore than a neter

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...Marathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (13 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

and it | ooked around in obvious puzzlenent. Unable to conceal its presence, even

if protected by the Mycohl shuttle, Tobrush called, "I do not understand. It is
here. | can hear it, even snmell it—but | see nothing! Is it some tiny thing? Its
tel epat hic defenses are good—y nind fills with the neani ngl ess babble of its
prayers, yet | can get no self-image. | have never encountered anything |ike

this before."

Kalia remained silent, noving cat-like anmong the shadows cast by the
shuttlecraft, then still, but she, too, was confused and confusion coul d nmean
swift death. Her sense of the M zl apl anian creature was as strong as Tobrush's,
al t hough thankfully an enpath didn't have to put up with those prayers. The
creature they sought was indeed here, sonewhere, and quite close. She could fee
the quarry's tension, its mxture of apprehensi on and—di sgust, perhaps, for
them She could also feel its alnpst fanatical hatred, so conplete, so absolute,
that it unnerved her a bit to know that it was there.

But where? She peered out fromthe shadows beneath the overhang of the

M zl apl ani an shuttle, her field of vision easily covering one side of the space
between it and the Mycohl shuttlecraft, and knew that Tobrush had the opposite
field of vision. Between them there was sinply no place for anything to hide,
and the netallic walls of the shuttles gave little conceal nent except at the
ends, and the doors were shut tight. Both the telepath and the enpath were
certain that then- quarry was outside, and was effectively trapped in the
corridor between the two shuttles, yet—there was nothing there!

<G eat Suza! Is the thing invisible ?> she wondered, frustrated.

Maybe it was, although she had never heard of such a thing. A fighter had to be
a pragmatist; if it was there and they couldn't see it, then go fromthere and
figure howit was possible later.

Kalia could not read thoughts, but Tobrush could read hers.

einvisible is not invulnerable or it would not need to becone invisibles she
reasoned. <Tobrush, keep your end covered. Snake sone tendrils along the ground
that woul d snare soneone comi ng out your way. Wen you are ready, give ne a
sign, and | will open up with a wide spray along the whole corridor, keeping it
above ground level. Either it will be driven to you or it will be caught in ny
patterns

"Any time!" she heard the Julki call, and al nost i medi ately she opened up with
her pistol at w de stun, stepping out quickly as she did so.

Manya had not survived all these years to be taken now by such a naneuver. As
soon as Kalia opened up, she brought her own pistol up, knowing that the
creature at the far end wouldn't chance those eyestal ks agai nst a wi de beam and
that the girl firing the pistol would, quite naturally, follow the beamand its
results with her gaze. Against the Mzl aplanian shuttle, she was not really in
Kalia's field of vision when the shooting started, and Kalia had to step out in
order to cover the full corridor

Kalia felt the enpbtions in her quarry rise and took that as confirmati on of her
pl an, stepping out to cover the rest of the field of fire, and suddenly she felt
the power of a trenendous blow, as if sonmething very hard and very dense had
struck her, sending her down and reeling.

"l see it!" Tobrush cried. "Alittle Terranoid in yellow"

It was too late. By the tine the Julki could energe and bring its own weapon to
bear, the sight of the fleeing Mzl aplanian was gone, and Kalia's |linp body was
the only thing in sight. Wrse, Tobrush dared not go to his conrade's aid; that
woul d have left the Jul ki exposed to fire fromwherever this gol den prayernonger
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was now.
"We've got a problem" it reported to Josef by radio. "Kalia's down and the
thing's escaped! Watch your back! It appears to be able to nmake itself

invisible."

"That's all we need!" Josef shot back. "We're set to crash this little party up

here. We'll be back to help as soon as we can. Is she still alive?"

"Yes. It wasn't a full blow, considering the circunstances. Still, | do not know
how badly she is hurt and | can't follow up yet w thout exposing nyself. Do what
you must, but if | were this creature | wouldn't still be here, I'd be closing

in on you now. "

Manya, however, had no intention of getting that close in, although she did want
to cover her own teanmis back. The Tal ent she had, unique to her race, wouldn't
fool a Corithian for a nanosecond. A variation of the sane sort of nenta

Tal ents governing tel epaths, enpaths, hypnos, and the rest, it was hardly
invisibility and would fool no machine. The wide field she could broadcast on
the t-bands could convince any creature who received on those bands that she was
not there, but anyone unable to receive those bands saw her clearly, even a nul
I'i ke Gun Roh Chin. To a Corithian, she would be totally exposed and an easy
target.

She made for the cover of the buildings, which hel ped her protective abilities.
Moverent, particularly at normal or faster speeds, weakened the cloudi ng power,
as had been cl ear when Tobrush had spotted her nmeking her break. It was a usefu
and essentially automati c defense under stress, but it had extrene limts, and

whil e she'd nore than once w shed that the gods had extended that power a bit,

she knew the limts precisely.

She coul d see them now, ready to strike. She couldn't really tell what the giant
bug, as Robakuk seened to her, could or would do in all this. The forward | egs
had a specially designed full power rifle it could easily fire for effect, but
it seenmed sonewhat exposed, the pul py, undul ating black body so soft and

vul nerable. The thing surely had a Talent that nade it nore val uabl e than just
being able to stand there like a statue and stare at the |aboratory buil ding.

The Corithian, |ooking now somewhat |ike a snmooth, silvery crab-like creature,
appeared ready to charge the far door. As soon as it did, the big man would go
through the back, firing as he entered, since his pistol wouldn't have nuch
effect in a wide spray on his netallic ally. Krisha and Savin would be able to
sense this Josef, but the Corithian they could only anticipate secondhand, from
the big man's own mind. It was clear that the plan was to let the Corithian act
at its own pace; Josef would follow, thereby not betraying nme nmonent.

Suddenly Desreth took off toward the door with surprising acceleration and hit
it full on. The door collapsed inward, and only a second or so behind, Josef
crashed through the rear and Manya coul d hear the sound of firing inside.

It stopped al nost as quickly.

I nsi de, Josef crouched warily, fearing traps, but he already suspected that he'd
brui sed his shoul der for nothing. There was a dammed hole in the back of the
thing you could alnmost pilot a shuttle through!

"They have escaped," Desreth said needlessly, scuttling over to the hole. "W
have nmade a central error in not totally circumavigating the structure first."

"W were short, thanks to that rear guard," Josef grunbled,

getting up, bolstering his pistol, then robbing his right shoul der and fl exing
it. "Besides, you sure they just didn't blow that out while we were setting up?"
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"Li eutenant, you should examne this hole in the wall," the Corithian said in
that strange, alnost el ectronic nonotone of its race. "The section is coll apsed
i nward. "

For the first time, Josef was aware of the sight and snell of the deconposing
corpses. He went up to one, a race he didn't know, and could see no signs of any
bl ood or blood-like fluid although its exoskeletal skin had been literally
crushed, but there was a fair anount of black and yellow nold on and around the
wounds and natural openings.

"They' ve been dead a long tinme," he conmented, thinking. He | ooked over at the
hole in the wall. "Sonething cane in, right through the wall, and just w ped up
the place with them"

"So it appears,"” Desreth agreed. "The records appear to have been nethodically
destroyed as well, but there are no bodies in the records section. The

M zl apl anians clearly did that, after taking what they thought was inportant.
had not thought that sort capable of such subtlety. |I shall not underestinmate
them again. "

Josef noved cautiously to the hole in the wall and | ooked out, expecting shots
to be fired, but there were none. Very carefully, he | ooked out and saw that the
hole was in a direct line to the other, far nore alien, structure behind.

"I wish we'd gotten here first," he nuttered. "Or at least that we'd had time
enough to tie into those records on the ship. Wat could do this and not be
destroyed itsel f?"

"Something like a Corithian, perhaps,"” Desreth suggested, "only larger. Perhaps
much | arger. Larger and savage, since nost of these bodies appear to have no
weapons at all, suggesting that they are scientists and that they had no idea
that there was anythi ng dangerous here."

"Robakuk?" Josef called through the intercom "Can you see any sign of the
eneny?"

"None. | have nonitored your conversation and noved to a point where | can view
the escape area. Unless they are all invisible like their rear guard® they are
not there."

Manya did not know their |anguage, but she had the idea fromtheir reactions.
They'd all gone out, probably through the hole in the wall. She renenbered the
| ayout of the canmp and realized that if their Talents could no | onger pinpoint
her M zl apl anian team then there was only one place they could have gone.

She didn't like it, but she knew dial, as soon as she could do so without being
observed, she had to get in there as well.

Josef was coming to the sane opinion. "Clearly these scientists were here
studying that structure, and that's where whatever got themcanme from Still,
that's the only |ogical place the Mzl apl anians coul d have escaped to with our
pl acement. Tobrush? Can you do a tel epathic sweep?"

"Only one now-the sanme one," the Jul ki responded. "Up your way somewhere."
"How i s Kalia®?"

"Comi ng around. She has sone nasty burns but | was able to treat themwth ny
own secretions and with the nedical kit fromthe shuttle. The eneny shot of
necessity had to be on wide beamto get her at all, so what energy pierced her
suit caused danmage only to the external areas. She will not be at maxi mum
efficiency, but she will not have rmuch pain or major disability, although she
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will probably be slowed and stiff for a while."

"Maybe she should stay at the shuttle," Josef responded. "I don't |like the idea
of that other one skul king about here. We could be left without a way off this
cursed dirtball. The rest of us are going to have to go into that building or

whatever it is up there. That's where they went."

"I amnot inpaired!'" Kalia snapped angrily. "Qur automatic systens protect our
shuttle as well as | could, and you know that!"

"You will follow orders—Sergeant," Josef cane back

"You cannot order nme left behind!" she protested. "I amentitled to the one who
did this to nme! | want to disassenble that one, very slowy, to see if | can
find out how she did it!"

"Cone if you must,'' the |eader sighed,’ 'but if your injuries cause us any
probl enms, you will wish that the shot had killed you." He paused a nonent. "Ful
suits, everyone. W don't know what's in there. If whatever hit this place is
still there, then the M zlaplanians will be the | east of our problens. Tobrush,
Kalia, bring extra energy packs and nedikits and neet us here as soon as

possi ble."

"Understood," the Jul ki responded.
"Do you want Desreth and ne to cover the entrance?”

Robakuk asked. "We could make certain that the eneny still ' around here does
not get through."

"No. Just keep everyone el se covered until we can gather and nove up. Leave the
entrance unguarded for now "

"\VWhat ?" The Thion was confused. "But the enenmy will get through!"

"l certainly hope so. I'd rather have themall in front of ne than be caught in
a crossfire. If we can't nail her out here, then we'll nail her inside.
Under st ood?"

"Under st ood. "

"And, all of you, listen up!" Josef continued. "I want those who haven't seen
the inside of this place to all see it first before we nove up. Use your
respirators or the snell will get to you." He sighed and | ooked back out at the

odd, quartz-like structure that seened subtly to shift as he watched. "Just what
| really needed to add to all this. Al of us have to go in that one |ousy
entrance. If we aren't anbushed and picked off going in, then they're all dead
in there."

"Have you considered the inplications of going in?" Desreth asked him' 'If they
are all dead, then whatever did this is in nere, waiting for us as well. If they
are not dead, they are waiting to kill us all in an automatic trap."

Josef nodded and sighed. "Yes, | know, but we have no choice. W have violated a

frontier border, engaged in a hostile action, all wthout authority, and at the
cost of one injury we've done nothing to them nor even | earned what in the

M rkhem Hive is going on here. Better to die quickly here, than return
enpt y- handed and as ignorant as we cane and die slowy and painfully to soothe
di pl omatic feelings."

THE
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QUI NTARA MARATHON

| F THE SHOT KALI A HAD TAKEN HAD BEEN BASI CALLY a chest shot, then Josef could
i magi ne what she | ooked |ike under the rust-red environment suit she wore. |If
she'd kept the scar on her face as a matter of pride and protection, the shot
that felled her should settle any renmining questions.

Al nost half her face, the right side, which already had the scar, was a mass of
charred flesh, through which the huge, ugly scar stood out even bol der. Mst of
her al ready short hah- had been burned away, and what hadn't, on the left side,
was white. Even her left eyebrow was gone, and, when the wecked flesh was ready
to come off, it wouldn't inprove things. Her right side had gone from being
cruel and sonewhat disfigured to being literally nonstrous; her |left was

basi cally untouched. The left profile would still show sonething of her old
beauty; a right profile would be of sone ugly thing, alnost as if two different
creatures had been joined together. She appeared to nove her right arm and hand
with difficulty, and only when she had to.

"Are you certain you. are up to this?" Josef asked her point-blank

"The left eye seens all right—+ nust have closed it in reflex action," she

responded. "I am | eft-handed, and have been as repaired as | can in the field.
My legs remain in good shape. | ama soldier of the Mycohl, ready to do ny duty
until death. You have already stated that death is our nost |ikely outcone. |
choose not to be the one left here for sacrifice. If we were in battle, | would
be expected to press on with whatever | had left. Failure is death. | choose to
live until it is nmy time."

He nodded. It was what he expected. Still, he had to ask, "Have you seen
your sel f ?"

She nodded. "In the shuttle. A soldier bears the wounds of battle as the nedals

of courage."

Al t hough a good hospital and nodern medi ci ne back home coul d nake her perfect
once nore, he knew she woul d never consent to cosnetic rebuilding, just as she'd
refused to have that dammed scar fixed even before she was in the military with
its tradition of wearing your wounds. That scar had |iberated her froma short,
unhappy life as slave and prostitute,, and he wasn't sure if she'd be happy
until experience wiped all traces of her former beauty from her. He caught her
eye, although she always tried to avoid his, and caught her before she could do
anyt hi ng about it

"You feel no effects fromthe wound," he told her in a firm steady voice. "You
are as good as you ever were."

He sighed and let his control of her go. "Al right, then. Tobrush—give ne a
scan. You, too, Kalia."

The tel epath and the enpath surveyed the scene for a full circle. "Nothing,"
they both said, alnost in unison

The officer nodded.' 'All right, then. W can assume that our back shooter has
made it up and in nere while we were here. That means we can count on at | east
one anbusher right fromthe start."

"Let me go in first, men!" Kalia pleaded. "I will draw her fire and | ocate her
and perhaps | can get her if she nmakes a try for you."

"You and Desreth will go in together, one to each side. Kalia, the reason you
were shot was your | eft-handedness, which caused you to have to wal k out and
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then turn before you could fire. This time, take the right side. If it's too
overpowering in there, get back out and tell us. O herw se, Tobrush and | will
cone in one nminute |ater. Robakuk will cover our rear

just in case, then enter as soon as he is satisfied. Understood?"

Robakuk | ooked up at the gaping, jagged entrance to the structure beyond them
"Any idea yet what that thing is?" he asked.

"Too busy to do nmuch research," Tobrush responded. "Not that it natters. Every
instrument and scan |'ve tried on the thing returns inpossible and inconsistent
readings. W can't even accurately neasure the thing the way it keeps shifting.
I also get very odd sensations when | attenpt a tel epathic scan of the thing. |
cannot read anyone inside it, but that might just be a result of the field or
whatever it is that protects it and causes these anonal ous readi ngs. And yet,
sonmehow, | sense a presence, alnost as if the thing were alive, but on sone

| evel that | cannot conprehend."”

"I feel it, too," Kalia agreed. "Have you thought that perhaps it is some great
beast, and that we are proposing to rush right into its open nouth?"

"Unlikely," Tobrush responded. "These scientists were here for quite sone tine.
If any of them had been eaten, | suspect that this canp woul d have been nodified
a great deal. Al so, one does not build a wal kway, conplete with lights, into
sonething's belly. In fact, those are power cables running along the wal k and

i nside. They were doing work in there."

"Did you get anything fromthe Holy Horrors before they cut and ran?" Josef
pressed. "Any idea of what they m ght have found in those records to explain
what happened here?"

"Not hi ng nuch nade sense unless they could not avoid it," the telepath replied.
"They were very well trained and had a hypno with them The hypno was the only
one | could get much of anything from and it was all that nunbl ed ness about
angel s and dem gods and denons."

"The denons were probably thoughts of us,"” Josef chuckled. "You know that in
their cosnol ogy denpns are the creatures of pure evil. You' ve all seen what that
carnage in there looked like. It's easy to see themseeing their vision of
denons doing just that."

"Now that you nention it—that is very odd," the Jul ki conmented, thinking.
"Stray thoughts here and there in the thick of busy times aren't usually worth
much, but nore than once, fromnore than one' of them | got a concept that
could only translate as 'denon house.'"

"More of their babble!" Robakuk snort ed.

"No, | don't think so," Josef put in. "It's easy for us to make fun of them but
let's not forget that they run an interstellar enpire and they do it very
efficiently and with a fair sophistication towards technol ogy. They may be

i nsane, but they are not stupid! That was a good team they had down here,
too—wel | -trained, effective."

"I't beat the living shit out of us and made us | ook |ike inconpetents and
fools," Kalia spat. "That | will grant"

"Are you seriously suggesting that they were thinking objectively of that thing
as a denon house?" Tobrush asked him

Josef shook his head. "Forget it. W'll know when we go in, and there is no nore
reason to delay this and quite a bit of reason not to. |I'd nuch rather fight it
out with the Mzzies inside there than be caught sitting here when an Exchange
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fl eet shows up. Check equi pnent, everybody! Here we go!"

The buil ding or whatever it was didn't |ook any |ess weird up close. Like sone
monstrous quartz crystal or the great tooth of sone inconprehensibly huge
monster lying on its side, half buried in old rock, it lay nere, shifting now
and again wthout actually noving in a way none of themcould quite reconcile,
its jagged, hollowed-out end drawi ng themin.

The door was sonme sort of energy barrier that kept the el enments out but did not
i npede deliberate entry. It was deep inside the thing, and only the
still-operating lights of the dooned scientific expedition illum nated the
scene, even though the walls thensel ves seened to have a slight | um nescent

gl ow.

@uns drawn, flanking the entrance, Josef nodded to Kalia and Desreth, and they
went in, the darkness of the "door" quickly swallow ng them

It was a very long two mnutes until Josef, on Kalia's side, and Tobrush on
Desreth's, entered. Not a sound had been heard, not a single light seen inside.

He was surprised to find the interior fairly well if indirectly lit by a
stronger glow frominside the walls, if that's what they were. The entryway was
a smal|l chanber, sonewhat rounded, as was everything inside, nade of the sane
translucent nmaterial as the exterior. It seemed to himas if the thing had been
cast as a single solid, then hollowed out by sonme kind of trenendous heat so
that pillars oozed fromceiling to floor

and passages nelted into the bottom surface. The opaque, son of pinkish
of f-white of everything seened totally plastic, as if everything was the inside
of some nonstrous, unnatural soft-rock cavern

He went to Kalia and crouched | ow. "Anything?" he whispered.

"Sonme voi ces echoi ng ahead," she whi spered back. "They sound |ike they are
comng frompretty far in, but it is inpossible to say just where they are or
how far they cone from This is a very strange place."

He nodded. "What about readi ngs? Anythi ng enpat hic?"

"The field fromthis building is far stronger inside here. It overwhel ns any
strength I m ght have."

Tobrush, notioned over, had the sane report. "Too much interference. | have
never experienced this before.”

"Well, if we can't get a read on them then they can't get a reading on us,
either," Josef reasoned. He stopped suddenly, raising a hand for silence. From
sonewher e deep inside he could hear voices, now and agai n.

"We'll wait for Robakuk and then advance using the sane system only we won't
have any nore |ong delays,"” he told them

"The interference may nake them usel ess, but |'ve been tuned on their intercom
frequency," Tobrush told them' 'If we get close enough, | can tie in the
transl ator and perhaps find what they are saying."

"Let's just kill themand be done with it!" Kalia snapped

Josef shook his head, then turned briefly to see Robakuk enter and come toward
them then turned back. "No. No one is to fire unless we are discovered. Cot
that, everyone? No one. Not unless | give the order. W don't know what we're
heading into in there. If we can learn something fromtheir coments, all the
better."
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"They are being too unguarded, too casual," Kalia pointed out.

"You suspect a trap?"

"Don't you?"
" 'I'"'mnot so sure. If they were going to lay a trap for us, this would be the
place to do it. Plenty of cover and we all had to come through there."

"True," Robakuk agreed, "but they also know we're here

and bound to conme in after them If their rear guard is here, they are well
prepared. If not, then her absence woul d nake them even nore wary."

"You're all talking Iike any of this makes sense," the officer commented dryly.
"Well, let's ga find out. W aajpsms. fsx %ssa except mne. If | get a crack at
the hypno I want himout for good. Oherwise, if we can take sone alive, all the
better. On kill only if absolutely unavoi dable. W need to know what they

| earned back there. After that, you can do with them what you will. Understood?"

They all assented except Kalia, who finally agreed as well when she realized
that he was about to use his own powers on her once nore.

‘"Not a word on the comafter we start in,'" Tobrush warned. "If | tune to
them they'll be tuned to us as well, so set your corns now for receive only and
use physical signals. Understood?”

"Everybody make those adjustments now. And turn back to full capability on our
channel as soon as things start happening," he said. "Al right—Kalia,

Desret h—positions. One roomat a time. | have a feeling that this is very like a
cave, and we'll be noving from chanber to chanber."”

He was right about the cavern anal ogy, although it was a strangely artificial
one. He just couldn't shake the idea that he was inside a real dwelling, perhaps
a research station of sone sort, or even a crashed and hal f-buried ship of sone
unknown and probably ancient race nmuch Iike that derelict in orbit above them
Still, what kind of a lab or ship or even dwelling was it that had no furniture,
no instrunents, nothing but enpty roomafter enpty roonf

The only thing he'd ever seen, once in his youth, that had any correspondence
with this place—elaborate, built with nmuch planning and effort, yet with nothing
but enmpty chanbers—had been .

A noble famly's mausol eum

The nore he thought about that, the nore the place, in spite of its eerie
lighting, lack of corners or straight lines, and its sonewhat nelted | ook, took
on nore and nore the cast of an as yet unused, or at least unfilled, famly

t onb.

Kalia and Desreth noved through an oval corridor—yet another one—and suddenly
bot h stopped. Kalia turned and,

wi th hand gestures, indicated that the next chanber was not at an enpty, nor did
it contain just the dead.

Tobrush glided up close to them as silent as the Julki could be, tendrils

ext ended, and began making small adjustnents on its suit external contro
system suddenly voices cane to all at themin their own tongue. The translator
wasn't a hundred percent accurate and it nade everybody sound |ike Desreth, but
it certainly did work.

Mor ok' s head nmoved back and forth on its long, thin neck in Stargin agitation
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"How coul d anyone, anything do something |ike this?"

"The two denpns were there, encased," Manya said, pointing to the shattered
stalagmte-like extrusions that had to be what they had seen on the preview
cubes. "The scientists would proceed with extreme caution and the |uxury of
time. It mght have been weeks, even nonths, before they got to attenpting to
cut themout of there, or even decide whether or not to do so. \When they did,
they undid the work of the angels who created this place and |iberated the evil,
who repaid the favor by killing everyone and everything they saw "

"You no longer think this is a demon structure, then?" Mrok asked.

"Doubtful. Way would they encase and inprison thensel ves? No, these nmust have
been anong the nost terrible of all denobns, whose power and cruelty surpassed
all others. They could not be killed, for who can kill a denobn? The only
recourse was to create this place and encase themin this material from which
they would have to stand there for mllennia, trapped, held, out of harnis way,
on this renote world. Then the Exchange canme along and in its ignorance undid
the work of the Warriors of the Gods."

Gun Roh Chin | ooked around at the carnage. "Were are they, then?"

" "Huh? What? It is obvious. Denmons are not bound by the | aws of our plane! They
are on the supernatural plane, where they can nove unseen fromworld to world
instantly with the power of thought as it says in the ancient books. Probably
seei ng how things had changed in the eons since they were inprisoned here before
plotting ultimate evil. They have made their sacrifices here!"

@n Rob Chin examned a corpse. He wasn't sure what sort of creature it had
been, and that was disturbing. There wasn't enough left of it to even nake nore
than a slight guess, and bones were all over. Bones that |ooked, well, gnawed
upon.

"Maybe they woke up hungry," he suggested. "These people weren't sacrificed.
They were sl aughtered and eaten. There were no signs of anything being eaten or
gnawed in the bodies back at the canp. They were sinply ruthlessly mnurdered,
their ship also attacked and rendered inactive, so they couldn't go for help.
First they were like wild animals, unreasoning, savage, gorging. Then they began
to think, and plan, and act on that planning. They activated weapons, possibly
def ensi ve weapons aboard here, to get the ship, which might have threatened
them The ones outside, though, they just took on, w thout much concern. By that
time, they knew that the people here couldn't hurt them and were vul nerable.”

" Aboard? What do you mean, 'aboard,' Captain?" Mrok pressed him

"Aboard this ship, for that's what | think it is. Sone sort of transport

What ever it carried, it already disgorged, for all the chanbers we've seen are
enpty. Then, on the way back, sonething happened. It crashed here, well off its
flight plan, in the mddle of nowhere even to them The crew, probably just
those two, took the only neans of survival possible. They put " thenselves into
sonme sort of suspended aninmation in the hopes that one day soneone woul d

di scover and rescue them The ship still had power, just not enough for
transport It's maintained them protected them and kept them essentially above
ground and the forces of nature ever since they crashed—perhaps thousands, even
a mllion years. Until they were rescued, not by their own kind, but by these
hapl ess souls. The effect of the |long ani mati on—-who knows what it would do to
them or anyone el se? They energed savage, aninmals, mad, and starving. Later,
they regained their senses, if not their sanity. They needed to buy tine and saw
these others as aliens, invaders. They elimnated them"

"You sound |ike the Exchange!" Manya snapped in di sgust "They were inprisoned
here! Denbns! Real denons! |If they were as you say, where are they? They coul d
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no nore get off with this so-called ship of yours now than before. Castaways
from sone anci ent supercivilization such as you postul ate would not kil
everyone. They would try and | earn who these peopl e were and sonet hi ng about
them They would go through the records."

"She's got you there, Captain," Mrok agreed.

"Not necessarily. Look at this place! It's a conpletely different sort of

technol ogy, a conpletely different approach than we have known from any race.
The fact that they recognized the research ship for what it was and could find
and destroy it shows that they knew as nmuch as they needed to know. W have no
evi dence that everyone was killed off the bat, or even that everyone here was
killed, since we don't know how nmany people were here. If they al so had Tal ents,
per haps tel epathy, they wouldn't need anything else. Wth this | evel of

technol ogy, it's even possible that the ship itself had been nonitoring and told
themall they needed to know. "

"I't begs the major question," Manya retorted. "Were did they go if not into the
ot her pl ane?"

Suddenly Krisha's voice came over the suit intercom "Forty-one B," it said
simply.

They i mredi ately gave the nental instruction to their suit controllers to switch
frequenci es.

"Conpany, " Krisha reported. "The Mycohl five, just outside the entryway. Sl ow
and easy, nove towards cover in the rear."

Inside the corridor, Josef and the others heard the nuneric code, then sil ence.

"They made us," he said quietly. "Attack at will."

Desreth noved forward first, and was i medi ately net by concentrated fire, al
at maxi mum Seei ng no i nmedi ate cover, the Corithian pulled back al nbost as fast
as it entered.

"They have at |east two sentinels with weapons trained at maxi mum on the
corridor," it reported. "I fear damage before | can get to effective cover. They
have pl aced their people well."

"Let ne try it!" Kalia said eagerly. "I do not need the ampunt of cover Desreth
does. "'

"You woul d not get in before they killed you," the Corithian told her. "It took
them |l ess than three seconds to concentrate both weapons fully on ne and match
my novenents, and, by now, the others are in position as well."

Josef scratched his chin and thought about the situation

"W wait—a little while. This was the only way in, and it's the only way out
through this maze. If it wasn't for the scientists' power cable we wouldn't have
found our own way here. Since we chased themin, it's unlikely they did anything
el se thensel ves, so they're stuck. Tobrush, find their current frequency.

They' Il change often, but if we can get sonmething, we'll take what we can get.
.Desreth, probe themat five-mnute intervals. | don't want themto get
confortable, and, sooner or later, they' |l realize that they will have to cone

to us. Let themwalk into us. W have the exit at our backs, not them"

That thought hadn't escaped the M zl apl ani ans, who had retreated to the chamnber
exit in back of the grand chanmber, except for Krisha and Savin, who had good
cover behind instrunents and debris at the far corners, allow ng concentrated
fire on anyone entering fromthe front.
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"W can't stay here," Gun Roh Chin pointed out, glad nonetheless to be away from
the chanber of horrors inside. "It's a conplete standoff, only we hold the wong
door at our backs."

"Any suggestions?" Mrok asked, his own thoughts echoing the captain's.

"There appears to be considerably nore of this structure further on. Probably
all enpty chanbers, of course, but you can never tell. | suspect that if there
was anything of real interest back there, though, the Exchange team woul d have
found it."

"That does not inprove matters,"” Myrok responded gl umy.

"It might, if it's the sane sort of |abyrinth we saw coming in. W did what they
di d—e foll owed the cable. There were other corridors, though, and ot her
branches. It's quite possible that sonme bypass this central chanber."”

"You nmean we could flank them | think the termis? Yes, perhaps. But that
assunes that sonme of them do go around, and that we can figure out the route
wi t hout any gui des. "

Chin | ooked back out at the chanber. "How wi de can this thing be, anyway? Long,
yes—+'d say we were in the buried section already, although | don't feel the
angl e. But width? That chanber—t's easily three-quarters of the width of the
structure, if I'many judge."

"The captain is correct on that point," Manya hissed. "The gods will correctly
gui de the resolute. Besides, if we hesitate too long, then they will also think
of it."

The captain | ooked at the team | eader. "You want ne to try and reconnoiter the
si de passages?"

"No," Mdrok responded, thinking. "If we get lost in here, we get |ost together.
Under the circunstances, there is nore weakness in separation than any ot her
course. If we are correct and they have sent sonmeone the other way, we will have
an advantage. If we get all the way around, then the circunstances here will be
reversed. It is time to | eave this remant of the Darkness and nake a run for
home. Ot hers can use what we have to consider future courses of action. W can
do no nore." He peered anxiously out into the chamber, and one of the Mycohl
threw a reckl ess shot in his direction. It mssed, but the point was well taken.
"W have to find a way to get Savin and Krisha back with us."

"I will go," Manya told him

"The Corithian can see you clearly," Chin renmi nded her

"Then there are four blind ones and one with sight. If you go, all five can see.
Wth your perm ssion, Holiness?"

"Go, Manya," Morok told her, and she barely hesitated.

Manya was not conpletely w thout cover, and the distance fromentrance to exit
was wi de. She noved behind a |arge pillar that reached fromceiling down to the
floor and turned toward Krisha. "In! In!" she shouted, then turned and shouted
the sane aloud to Savin, her deep, raspy voice creating eerie echoes through the
chamber. "I wll cover you!"

Krisha broke first, and even as shots started comi ng her way Manya opened up*on
the entrance, firing shots in rapid succession. She had little hope of hitting

anything, but it nmight well keep any of themfromgetting a good enough | ook to
score a hit
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"They're retreating!" Josef snapped. "Sonething' s up! Robakuk! Maybe it's tinme
you gave them sone nightmares to think about. The rest—n behind the cover!"

The bl ack Thion noved cautiously to where its huge eyes could take in the
chanber. Manya's shots were wild; only a | ucky shot would cause himany rea
damage.

Suddenly, on the floor of the great chanber littered with bodies, sonme of those
bodies twitched, stirred, and began rising off the floor, sonme |leaving entrails
and linbs stuck to the floor as they rose!

Manya stood suddenly, transfixed by the horror advanci ng on her, and she
screanmed. Krisha* al nost inside and safe, froze when she, too, saw the gruesone
advance, and Savin was al so taken aback

"Stop it and get in here!'' @n Roh Chin shouted.' 'They've got a levitator
with them That fifth one we couldn't figure out—a levitator! That's all it is!"

It wasn't his comrents but the sudden near misses coning all around themthat
spurred theminto action. They got back in fast, before the oncom ng Mycohl team
could get into positions giving themfull coverage of the exit opening.

"Come on!" Mdrok shouted. "Everyone nove back—toget her! They can keep
t hensel ves under cover and be on us! Best we get back where it doesn't have
anything to use!"”

Krisha shivered. "If ever | doubt the purity of evil inside each Mycohl, no
matter how nmuch |ike us they appear, | will renenber this noment!"

They noved back into the recesses of the demon structure until they cane to
anot her chanber w th branches.

"Left!" Gun Roh Chin told them

"But what if it is not the way back?" Mrok asked him uncertain as to the logic
of another race on this sort of thing.

"It's as good a choice as any. Al are equally likely to be right, or wong,"
the captain replied. "W know they will be conming right through here! W can't
stand here—tet's nove!"

They turned sharply left and took the first rounded corridor that seened to
angl e back toward the entrance, then stopped, and all ained their weapons at the
entrance once nore, just in case the pursuers cane the wong way. For a very
long tine there was no sound at all except their own slight nmovenents and

br eat hi ng.

Finally, Mrok bent |ow and whispered to the captain, "Wy left? Wiy were you so
certai n?"

@un Roh Chin shrugged. "I wasn't. But we know that their |eader is a Terran, and
that neans that the odds are about nine to one that he's right-handed.
Ri ght - handed Terrans tend to turn right when nmaking a choice."

The Stargin was taken aback. "I—dh, you are a nbst unusual man, Captain."”

Chin shrugged. "M ght | suggest, Holiness, that we mght as well not wait here
any longer? Let's see if we can get around them and either anbush them or get
out of this foul place. If they want to waste tine exploring for us back here,
wel | and good. Let's be sonewhere el se.”

"Very well. Mnya, take the point ahead. Krisha, back her up. Savin, you guard
the rear but do not hang back too far. Keep us always in sight."
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The fierce-1ooki ng Mesok nodded.

Mor ok' s eyes | ooked down on Gun Roh Chin's inpassive features. "After you,
Captain."

The captain opened his utility pouch, renoved a cigar, bit off the end, and
stuck it, unlit, in his mouth. Then he foll owed the wonen.

O all the ones who converged on the tiny, isolated world of death, the
Expl oi ter Team of the Exchange was the only one legally entitled to be there.

They were an odd crew, even for the vast Enpire called sinply the Exchange,
rul ed by a hidden race no one had ever seen, which bought, sold, and exploited
wor | ds, peopl e, and assets w th abandon

Fresh of f a much-needed and profitable m ssion that m ght have enriched them
all, they had answered a distress call intercepted by sheer chance, and had cone
not nerely to help but, possibly, to sal vage.

The star-shaped Durqui st al nost draped hinself over his instrunents, then said,
"There is nothing alive on that ship. Nothing at all."

The Durqui st—+the term described the race, not the individual, but all of them
used only it, to everyone el se's confusi on—was shaped like a five-pointed star
around a central orifice that |ooked very much like a huge set of jet-black
human 1ips, behind which, nostly invisible to the onl ooker, were row after row
of sharp-pointed teeth. Brain, stomach, all the internal organs were clustered
somehow i nside that hard center. Fromit emerged the arms—fl uid, sucker-clad,
able to stretch and twi st and bend in alnost infinite ways, yet with incredibly
power ful muscles. The Durquist's eyes were a stal ked pair on either side of the
mourn; this allowed the creature to assunme al nost any posture, from wal king
upright on any two arms of its choice and | ooking weirdly humanoid from a

di stance, or wal king on any conbi nati on of four.

"Scan the col ony,"
al i ve anywhere here.
have happened here?"

Modra Stryke instructed him "I want to know if anything's
" She paused and shook her head. "What in God's nane could

Stryke was Terran in origin, a dark beauty in perfect physical shape, with
flaming red hair and a hard-bitten deneanor that nasked her highly enotiona
real self. A strong enpath, she was narried to the team bankroll, and,
therefore, the boss, on her last field nmission before returning and settling
down to a less risky and nore confort-lined life with her husband, whose firm
bought and sold futures in worlds as others sold stock

<@ ves you the creeps, doesn't it?> Gysta commented to Jimy MCray.

"It's the dunes world all over again," the telepath swore under his breath, not
really replying to the parasitic creature on his back. "This snells really bad."

McCray was a sandy-haired, craggy-faced Irishman who was no less Irish by being
born thousands of light-years froma |land he'd never seen save in | egends. He
believed in | egends, and in curses, for he bore one that, for being so small,

was an enornously heavy weight on his nmind and soul. This was Gysta, a tiny,
furry parasite called a Morgh that was firmy enbedded in his back nost of the
time and which required himin order to see and hear the outside world, as well
as for nourishnent Through tendrils into bis nervous system she could cause him
pl easure or pain, and spoke to himand himal one through direct neural link

"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."
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Tris Lankur rushed to the command screens.
enl ar genent "

"Put them up, Durquist Ful

The ship's captain, Lankur was outwardly a Terran male; |arge, muscular, with
light brown skin and curly black hair. He was al so a wal ki ng dead man; a man
who' d | oved Modra and who had not been able to accept her marriage to another.
He had bl own sone of his brains out, and the medical w zards of the Exchange had
given himanother, artificial brain that governed himto a great degree. He was
a cynol, aliving creature with a synthetic brain that could nock Terran
behavi or and personality, but which was far nore alien to all of themthan Mdra
was alien to the Durquist.

McCray, Lankur, and Stryke all suddenly gathered around the screen

"What the hell?" Tris Lankur exclained, frowning. "The brown rectangul ar one
there is fromthe orbital vessel. It's simlar to ours. That dull gray oval one,
t hough—that's Mzl apl an! And the bl ack one that's kind of beetle-shaped—that's
Mycohl i an!"

"They had a bl oody interstellar convention down there," MCray comrented.

"I read no higher formanonalies below, either," the Durquist reported.' "And if
those are foreign shuttles, where are their base ships? And what the hell are
they doing here in the first place?"

"That's easy enough," Lankur replied. "They're here, soneplace. Either autonated
or with a standby skeleton crew, watching us fromout there sonmeplace. O
chasi ng each other. | can't see those two groups in particular having any sort
of friendly arrangement."

"You think the winner's getting ready to junp us?" MCray asked. "I mean, what
if them bastard heat hen Mycohl junped the research ship and canped down there
‘cause they were onto sonmething real inportant and stuck all out here in the

m ddl e of nowhere? The Holy Joes get wind of it and figure on an anbush—er vice
versa. You said yourself they're all pretty close by here, all crunched

t oget her."

"Yes, but this is our territory, damm them " Mdra Stryke responded, feeling
oddly angry about the sight. "And if they're here to get sonething, 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 legitimte distress signal, found everybody al ready
dead-whet her they did or not—and the col ony abandoned. Then they'l|l stake their
own claimon it and there'll be hell to pay," MCray theorized. "I'mno patriot,
and |1'mnot keen for a fight, but how nany of our people would be represented on
a thing like this? Forty, fifty in the ship, maybe half as many down? It sticks
inm craw that if we just sit they nmight just get away with it"

<Another way to try and commt suicide, Jimy?>

Modra | ooked around at them "MCray's right. This is our space, our territory.
And if anybody's going to put in a claimon a planet so inportant it would tenpt
in both of our enemes just to get it fromus, it's going to be us."

"As an officer of the Exchange |'ve got to investigate," Tris Lankur rem nded
them "As a nmenber of this team ny presence is as good as all of us for our own
clains. | 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. "Oh, no, Tris. No offense
i ntended, but, God help nme, you're a dead man. You look like Tris and talk |ike
Tris and nostly act like Tris but we have no idea what you have in your head or
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whose nmarching orders you follow in a pinch. The Exchange thought this was so
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 Team s side
in this. Uh-uh. W go down as a team Sane as al ways."

"I hate to keep bringing up nasty and inconvenient things," the Durquist put in,
"but all evidence seens to indicate that whatever hit that ship did so fromthe
pl anet's surface, not fromspace. And no matter if the M zlaplan and Mycohl both
have shi ps down there—¥ amregistering no known life fornms 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. |I'd nuch
rather cone in fromthe other side if there's any sort of clearing, even if it
means a little walk. Tran will drop the |I.P. inside the canp but will then
withdraw. |'d like to keep this ship in orbit for a lot of reasons, and |'m not
really nervous about attack from eneny vessel s—even if one of themdid do all

ms, hitting us as well in our ow territory would nake it inpossible to
explain. | amconcerned that nothing fromdown there does to this ship what it
did to the research vessel. W'll drop a relay beacon here so we can be in
touch, then Tran 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 |ast
bad news?"

"I amtrying to figure out what that structure or outcrop or whatever it is down
there is," the Durquist responded. "It has rather—bizarre—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 alnost dark by the tine we get into that canp, and | don't
want any nasty surprises just in case that thing' s masking our instrunents or
has a Mycohl nmilitary teaminside it just waiting for us."

Back in the ready area, Jinmmy MCray was surprised to see Mdlly come in and
start rummmagi ng around. "Wat are you doing here? You can't come with us on
this."

"\Where you go, | go," she told him "Besides, Mdlly did what Bigbrains couldn't.
Mol Iy got funny suit. Mdlly go with Jimy."

This was the last of the team as it were, although only nomnally. O all the
creatures that nmade up the Three Enpires, MIlly was al nbost, but not quite,

uni que, for her race was artificial, and she'd been born in sone renote

| aboratory, a genetically engineered inpossibility designed specifically, in her
case, to allow lonely sailors of Terran and Terranoid races to have safe and
superior sex. Her skin was a pale pastel blue; her lips, even her hair, a darker
bl ue. Fromjust above the hips up, she was in every way an exotic, sexual Terran
wormman with all of the physical attributes exaggerated, save for the two tiny
horns protruding fromher hair just above the scalp line. At the hips, short,
thick curly blue hair extended down to a pair of thick but equine-like |egs
termnating in broad hooves, and she had a long, silky equine tail energing from
the small of her back and goi ng down to her knee.

A broadcast enpath designed to inspire passion in the paying custoners, she had
a mnd that worked so strangely even telepaths like McCray couldn't really
foll ow her thoughts, but they were very basic thoughts on the whole, alnopst |ike
a small child s. No one was certain what mental linmts were put on syns |like
her, but, to ensure that no syn woul d ever devel op anbitions, the designers had
omtted thunbs.
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Jimy MCray had rescued her in a nonment of pity and found hinsel f her keeper
and ward as a result. Unable to reconcile slavery with his-Irish soul, and

m ndful of his own condition, he'd married her to give her |legal status, but it
was

wi t hout passion and certainly w thout consummati on. Grysta would have no ot hers
ahead of her.

And so Mdlly was here, because she had no place else to be.

The fact was, she did have an environment suit, although she couldn't manage to
do much with it other than exist on the automatic systenms. She had to; you
couldn't go into space on anything |l 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 he agreed with his unwanted mate. "No, Mdlly! It's too dangerous! This
isn't like being off the Hot Plant."

Mol ly stared at him "Jimy say Mlly free girl?"

"Yes, but—=

"Didn't Jimmy say back there that MIlly part of tean®"

"All right, dam it, but | didn't—=

"Then Mol ly go," she responded with total finality in her voice.

"Molly," Modra put in sweetly, trying to be kind. "There might be a | ot of bad
peopl e down there. Shooting and killing. - W' re afraid you m ght do sonet hing
because of that that might get sone of us killed."

"Molly had lots'a bad nen in life. Mdly not as dunb as fol ks think!"
Modra | ooked around. "Tris? Durquist?"

"I don't like it, but we can lose what little Iight we have arguing with her,"
Tri s Lankur pointed out "Either sonebody's got to club her into unconsciousness
or she's going to go"

"l agree," the Durquist sighed. "Mdlly, if you come, you nust be a full nenber
of the team You nust be very quiet and do exactly as we say, no matter whether
you agree with it or not. You must 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 time sonetinme, right?"
Modra Stryke sighed. "Gve it up, Jimry, and help her into her suit"

Mol Iy had been very good and very cautious, and she was strong as an ox, which
al | oned Lankur and the Durqui st to bring sone extra equi pment 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 nrost absurdly sinple, and they arrived at the canp just at sunset, then fanned
out to find out as nuch as they coul d.

"Stay away fromentering or even touching the foreign shuttles," Lankur warned
them "W want to know i f anybody's aboard, dead or alive, but nothing nore.
They' re al nost certainly booby-trapped."”
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The grisly scene of carnage that had shocked and baffled the M zl apl ani ans had
no less effect on them Mre, in some ways, because all of themwere their
peopl e, Exchange citi zens.

"There's been a fight here, too," Mdra noted. "See sonme of the searing on the
exterior walls there? Wichever of themwas here first fought at | east a brief
battle with whoever canme second."

"No signs of foreign dead, though," the Durquist noted, a bit shaken to di scover

that sonme of the original victinms of the carnage had been Durquists as well. He
felt as if he were looking at his own 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 adm nistration hut that had
clearly been filled with the accumul ated scientific recordi ngs made there.
"Maybe nobody shot these fol ks, but sonebody shot the data," he noted. "l bet
there isn't a single intelligible or sal vageable data cartridge there. Sonebody
wanted to make sure that we had as little to go on as possible.”

"Or, nore likely, whoever was here first didn't want the newconers to know what
they were in for," the Durquist said frombehind him "And they did a very nice
job of that, too."

"I wouldn't worry so rmuch about them" Modra replied. "There are surely tons of
materials on the ship in safely insulated interior regions, or naybe already
sent back to the Exchange. That vandalismis just senseless."

Jimy MCray, still in the research prefab, turned and surveyed the lab, with
its twi sted, wecked bodies and dried blood of a hal f-dozen races all over
everything. "And this nakes sense?"

Mol Iy had been nore shaken by the gruesone sights than she wanted to let on,
still fearing they'd send her back up. She wandered over to where a huge hole
had been nmade in the side of the building and | ooked out.

"Whoever do this thing don't |ike doors," she noted.

McCray went over to her and | ooked at the huge inward burst and through the
hole. "No, my dear, you're absolutely right. Watever nonstrosity came through
came right through here—everything's bent inwards. And if they 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, something she rarely did. "Jinmmy, you think that be
sonmebody' s house? They mamybe not |ike be broken into."

He stared at her in surprise. "You might just have sonmething 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."

"Somebody al ready got lights on," she said, pointing.

In the near darkness, the huge alien structure was definitely gl ow ng, although
slightly.

"There's no two ways around it," Tris Lankur told them shining his light on
various signs of a fight |leading fromthe canp up toward the thing enbedded 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 that it contains both whatever did all this and two very mean and
fully armed foreign crews."
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<| vote to stay here!>
"Shush, Grysta. You don't get a vote in this."
"Alas," the Durquist sighed, "I fear he's right"

Modra | ooked around in the near total darkness. "I think I'd rather 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 in. Funny. |'mfeeling remarkably w de awake for sonebody who's
wal king right into death."

<Shit!> Grysta swore.

"You can al ways hop off now, " Jimmy MCray suggested hopefully.

"Team to W downaker, teamto Wdowreker," Tris called. "Do you read me, Tran?"

"Coming in fine," Trannon Kose responded. "I wish | were down there with you."

"I wish / was up there and you were down here," the Durqui st comented sourly.

Qui ckly but thoroughly, Lankur made his report on their findings, which would
suppl enent and detail the recordings of their intercom communications
automatically registered on the ship.

"People go in there and they don't conme out, or so it seens," Lankur concl uded.
"As a result, | recomrend that nobody, repeat, nobody, follow us in. At |east
not until experts have recovered the data on those cartridges and know exactly
what they are facing. Instead, | recomrend active quarantine of the planet unti
they are a lot nore confident and | also recommend a mlitary sweep of this
system |If the foreign ships are hiding out in there, they could probably |earn
alot fromthem"

"Affirmative, Tris. You sound |like you don't think you're coming out, either."

"I don't know. None of us do. But—ome in briefly and bl ow up the foreign and
base canp shuttles as soon as we go in. Understand? Bl ow t hem up. Mke them
unable to fly. If anybody except us cones out of there, |I don't want them
getting off this hellhole. But you bl ow them and then back right off. You
under stand? Come in, blow, and wthdraw. Then you wait, either for us or for
rei nforcenents. "

"Understood. Take care, all of you. | should very nuch hate having to break in
anot her team"

"You can bl oody well afford the best, Trannon Kose," Jinmy shot back. "If we
don't cone out of there, you get the whole bl oody paynent!"

Kose was silent for a noment, then responded, "I hadn't thought of that, MCray.
Now | know I'll see you again. The way you've been, you'd cone back fromthe
grave to claimthat noney before you'd let ne have it all."

"A'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. "Al 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," MIlIly conmented as they neared it.
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Modra nodded. "I feel it, too. Something on the enpathic band, but not I|ike
anything |I've ever felt before. It's alnost as if that was sone kind of new life
formrather than a structure. Sonething sonehow alive, yet so different, so
alien, it's Iike nothing we know. "

<I knew it! It's sone kind of gigantic stone beast and we're wal king right into
its stomach!> Grysta cried to Jimy MCray.

Jimy tried to ignore that conment as he did nost others, but damed if it
didn't echo his own dark thoughts. He could sense secondhand what they were
feeling by scanning their thoughts, but scanning the object produced not hing
except the creeps. "Nothing on nmy wavel engths," he told them

"The glow is very |lowlevel energy," the Durquist reported. "Essentially a
trickle charge through the thing alnmost too low to nmeasure at all. The stuff,
whatever it is, nust be built to glow It mght even be sinply radiating back
absorbed sunlight."

Standing at the end of the thing, they could see where soneone, presumably 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 should di sprove at

| east that much," Lankur noted. "Fromthe | ooks of this and the data nodul es and
equi prent, |'d say our people have been going in and out of here for a |ong
time."

"Strange how it seens to change, sonehow, every time you look at it," Modra
comrented. "And yet, you can't ever catch it in the act."

"Weapons on full lethal except Mlly," Lankur stated flatly. "Don't give
anyt hing or anybody a chance to pick you off first Check equi pnment, then
report."

Mol ly didn't even draw her pistol. She doubted if she could harm anything, even
sonething trying to kill her. The fear of death, or the unknown, didn't enter
into her mind. To the syn, it was always "now. "

"Ckay, everyone. Let's go in," Tris Lankur said in a flat, yet determ ned voi ce.

The eerie, opaque, creamny-colored walls seened al nost to be dissol ving about
them although intellectually they all knew that it was really just sone sort of
design feature of some mnd alien to each and every one of them

"Keep your suit lights on," Lankur warned them "W get to depending on this
pl ace and suddenly sonmet hing cuts the power. On your guard."

"W may be nuts but we aren't dunb,” Jimy MCray nuttered in reply.

"I'"mgoing through that entrance there," the cynol said, pointing.
"Durqui st—+eft. McCray, right. 1'Il go through the nmddle, you two follow on ny
signal or if | open fire."

He crouched down and | et the other two get into position, then checked and
doubl e-checked his rifle, took a deep breath, and charged into the nearly
heart - shaped openi ng.

For a monent there was silence, then Tris Lankur's voice canme, "It's all right.
Cone on in. There's nothing alive here . . . now. Mddra, cone on up with us if
your stomach will take it. It's worse than the base canp. Mdlly, you were

bot hered by that scene. Fmnot real sure you should even see this."
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That brought themall in a hurry, Mlly, somewhat indignant at the patronizing,
charging right through. She, and the others, stopped dead just behind Tris
Lankur as they entered the chanber, though, transfixed, as he seened to be, by
t he scene.

Everywhere there was bl ood. Red bl ood, green bl ood, blue blood, all the colors
of the rainbow, sneared all over in such a pattern that it seenmed as if sone nad
arti st had been | oosed i nside.

The chanber was huge, far larger than could be accounted for by the apparent
size of the "house" or whatever it was, with the slightly rounded fl oor
characteristic of the rest of the place, and in the center were the remins of
what had once obviously been two pillars rising fromfloor to ceiling, although
it appeared to need no support—which was good, since rmuch of the pillars was now
gone, shattered, nmxed in with the bl ood.

It was Lankur who noved first, wal king over to the closest 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 fromjust looking to tell the
racial origin of any of the renmins.

Lankur approached the bl oody, tw sted lunmp cautiously, alnost as if he expected
it to come alive in some hideous formand | eap upon him even though cynmols were
supposed to be imune to fear and inmagination's tricks and that thing was

t hrough ever | eapi ng anywhere.

"It's been gnawed," he said hoarsely. "Wio—whatever did this, it
indiscrimnately tore up and gnawed on every one of them It was a bl ood feast,
wi t hout any sense of reason at all. The ones back at the canp were just

sadi stically nmurdered—not these. What in hell did they set |oose in here?"

The Durqui st noved next, over to Lankur's right and near the pillar. "It was our
doi ng, whatever it was," he noted. "This is—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 whose fl esh had proven
toxic to any living thing that consumed even a small part of it.

Modra Stryke wal ked carefully across the renmai ns of carnage and up to the base
of the shattered pillar nearest the Durqui st She was shaken, certainly, by the
sight, but she was also a pro. She could be sick |ater

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
hei ght." She stooped down and picked up two shards, not randomy chosen but
sel ected for their obvious difference.

"Look at this," she said, holding one shard in each hand. "The one here is
better than ten centimeters thick. This one, though, is very thin, very
fragile—a fewnillineters, 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 sonme sort of capsule, 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, |ooking nervously around.
"And where is it now?"

"Not here," Durquist responded. "Not now. Whatever it was was big. Look at the

teeth marks here. And those really nasty marks there—what coul d make thenf
Fangs?"
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"Their weapons seemto be still here,” Tris Lankur noted. "I found a few Snal
stuff but it should still have been adequate to have stopped just about anything
I know. "

"If they had a chance to use 'em" Jimy 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 discharged. It's a near certainty that
what ever it was wasn't invisible, or faster than lightning, and there were a
fair nunber of people here. Whatever it was got hit all right Got hit—and kept
on coming. And it was fast. There wasn't even the obvious el ement of surprise
inmplicit in the base canp attack. |—-dh-oh."

"What's the matter?" Mddra asked, tensing.

Lankur kneel ed down before another nmass of mangled flesh, then reached out and
began peeling parts of it away. Mddra, even McCray, found thensel ves averting
their eyes. "What the hell you doin', cynol?" Jinmy asked.

"You said it right," Lankur responded. "I amand this is all that's left of
anot her. Jesus! The skull's been crushed!" There was a sickeni ng poppi ng sound.
"Ah! Got it!"

"VWhat the hell are you doing, Tris?" Mdra alnost screaned. It was |ike a dead
man | oose in a sl aughterhouse.

"Sorry to be so ghoulish," he responded, "but | got what | was | ooking for
Maybe danaged, maybe not Hard to tell until | connect up."

They all turned in spite of themselves and saw that he was now standi ng, hol ding

sonet hing that resenbled a crudely shaped |unp of sonme dull, |ead-colored
material to which small 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 something like this just the sane. QOdd—never
actually saw one before.”

"That +mt's the cynol part?" Mdra asked weakly, wondering if in fact she coul d"
wait until later.

He nodded. "It's inert—aow. No thought, no life left init.

But if its recording function is intact, | mght well be able to | earn 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—dh, sorry. Let's nove back into one of the
earlier chambers.”

They got no argument, even fromthe Durquist, and when they entered the
ant echanber they found Ml ly already there, |ooking |like she'd just puked.

Lankur unl atched the small case he wore on his belt, did sonething, and the case
opened to reveal a dull netallic checkerboard surface. He renoved a cable, stuck
one end on the box, where it seened to stick |like glue, then reached up and
renoved a snmall section of hair and possibly skull. Mdra watched in horrified
fascination, unsure whether this sight was worse or not as bad as the one in the
ot her room

"This won't take long. Not at the speed | can operate in that direct node," he
told them sticking the other end of the cable into the space in his skull.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...Marathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (34 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

Sonmehow they all expected himto assume sone trance-like state, but he seened
much the sane, eyes darting to each of them face nearly expressionless. After a

m nute, perhaps |less, he sighed and said, "It is badly danaged. | can't believe
the kind of strength this would take. | don't have it all, but | think I have
enough. | can tell you just what was inside there, and a little of what happened

right at the end.”

"The demon nessage was correct, no matter how mad the fellow was," Tris Lankur
told them "About three nonths ago, a scout discovered this world and this

pl ace, the only artificial structure on it. The scout didn't enter but did send
in a probe, and got back pictures of that central chamber in its original state.
You were right, Mddra—two bodies, one in each pillar, sort of |ike giant

stal agm te sarcophagi, each containing the body of a denon."

"Denmon? What do you nean, 'deron'?" Jinmy McCray asked him

"Just what | said. It was always theorized that we'd find at | east the renmins
of them sooner or later. Hundreds of worlds, hundreds of races, and two out of
three of them have denobns. Even sone water-breathing and silicon-based races
have denons. Changed, altered, filtered through countless generations of |egend,
superstition, and racial viewpoints, but denpbns all the sane. Tall, bipeda
creatures—di e one | ooked to be two and a half neters easy, the other naybe
two—wi th horns, blazing, fiery eyes, ugly expressions, fangs, cloven hooves,

poi nted tail s—the whol e business. Ugly as sin and tw ce as fearsone-Iooking. My
ol d Islamc grandfather would have recogni zed themin an instant, as would your
Catholic priest, MCray, or your high priestess, Mddra. Even you woul d have
known theminstantly, Durquist, although they | ook considerably nore hunmanoid
than your people's version."

"Denons, " the Durquist mused. "Xotha, in my nmother tongue, which is, by the way,
the exact same word as ours for 'evil' but for the inflection that makes it
refer to a living thing rather than a concept. The universal personification of
evil —except to the Mycohl, who have themin place of dem gods or angels or

what ever . "

Tris Lankur nodded. "It was |ong theorized that such nenories couldn't have

ari sen i ndependently, even on early worlds |ike Mdther Earth where cultures and
religions were so different, let alone on worlds that had no creature in any way
resenbling themon their planets. An early, brutal, interstellar race that nade
such an inpression that ancient cultures preserved their nenory in | egend and

myth. "

"Some inpression," Jimy MCray nuttered. "The personification of evil."

Lankur shrugged. "Well, you saw the other room" he noted. "I'd say that they
more than lived up to their reputation.”

"They did thatl" Mdra asked, incredulously. "Just two of themdid all that!"

Lankur nodded. "Just two. And two who'd been probably in sonme kind of suspended
ani mation for thousands upon thousands of years."

"The two—a set?" the Durquist asked him

He nodded. "Yes, a nale and a fenmle. Conventionally bisexual, racially,
al though his organ | ooked big and half bone. Their fenales had to be really
tough, | suspect, or have no pain nerves in the vaginal area. Probably both."

"The story now appears obvious," the Durquist said. "As far as it goes, anyway.
Such a di scovery had the Exchange rush their best scientific team here, along
with a mlitary guard ship

to keep everybody el se out, both entrepreneur and Mycohlian. Then they tested,
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poked, probed, and eventually would cone to extracting the pair fromtheir
tonmbs. Wien they broke the seals, the two awoke and—well, fulfilled
expectations. But how did 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 frame by frame and it's
still not really clear. Too much disorientation and shock, too rmuch damage. But

it appears they only cut through the base of the femal e-that was the one on the
| eft—and suddenly this whole place lit up. | get a picture of the light being
much brighter all of a sudden, and a kind of pulsing, alnost like this building
was sone kind of living organism It's |like—aell, naybe exami ning a bacterium
under high magnification. Fluids noved, tiny things pul sed and fl exed—'d say
this place is alive, sonmehow "

Jimy MCray | ooked nervously around. "Jonah all over. And we wal ked right into
the fucking whale's stomach!"

"Artificial life," the cymol responded. "No offense, MIlly, but you' re an
exanple of the earlier stages that this represents. They grew and desi ghed
artificial life as their housing, as their machines, everything. It probably

t hi nks, even anticipates. Don't worry—+ think I know what happened. | think they
cut alittle too high. | think they were going to cut just a little of the

fermal e'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 externa

casi ngs, which kept her frombeing sliced, and at the sane tine 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 nore and
more 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 get jagged, and the robot saw
stopped a nonent and said, ' 'Warning! | cannot guarantee that | can get through

wi thout raising the angle. This has the potential of cutting into specinen.’

Pr of essor Makokah, a Brudak, flaired its unbra in frustration. "Wat do you
t hi nk?"

The Durquist, a fermale of high rank, snorted. "Too bad, but we have to get them
out of there. She won't feel a thing. My instrunments show she's been dead a
"mere three quarters of a mllion standard years, nore or |ess.'

"Any chance of better luck with the mal e?" asked Juria, a matronly-Iooking human
cymol who was the theoretical official in charge.

"Negative," the robot responded. "The problemis the thickness of the base and

the nature of the material. | amthe finest precision cutting tool we have.
Sonet hi ng catches and twi sts the beam but does not weaken it, and their interior
chanbers give alnost no latitude at all, being, as you noted, formfitted. The

tolerances built into me should be adequate, but they are not. My own abilities
do not foresee a way to prevent |oss of at |east nobst 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 nminor conpared to the value of an actual autopsy.”
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The drill turned itself back on, and in that nmonent the walls, floor, and
ceiling of the chanber suddenly burst into illumnation, but they no | onger had
the hard, quartz-like appearance and texture. Rather it seened alnost as if
there was a trenmendous network of transparent veins and arteries, cells and

ot her objects, suddenly alive, suddenly noving, |ike sone great beast.
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,
| eathery wings. They did not step out as if suddenly revived, nor were they
groggy, fearful, or even, apparently curious.

The only two words Tris Lankur could conme up with were inperious, and, sonehow,
arrogant .

The guards' weapons cane up, and even as Juria shouted, "No! Don't shoot them'
the pair made incredible | eaps on the nearest living things and began to use
razor-sharp claws and fangs and great strength to tear head from body and linb
fromlinb. The soldiers hesitated for fear of killing others, but when they saw
the ferocity of the denons, they opened up, pouring every bit of their charges
dead into the two attacki ng nonsters.

The denons appeared to find the shots, sufficient to vaporize part of the inert
drill, mldly irritating, and i nmedi ately went after the soldiers, falling upon
them and maki ng of them very quick work.

Several of the team nenbers, including the cynol, started to nmake for the exit,
but, to their horror, the w de, ovoid opening through which they had cone
suddenly shut, as if it were nore valve than door, trapping theminside!

It did not take the denons long to finish themoff at that point, going next for
the cynol, whose menory and sensors becane disoriented, then failed, but not, as
first suspected, of inmmedi ate damage.

As the first denon, the nmale, touched her, there was a sudden shock, a sudden
openi ng of receptors, and sonme kind of contact, sonehow, was nade between the
cynmol conputer in her head and whatever that thing was. There was a sudden,
trenmendous surge in her head, |like contact with the Quardi ans thensel ves but
with a difference; with a strange, terrible alienness about it, and crude,
terribly crude, without regard for what it mght 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 nake any sense of them
even as her cynol half tried to do so.

Then, suddenly, that 'cynol brain assenbl ed sonethi ng—a thought, a concept, a

di storted and neani ngl ess msinterpretati on based on overl oad—who could tell. It
sai d:
"The Quintara—they still run!”

Then all was bl ackness.

"I wish | could show themto you," Tris Lankur told them "Alive, aninmated, 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, sonething inside them that radiates out fromthemwth every | ook, every

gesture, every nmove. Alnpbst the way . . . well, that an entonol ogi st m ght | ook

at a collection of insects. Only, no, even that doesn't convey it. Maybe ... the
way he'd | ook at a collection of comon insects, of no particular interest. The
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ki nd even an entonol ogi st wouldn't hesitate to step on w thout another thought.
It's not even viciousness—they' re so dammed snmugly superior for that. But it is
power. Incredible power."

For a nmonent, there was silence, and he asked, "Any questions?"

"Yeah," Ml ly said, voice trembling slightly. "What the hell we still doing in
her e?"

"She's got a point," the Durquist noted. "On a strictly pragmatic |evel, our
current weapons aren't even a nmatch for the soldiers, not really, and we have no
i dea how far back this thing goes. They certainly didn't go out onto the
surface—we'd have detected themas |ife forns, at |east—and they didn't just
spread their wings and fly off into space. Watever they are, | 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 nmllion years between supper and
breakfast, but one woul d suspect that by now they would have at | east a passing
interest in lunch."

"I'mafraid it makes no difference," Tris Lankur conmented. "If this thing is
alive, it's nonitoring us right now If it's got armaments 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."

Jimy MCray let out a long breath. ' '"Well, that sort of says it all, doesn't
it? Kept around like mce in a snake case until the snake gets hungry. And if we
try and | eave, it can bloody well just blow our ship to Kingdom Cone."

"Wait a minutel Wait a mnute! This thing's got us all spooked!" Mddra snapped
at them "There's no evidence that we're anything of the sort. It did nothing to
the scout's probe, nor to the people here until they nade 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 naybe it can't
use all that stuff onits own initiative. Maybe, just maybe, it had to be
directed to shoot."

"Atelepathic link to machinery?'' Jimy 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 machines. This isn't a machine—ot in the sense we
think of it. It's no nore a machine than Mdlly there is a nmachine, and they
found a way to induce broadcast enpathy in Mlly. If the Exchange knows how to
do that, who knows what sorts of creatures with what sorts of powers they're
produci ng or at |east working on right now? And, if the Exchange can do that
much, how nmuch of a stretch is it to imgine that a technol ogy that could create
a station or base or whatever it is like this couldn't design in telepathic
abilities as well?"

"You nmake ne feel like sone kind' a space suit or sone-thin',
sorrowful | y.

Mol Iy responded

"No offense neant, | assure you," the Durquist responded.
"Well, Gysta just pointed out to me that it's no skin off us," Jimy conment ed.
"We've done the job, right? W answered the call, inspected the deed, didn't

di sturb the evidence rmuch, and it's now up to us to make our report for other,
wi ser heads to follow up and then head home to collect on our successful

m ssion. Personally, | don't give a damm where those denmons are, so |long as
they're not near me."
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Tri s Lankur thought about it, then nodded and put away his equipnent "All right.
Your little conpanion is a hundred percent right as far as ny 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
I aw. "

"You nean—€laimthis place as sal vage?" Mdra was appalled by the idea.
"But that would nmean sonme of us would have to stay here until the salvage claim
was registered."”

"We'll have to stay in the area, anyway, until sonmebody el se gets here," Lankur
poi nted 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|l be blaned
for it

if they try anything straightaway. Only if we aren't here and can't file a
repent can they get in under the sanme sal vage."

"Well," the Durquist sighed, "if we are stuck, and we are, and if we are targets
anywhere, which we are, | suggest that we are nmuch nore confortable targets
aboard W dowraker. "

"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 canme, Mlly, in this
case, taking the enthusiastic |ead.

They wal ked for sone tinme, fromchanber to chanber, but there was no sign of the
entrance.

"WAit a minute! We've gone much further than we did coming in," MCray
comented. "We must have taken a wong turn."

"I mpossi bl e!'™ Lankur snapped. "It was a straight Iine and we retraced exactly.
Trust ne."

Mol |y suddenly stopped after hearing this. "Uh-oh! | got bad feelin' '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,’
spooked. "

the cynmol urged them "It's this place. It's got us al

But after a half hour or nore and chanber after chanber, even Tris Lankur had to
admt that things weren't right.

"'"Who' d have thought this thing was this huge!" Mdra said nore than asked.
"A tesseract," the Durquist munbled. "We're in a real, live tesseract!"

"A what?" Mol ly asked, |ooking totally confused.

<A what ?> Grysta echoed to Ji my.

"A what ?" asked M:Cray.

"A tesseract. Purely theoretical, of course. O was. A structure of sonme sort
built in a shape or formthat intersects nore than the usual dinensions. The

pl ayt hi ng of mat hematicians for centuries. Any structure, even us, exists in the
three obvious dinensions plus tine. A tesseract is folded so that it goes
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t hrough nore dinmensions than just those. That's how this place seens | arger on
the inside than on the outside and why it appears to change its di nensi ons now
and again. It seens |arger because it is larger. The rest of it is fol ded

t hrough ot her di nensions we can't perceive. But, since we're inside, we're
carrying our own di nensional perceptions with us, so nothing appears to
change—t's just a lot roomer. One wonders what a pair of anything needs a
place this big for." ,

"Maybe they don't," Lankur responded. "If you're right, and everything says that
you are, if this if a true tesseract, it mght just be that all these roons are
necessary only because they're needed to create just the right folds. Wo on our
side knows how to build one of these things? Wat's needed to be included to

mai ntain structural integrity? A tesseract nust be potentially incredibly
unstable."

"I think | get what you nean, sort of," Mdra said, sounding |ike she really

didn't. "But if | followyou at all, then the front door might still be w de
open. W might just have taken a wwong turn into sone other dinension or
sonet hing. "

"Possi bl e, but unlikely,

Lankur replied. "The scout probe got in and out in a

straight line, and that teamwas here for nonths and never had a problem Unless

Hmm ... Perhaps it was triggered to switch when the place activated.

Beconme a one-way door."

"I'n which case it's probable that the owners are indeed still inside," the

Dur qui st noted uneasily.

"No, they can talk with the place, renenber? They can open the door any tine
they want and have an illum nated roadmap and conplete directions. No, you have
to ask why they'd want to go out the front door."

"To get outside, | assune,

t he Durqui st not ed.

To what? A world of trees and oceans, totally deserted, and all creation

i nevitably bearing down on then? Unh-uh. But maybe you only have one exit at a
time. If this thing folds through space and time, they m ght not even need
spaceships. |I'msure they had plenty of time to read the chronograph in this
thing and all the other data and they know how long it's been. And if | woke up
under those conditions, the first thing I'd try to find out is what happened to
the rest of my people. What's hone like? And that . . . uh-oh. Now there's a
wrinkle | hadn't considered.”

"What's one nore in a furrowed brow?" MCray asked sourly.

"They got a conplete readout of the cynol data fromthat dead cynol back there.
Not enough for military secrets or stuff like that, but it's a good bet that
they know pretty nuch what we know. They know about the Three Enpires, about the
various races, the systems, that sort of thing."

"Three quarters of a mllion years ago ny ancestors were slithering through the
jungl e marshes in a constant search for food and worshiping our sun," the
Dur qui st noted, "and probably communicating in grunts and whistles. | suspect

that your ancestors were not that nuch nore advanced. Even the CGuardi ans
thensel ves were an interstellar civilization within the | ast hundred thousand

years. A civilization this high and this pervasive a quarter of a mllion years
ago woul d either be gods of the universe by now or they are extinct, at |east
until that pair breeds. Hmm ... | wonder how nmany children they have, and how
qui ckl y?"

wonder about that |ast enigmatic thought that the cynol got," Tris Lankur

responded. "The Quintara—they still run. Suppose, sonehow, it was a |ast
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anal ytical gasp. A warning, in hopes another cymol would do as | did? If these

denons are the Quintara . . . well, 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 less than clear under those conditions. Like the Durquist said—f
they were around, and were at this level that |long ago, as is probable by the
demon | egends, then we'd know. "

"That pair of denpbns was around a quarter of a mllion years," Tris Lankur

poi nted out. "And we didn't know about themuntil recently."

"What do you—eh! | see! How many nore are there out there? Sleepers? Sleepers
who now can be awakened. Ch, ny Cod!"

"The front door was open," Tris Lankur noted. "I assuned that the back door is
now open. All 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. We can't stay here. W'Ill run
out of food and water eventually, and then power as well. As for nme—they've got
at least a four-day head start."

Al'l the others suddenly started and stared at him "You intend to pursue?" the
Dur qui st asked.

"If I can. Things will have changed in all this time. They, too, have to
eat—that's obvious. And drink, presumably. The prelimnary reports said they
were carbon-based life forns, fairly standard for all the extraordinary

abilities and immunities they showed. | think they can be tracked. And, of
course, | doubt if it would even occur to themthat any one of the Iikes of us
woul d 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 thenf Your pistol's useless.
Your strength's no match for them and they at least know a little nore of the
stashes along the route than you do. You're going to wind up in a loincloth with
a honemade spear stalking themin their own elenent. 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 telepath squarely. "McCray, did you see any M zl apl an
bodi es around? Any Mycohl? No. And neither did |I. There was nothing in here that
recently dead." He stopped, stooped down, then 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 still moist in the
unsnoked part. That snmall yellow band there near the end tells ne that it was a
M zl apl ani an who snoked it."

"I didn't know any of them had any bad habits," MCray commented dryly.

"One of the foreign teans | anded, found what we found, and probably also stil
had use of the recordings back in the office. They know what was here and what
was done. The second team surprised themand they had to fight, eventually
taking refuge inside this thing, whatever it is. The newconers, maybe fearing a
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trap, maybe just out of good sense, didn't pursue right away. They went back,
found probably 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, cane up here and came in. | don't think the second group
found the first one. In this sort of place, it would be nearly inpossible for
everybody to miss and | can't believe they're all |ousy shots."

"One can i magi ne what being faced with live, real denons would do to the

M zl apl ani ans, " the Durquist noted. "It would be |like their angels suddenly face
to face with the physical forces of Hell itself. No force other than death
itself would prevent them giving chase, no matter how hopeless it seened."

"And the Mycohl venerate the denon figure as a kind of dem god," Tris Lankur

poi nted out. "Although, to be fair, they are about as deep-down religious as the
average Exchange citizen, which is to say, not rmuch. But if they followed the

M zl apl ani ans in, and found them gone, what were they going to do? Go on a hunt,
or canp out by the front door until the Exchange cane in and, at best, arrested

then? They had no choi ce—and they at | east have sone reason to believe that, of

all three systens, these denons will be nore 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 some
anci ent base world of the demons' civilization? What if these two are all that's
| eft? Think of the know edge, and power, represented here. No, go canmp out front
for a few weeks or cone with ne."

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 another world, perhaps another dinension,
as the evidence, over logic, seens to suggest, |'d rather go there than canp out

here and hope agai nst hope that sonebody will cone in and rescue us. If there is
only one exit, you take it."

"Consi der the possibility, though, that it does not lead directly to them but
rather to internediate stops,"” the Durquist chipped in. "Perhaps a great nunber
of internediate stops. A tesseract is a rather odd thing. That woul d nean that
we woul d be in both a chase, and a race, with two teans of nortal enemies, to
catch up with representatives of an ancient race we mght be powerless to do
anything to. All the tinme the three teans would 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 firmbounds of reality
slipping madly away in this, particularly when such an insane race as we propose
is in fact the nore desirable course!"

Jimy MCray gave a wan smile and | ooked at each of the others in turn, then
said, "Hurry! Hurry! Hurry! Step right up, |adies, gentlemen, others, those of
all races and creeds and nationalities! Three highly trained teans are about to
set out on a racecourse blindfol ded, where they will attenmpt to nurder one
another in their quest to catch creatures that will certainly eat the w nners!
Yes, indeed, beings of all races! Don't dare m ss—F¥he Quintara Marathon!"

<Shut up, Jimy!> snapped Gysta.

LIMBO | S FOR LOSERS

JOSEF WAS NOT PLEASED.

"W had themright there!" he shouted, his voice echoing off the vast death
chanmber. "Right there! And we |ost them"
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"There are a great many ways to go fromthe next chanber,"” Kalia pointed out.
"There is sinply no way to know whi ch one they chose, and we do not have enough
force to explore all of them"”

Desreth projected two stalks fromits body which seened to flow out of it and
into their shape. "Their tactics are clear,” it said in its nonotone. "They
could not get through us, but if they retreat they gain nothing except risking
being lost in the bowels of this place. Cearly they are attenpting to find a
passage |l eading in back of us, to the entrance once again. Then they either
flank us or they sinply |eave."

Josef nodded. He | ooked around the chanmber and said, "I wish we had some tinme to
really take a look at this nmess, but | agree. The best course is not to pursue,
since we risk getting trapped ourselves or lost Qur best course right nowis to
retreat and recall the ship. W will blow up the other shuttles on the ground,

| eaving themtrapped here, and then return. | believe that m nd scans will

reveal that we were justified in comng, and if we nust suffer for some of our
failures, then it is our due."

"Agreed," Tobrush replied. "It is relatively clear what happened, if we can
bel i eve the overheard M zl apl ani an conversation. Two creatures that they in
their fanatical fervor see as denpbns were here in suspended ani mation. The
scientists tried to cut themout, accidentally revived them and paid for it.
Al though | would prefer to know where those creatures are now, and just what
they did |l ook Iike, | believe not knowi ng nakes a well-ordered retreat
mandatory, and with all speed.”

Josef nodded. "All right—sane systemas we cane in. Kalia, Desreth, to either
side. Just follow the cable, and watch the side exits on the chanbers as we go
We don't want any nasty surprises.”

Even with curiosity unsatisfied, it was still sonmething of a relief to get out
of that chanber of horrors. They proceeded back, methodically, as they had cone
in, pausing now and again to listen for voices, but there was nothing but
silence. Still, the way back seened intermnably |onger than the way in.

"This is the fourth chamber we've passed through,” To-brash noted worriedly. "W
only passed through three comng in."

"You nust be m staken," the | eader responded. "We're still follow ng the
scientists' power cable.”

"The Jul ki is correct," Desreth put in. "W are not going back the way we cane
in."

Two nore chanbers w thout a sign of an exit convinced even Josef. "Howis it
possi bl e, though? There are no cable junctions!"

"There is one renpte explanation," Tobrush said. The Jul ki extended one of its
tentacles and emtted a chemical spray that was jet black. It traced a design on
the floor near the cable, then withdrewit. "Now | et us proceed on."

Anot her corridor, another snmall chanber, then another corridor, then they
energed again into a snmall chanber and stopped, all of them staring.

Tobrush's bl ack design was unm stakably on the fl oor.

Kalia ran back to the corridor and peered back in the direction from which
they'd come. It wasn't a very long corridor; despite a slight bend, she could
essentially see where

it opened up once nore. "Inpossible!" she snapped. "There is not enough of a
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curve in this short distance for us to circle around!"

"I agree," Desreth put in. "At best a six- or seven-degree curve. W have been
going essentially in a straight line and we have wound up where we began."

"It is alnpbst as if this thing was trying to keep us here," Kalia breathed,
| ooki ng around nervously.

"Doubtful ," Tobrush responded. "The only possible explanation is that this
structure is the first concrete exanple we have ever seen of a tesseract. That
woul d explain why it never quite | ooked the sane fromthe outside."

"A what ?" Kalia asked.

"We, all of us, regardless of our racial origins, experience things in three
concrete dinensions—tength, width, depth—and a fourth, tine," Tobrush

expl ained. "The tesseract is a theoretical mathematical construct that exists in
all of those dinmensions but al so others sinmultaneously. W were not designed to
percei ve those di nensions and so we do not, but they act upon us here all the
sanme. W have not been passing through the sane space. Instead, we have been
passi ng through ot her unseen and unperceived di mensions in which this thing al so
exi sts, and, folded through them we are winding up pretty close to where we
start."

"You want to explain that nore slowy and clearly?" Josef pressed

"Each of these chanbers and corridors intersects all of the other chanbers and
corridors in the place through di mensi ons we cannot perceive. W have wal ked
through a real mwe cannot conprehend and so was invisible to us until we reached
a point where that other realmintersected with sonething that would."

"l do not quite understand," said the usually quiet Robakuk, "but | admt the
effect. If this is so, although it nakes nme dizzy to attenpt to think upon it,
then why did it not affect the scientists who nust have been com ng in and out
for nmonths?"

"Perhaps it was stable then," Tobrush replied. "Relatively so, anyway. Think of
our own ship. W do not so nuch fly it as it flies us. It has its own
conputerized brain and instrunentation that is far faster and better at its job
than we could be flying nmanually. This structure might well have a simlar
governor. Wen the scientists cane in, the structure's first object was to study
them and perceive a threat, but to maintain stability in the route to the
passengers. Eventually the research team goes to dig out the passengers and that
now constitutes a threat. An initial defense mechanism m ght then be to turn
this on, so that those who threaten are trapped."

"But the passengers got out," Josef noted. "W saw the results.”

"Precisely. Either they can see and persist in nore dinensions than we, which is
a distinct possibility, or they know the one route to get out. Either that, or
the ship, obedient to them stabilizes as needed—the nost |ikely scenario."

That nmade themall a bit nervous. "Then, we're trapped inside here, too?" Kalia
asked. "Inside a building that can think and considers us threats?"

"Possibly. If we keep going in a straight line, | believe we will be trapped.
The ol d concepts have no nore validity in here now. W might need to go back to
go forward, to go down to clinmb, to turn left to go straight. If we do not

threaten the structure or any of its inhabitants, providing they are still here,
then one of these faces, at least, will intersect with the entrance.”

They all thought of the scenes of carnage. ."You think there's a possibility
we' |l meet ot her—nhabitants?" Josef asked.
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"Doubtful ," the Julki replied, "although there mght well be living quarters or
a whole city in this sort of thing. | doubt if they are still here, though—why
allowus in if they were? Wiy not finish us?"

"But, if they are not outside, and they are not in here," Desreth said, "then
they nust be soneplace else. Athird place. Mght this be not nerely a building
but some sort of transport systen? If it can fold and refold inside itself to
warp space, why not in normal space as well? Think of a vehicle one could build
and keep in one spot, yet which allows anyone to literally wal k between worl ds
countless light-years apart, through dinensions that circunvent the nornal
rules.”

Josef stared at the Corithian for a nonent.' 'You nean, he said at |last, "that
this thing nmght actually take us sonmewhere el se? Anot her worl d?"

"Anot her gal axy, even," Tobrush told him "Space, tine,
everything m ght be bent through and cone out in any fashion."

"Assuming | believe this fantastic crap for a nonent, it wouldn't be unpl anned.
Not these people. If this is a transportation system it's a hell of a ways
beyond anything we know. | don't care if they're denons, devils, or ancient
gods, as far above us as we are above a bl ade of grass, they won't do things for
no reason. If in fact this goes sonmewhere, it won't be just anywhere and it
won't be random"

"Hmm . . . Yes," Tobrush said after a noment "l see your point. Considering how
they regarded and treated the people here, do we want to go where this will take
us?"

Kalia | ooked at themin disgust and shook her head. "It sure beats stayin'

here," she said.

Josef took a deep breath. "All right, then—we go. Sane system only this tinme we
go off this dammed cable. W'll try it, at least for a while, because there
seens nothing el se to do. Renenber, though, that there's still that pack of Holy
Ones stuck | ooking for an exit just like we are."

Kalia suddenly drew her pistol and whirled at one of the corridor exits. They
all froze, and Josef whispered, "Wat's w ong?"

"Voi ces. From down there."

"Al'l right, then," the | eader told them "why don't we go that way and see just
who we bunp into?"

In and out, back and forth, they crisscrossed the seem ngly endl ess | abyrinth
i nside the demon structure, often hearing voices, occasionally seeing things
move well in the distance, only to find nothing when they got there. It was
getting very discouraging, but no |l ess tense.

"We' ve been here before,” Gun Roh Chin noted, pointing to the floor. "But we're
not al one."

Next to the chalk mark he'd nade on the wall was a bl ack design in sone unknown
subst ance.

"Look! Over here is another of their marks!" Krisha called, pointing to another
possi ble route. "And over there another of ours. And here—a third mark, perhaps?
It seems some sort of marking pen.”

They went over and | ooked at the odd pen marking.
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"Definitely not ours or theirs,"'
mar ks, per haps?"

Chin agreed. "One of the original scientists

"Ei ther that or—-how nany people are wandering around in this hellish place,
anyway?" Morok wonder ed.

"I admit that, seeing all these marks, | al nbst believe soneone fromthe
Exchange has set up an admi ssions booth and is selling tickets. They woul d do
it, too," @n Roh Chin comrented sourly, crouching down to exani ne the marKkings.
"WAit a minute, here. . . . Wit a mnute!" He got back up and | ooked around the
entire chanber. "Six possible entry-ways into this chanber, see? And five of
them have one sort of marking or another, sonme several. Only one, there, bears
no mark."

"But, Captain, that's the one through which we just entered," Morok noted.
"Perhaps. Is it, really? | wonder. Let ne mark it here, then we go through it."

They waited for himto draw his nmark, then wearily set out along a path they
were all, even the captain, certain they'd just traversed. This was getting very
old very fast.

The next chanber, however, had far nore markings than could possibly be
accounted for by their short absence. Two, however, were totally unmarked, and
Chin went first to one and peered in, then the other. "This one,"” he told them

"How can you be so certain?" Mrok asked him
"The lighting's different down at the end. |'"mcertain of it!"

And it was. Wien they reached the end of the corridor this time, they passed
through an energy barrier much like the one at the entrance to the structure
t hrough which they'd come, and were suddenly outside the |abyrinth, although
still within and surrounded by the hol | owed-out quartz-1like core.

"W have done it!" Savin shouted in an expression of joy and relief that sounded

to nost of themlike a dangerous beast after a kill. "W're back at the
entrance!”
" "Are we? | wonder . . ."the captain responded.' 'Were is the wal kway? Were

is the power cable?" He turned, pulled his pistol, and began wal ki ng strai ght
down the center toward the openi ng beyond. The" others followed, and soon they
were back in open air.

Before them stretched a vast plain, fiat and featureless as far as the eye could
see. The rock was hard, gray, and featureless, as was in fact the sky, which
seenmed a vast sea of light gray in the twlight through which nothing appeared
to shine.

Savin started to see if he could scratch into the rock with the heel of his
boot, but Gun Roh Chin told himto stop it. "Examine the area. No marks at all
Either we're here first, or soneone else had the sane idea | did. Walk very
carefully; make no marks at all that you can avoid. Sooner or later, if only by
trial and error, the others will find their way here, unless there are alternate
destinations for this thing. It would be best for us if they thought that they
were the first here, too."

Krisha | ooked around at the vast, colorless nothingness. "But what good does
that do us, Captain? There's no cover!"

"Yes, and all directions |ook the same," Manya noted. "My suit conpass shows no
readi ng—+t just keeps going around and around. The heat and hunidity are at
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oppressive levels, yet there is no sign of erosion or runoff of any kind in this
hard rock, inplying that it does not rain, at least in this region."

Mor ok wal ked out and away fromthe exit to the denon structure, exam ning the
ground with the kind of gaze he nornmally reserved for his hypno Talent Finally
he stopped, then bent over and exani ned the ground nore closely. Finally, he got
up and turned back to them "There are marks. Very faint, but marks nost
certainly."

He wal ked out a bit nore, then did the sane. "Yes, definitely."
"Then the Mycohl are already here?" Manya asked, concer ned.

"I think not. They would either be careful to make no such marks or they woul d
make far different marks than these. Examine them all of you. Sone are just
singl e marks, but one or two are clearly slight crescents.” He stepped to the
next set. "Fromthe stride, 1'd say between two and three nmeters tall. | thought
it was just one, but there is a_third mark, a bit smaller, with this set,

al most overl apping the left |arge one. Two, then—ene a bit smaller and |ighter
than the other."

Manya was on her knees and examning the marks as if they were speci nens. "Cddly
shaped. One woul d al nbost say like the sort of marks the horses fromthe Holy
Retreat woul d nmake, only the sets do not indicate a quadruped. |I—"' She suddenly
seened stricken, then got up quickly and backed away fromthe area of the narks
as if she expected themto suddenly cone alive and bite her. "C oven hooves! The
two denons!"

"Here is your other plane," Gun Roh Chin said with sone satisfaction. "If in
fact it isn't sinply some other world. Mrok, bless the gods that your people
are such keen trackers. | would have missed these for sure." He turned back to
the denmon structure, which | ooked curiously the sanme, sticking partway into the
rock, the only thing to break the | andscape at all.' "The reason they weren't
stranded on that world for lack of transport is that transport was at hand. They
don't need spaceships."

"l don't know how it is done, but clearly you were correct in that part,
Captain," Mrok agreed. "However, it certainly was not a crash, was it? Then,
why the pair in suspension in the center, and why, when they did awake, did they
take the trouble to ensure that no one currently there survived or got away, yet
failed to lock their own transport front door?"

"I can imagine a |ot of diabolical reasons!" Manya snapped.

"Or, it may be that they just didn't care," Gun Roh Chin suggested. "The chanber
busi ness, horrible as it was, we nust put down to sonme aftereffects of the
awakeni ng. These are a violent people with a very nean origin; in an unthinking
state, they nmight well be vicious. O, it might just be that they still weren't
thi nking so straight after and forgot the details. In any event, we are here,
and they went that way, and | thought that we were trying to find out about
them Mdst Holy One, | defer to your natural tracking abilities, but should we
not followthe trail?"

"l say we remain here for now" Manya put in. "W can use the denons' house as
cover, set up an effective anmbush. Wen the rest enmerge, we can now the devi
wor shi pers down |ike grain!"

"No," Mrok responded. "We don't know how | ong anyone else will take to get

here, or if they will get here, although | amnore inclined nowto think that
they will. We have only sufficient food reserves for a week at best, water tw ce
that. | am already down to an ei ghty-one percent charge thanks to the fighting
back there. Some of you who did nore firing have | ess. W sinply cannot afford
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the tine. Indeed, if there is no source of edible food and water ahead, we night
wel | perish anyway, |eaving only that Corithian abom nation alive to go on."

"I would bet on water," 4he captain told him "Probably food as well. The denons
are carbon-based |ife, carnivores, warm bl ooded, and they exist nbst confortably
in environments close to those we consider confortable as well. | saw a | ot of
random sl aught er back there but no sign of really nethodical search. |'d say
that this pair took little or nothing with it. Power will be a problem although
if we get to sone point where we have direct and real sunlight, we'll have a
crack at at |east mmintenance |evel recharge. If they can survive, we can
survive. But, | agree, tine is running out, and if there is somewhere in this
desol ati on where we can find cover and canp, we will all need sone rest."

"You speak as if denons require the things of flesh and bl cod!" Manya rasped.
"They are not creatures of our universe but of another, darker one! Now they
have sacrificed for their energy and gorged on the flesh of their sacrifices for
strength. "

Mor ok rai sed a hand. "These denons appear nore bound to our sort of limtations
than one m ght expect. For now, | agree with the captain.” He | ooked up at the
sky. "No way to tell if this is dawn, dusk, md-day, or mdnight, but we nust
assune the worst | prefer to be out of sight of this place in case it gets very
dark, though. Come, let us nake haste. Patrol formation, but relaxed. Krisha,

you take the point; Savin, you take the rear. |If any threat comes, | think it
will be fromour back in any event. There is no way to tell how old these
mar ki ngs are, but fromthe condition of the bodies and the amount of time it
took us to receive and act on the distress call, it my well be weeks. W are

goi ng where they went, but | do not expect themjust ahead of us."

Modra Stryke | ooked around the bl eak | andscape and sighed. "This has got to be
the flattest, dullest piece of nothing in the entire universe."

"Aye, Linmbo," Jimy MCray responded, staring into the nothingness. "But where
is our Virgil?"

"What ?"
"Dante."
"l beg your pardon?"

"Dante. Ancient witer fromthe even nore anci ent home of our ancestors—yours
and nmine, anyway. He wote a book once, a thousand years or so ago, give or take
a century or two. Walked right into Hell he did, in that book, all the way to
Satan's throne and beyond. They still make all the good little Catholic |ads
read the thing, son of as an exanple."

The Durqui st was uninpressed. "I rather doubt that sone primtive book based
upon sone ancient, localized religious cult has any bearing here."

"Religious cult indeed!" McCray sniffed. "That's the trouble with all this
interstellar civilization. Overrun with all you heathen, it is. The first place
that primtive fellow hit when he went to Hell was a gray, dull, featureless
sort of place called Linbo. Went into several |anguages of Od Earth as a

| egitimate word—a pl ace of nothingness, neither here nor there. W are follow ng
denons, right? Against all our better instincts, and no natter how we explain
them mat's what we're doing. Walking to Hell just like that old fellow, and

|l ook at the first place we conme to! Limbo it is, if it's anything at all. The
rest of Hell is for the evil ones of the world. Linmbo, though, is for the

heat hen and the losers.”

"l shoul d think, then, that we should be over our heads in people," the Durqui st
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conment ed acidly.

"Point taken," MCray replied. "Yet | amstill struck by the simlarities here.
If this holds up, there are nine nore worlds to go, all wthout divine
protection, each one a worse horror than the one before.”

"I"'mnot sure | can imagine a worse horror than this nothingness," Mdra
comrented. "lIt's so—bl eak."

Tris Lankur examnined the ground. "Well, we're not the first. The question is,
after that maze, are we the |ast?"

<We "Il sure be the last and getting nore and nore behind If we stay around
here, > G ysta commrented to Ji my.

"Shut up, Gysta," he nunbled. "I'd rather be | ast than sandw ched in between
M zl apl ani ans and Mycohlians."

<Unph! Good point. | hadn't thought of that.>

Lankur stood and shook his head. "Can't tell fromthose marks, except that we're
not first and everybody's going the sane way." He straightened, then slowy
turned three hundred and sixty degrees around, |ooking out at the horizon

"May one ask what that was for?'' the Durquist said with an anused tone.

"There's no curvature," Lankur told him "Even w thout |andmarks, |ight acts
differently as it strikes a sphere the further away you get. There is a slight
defl ection.”

"Too small for any but the finest instrunents to see," the Durquist responded,
then stopped. It had become routine to think of this creature as the sane Tris
Lankur they'd al ways known, but that was a fraud, a nasquerade, for whatever had
been made out of Lankur's parts. "You can see that and neasure that by eye?"

The cynol nodded. "That's not the inportant thing. The inportant fact is that
this place is dead flat. Either we're on a massive polished nesa, or on sone
artificial structure, or this world is in fact flat."

McCray noticed Modra give a slight shiver, and read her thoughts as a tel epath
coul d.

<Ch, CGod! | don't know whether | can take this! | . . .>

He tuned out. The basic flood of thoughts surrounding the kernel were anything
but logical or rational. She still blanmed herself for Tris's condition, and
rightly so in McCray's estimation, but he was glad that she was the enpath. He
was pi cking up enough of Modra's inner turnoil fromwhat he could read of

Mol Iy' s m nd.

"She close to fall to little pieces," Mdlly whispered to him and he nodded. He
was still unsure just howintelligent Mlly really was, since her nmnd worked in
ways too alien and twi sted for himto conprehend, but she, too, was an enpath,
and working the clubs had given her a practical know edge of troubled souls.

Jimy, too, worried about Mbdra as the tensions and pressures increased, and he
knew t he Durqui st shared those concerns. Only Lankur, with the soul of a

machi ne, seened oblivious to the problem Feigning enmotions was not the same as
havi ng them or, perhaps, understandi ng them

<W m ght have to do sonething about her,> Gysta commented.

"Not until we have to," he responded in a | ow voice. "W keep our aces in the
hol e. "

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...Marathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (49 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

<AW You never |let ne have any fun!>
"Look who's talking," he nuttered sourly. Aloud, he said,
"So, shouldn't we get started? Wio knows how long this light will [|ast?"

"Started, yes, although cautiously," Lankur responded. "If this place is in fact
flat, and without cover, then if we get close enough to see soneone ahead,
they'll be able to see us as well. Suits on m ni mum power, stay close and on

voi ce, and go easy on the food and very easy on the water. |'mnot sure we'd

i ke eating what these Quintara eat, even their scraps—you saw the bodi es—and
they m ght know a water source we can't tap." He paused.' 'Last chance to check
out of this. I'll be willing to bet you that you can get out the exit in that

pl ace now, particularly if we're the last ones. The odds are very good that just
re-entering that entrance there would reset the thing."

<C nmon, Jimy, let's go and | eave that cynol freak to his progranm ng!>

Jimy just shook his head, although she couldn't see it. Ahead was probably a
qui ck and ugly death; back there was the sane, only real, real slow He knew she
could force himback and wasn't doing so; possibly she knew it mght be the | ast
straw for him but, nore likely, she just wasn't at all certain they wouldn't be
wandering around in there forever

"I admit to being increasingly intrigued," the Durquist comented. ' 'l still
think you should return, Mdra, now that it's likely you can."

She whirled and stared at them an angry, al nost dangerous expression on her
face. "I will not desert my team W' ve been all through this! Let's nove!"

Seeing that it was inpossible to convince her, even by conmng right out and
saying it, that their concern was |less for her than for her value in a desperate
situation, they set out.

Trekki ng through the vast nothingness was not only boring and additionally
wearing for mat, it left each of themalone with their thoughts and plenty of
time to do nothing but brood. Normally Jimy MCray could shut the others out,
but his power was nost likely their first, and perhaps only, line of defense,
and that meant that he had to have nost of his shields down and allow the

t houghts of the others to pour in.

Not Lankur, at |east, but Jimy wondered again just what was going on in the

m nd of that machine in a man's body. Ml ly was al nost as unnerving, if only for
what little seemed to be going on inside that pretty head. She didn't even
appear to be bored, or curious, or apprehensive; about the only thing he could
grab onto in her mind was irritation at picking up (he dark nmoods of the others.
Unli ke Mbdra, Molly had never |earned how to shut off the enpathic powers.

Per haps she wasn't designed to do so. In any event, the depression of the others
was getting to her, making her nmoody and irritable as well.

The Durquist's thoughts were difficult to sift through and sort out; the
internal point of viewwas sinply too different and too alien. Still, it was
clear that the star-shaped creature was very unconfortable, walking with its
centered "face" up on four of its five points, its eyes extended and | ooking in
nore than one direction at the sane tine—di sconcerting to a Terran in its own

ri ght —and apparently wondering if the lure of this possible denon technol ogy was
worth all this.

Modra, however, was turning internal suffering alnost into a new art form Unti
now she'd sort of lived in a half-fantasy, deliberately forgetting nost of the
time that the fellow over there wasn't really Tris, but that was gone now. She
kept reliving that night all over again, that terrible hospital experience, even
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her last talk with himbefore he'd blown his brains out, putting herself through
massi ve pain.

G ysta sensed his own nmood fromall this and said, <You 're gonna have to tune
"emout, Jimy, no matter what. They'll drive you nuts otherw se.>

"Maybe," he replied very softly. "W're the newconmers on this team so maybe |I'm
not seeing the full picture, but it's really odd about Stryke. She thinks of the
old, dead Tris Lankur all the tinme, but never once about the husband she narried
instead of him Al this time and | never once even had a clear picture of the
fellowin nmy mind. If she loved Tris all that much, why the hell did she marry
some ot her bl oke? She had to know he | oved her, too—she's an enpath!"

<Peopl e do stupid things all the tine for reasons that seemreal smart when they
do them You've done your share, too. That's why we're stuck with that
factory-built wooden-head over there.>

He | ooked over at Molly. "It's possible | did her no favor, but | would do it
again, which is nore than | can say about going down once again to a certain
world run by furry worns."

<If you keep talking like that, I'mnot going to speak to you any nore. >
"Prom ses, prom ses."

e«A bit farther on, Tris Lankur called another rest period. "Anybody see any
differences after all this way?" he asked them

"None. Not even the light seems to have changed," the Durquist replied.

He nodded. "Right It's exactly the sane.

"I find the marks in the rock even nore disturbing," the Durquist told him'
"True, there are a nunber of fol ks ahead of us, but there are no other marks."

They all | ooked at the star-shaped creature. "Huh?"

"No other marks. No sign that anyone has ever been here before. No cross-trails,
not hing. The marks we follow are recent, but they are also consistent. It is as
if we—and the foreign teans, and even our denons—are the first to ever cone
across here. If these conditions are constants, it's not as inviolate as a
vacuum but it would take centuries, perhaps nmillennia, to really see any
changes here. The inplication is that we, all of us, are the first people to
ever cross this place."

"They coul d be wal king all over sonmewhere else," MCray suggested. "W don't
know how big this bloody flat really is."

"I think not. If the denmon structure is indeed some kind of means of
interstellar travel, as it seens to be, there should have been some marks
somewhere right around the thing, at |least. There weren't. It was the only
reason that the very slight traces of the others on this hard rock could be seen

at all. It makes no sense. Nothing about this makes any sense. Wy were those
two in suspension back there? And why just those two? What could all those other
chambers possibly be for? Wiy kill everyone mere and | eave the door open, when

it is obvious to the nmost primtive sinpleton that others would inevitably
foll ow? What, and where, is this place? And why?"

Tris Lankur nodded. "I keep wishing we'd | ooked in that lab ship. Not just for
the records nere, but | keep asking nyself if we'd find their transmtter
swi tched on and a recording of the distress signal."

Jimy MCray | ooked up at the cynol. "Wat?"
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"There are two teanms up ahead. Clearly versions of the sort of thing we do, only
as the Mzl aplan and the Mycohl have them Have you consi dered what the

M zl apl ani ans rmust have risked to get here? Across at |least sixty |light-years of
Mycohl ? O the fact that the Mycohl commander, whoever it is, put his, her, or
its whole team s neck in a noose even tighter than the Mzzies did by foll ow ng
it up? What are the odds of that nessage getting to a full team and only a
teamnot a freighter, or a cruiser, or a free-lancer, or anybody el se—from each
of the Three Enpires? W think we're chasing all of themyou said we were sort
of racing them MCray. | justx can't shake the nasty suspicion that naybe
instead we're being | ed by the nose."

"By who?" MCray asked him "These Quintara?"

"Probably, since it's clearly their show. That one denbn—when he got the cynol,
for just a nonent, inmpossibly, their mnds were |linked. That big one read out
the data in her mnd before it killed her, and, for a very brief nonment, she got
sonething fromhim Sonething that didn't fully scan, but it gave us their nane.
In that nonent before she died, she got fromhis mnd enough to understand who
they were and what the hell was going on. That infornmation, save only the one
statenent, wasn't stored—er wasn't pernitted to be stored. To do

t hat —sel ectively erase—wi thout any mechani sns, w thout anything |ike an

i nterface—nAeans trenendous power and great intelligence."

"They could just be ensuring that they have a decent food supply trotting al ong
after them" Jimy suggest ed.

"They will choke on ne,
noble way to do so."

the Durqui st cormmented. "If | have to go, that is a

"The Durquist's right," Lankur replied, "Unless they' re omi potent, which is not
the evidence, they couldn't know just who or what would respond. Not precisely.
If it was food, they woul dn't want a Durquist, another cynol, or even a syn in

t hen-hoard, and who knows what the other two teans are conposed of? |'mpretty
sure that, if we were led into this, it was pot luck for us. They neither wanted
nor knew who woul d show up—but they wanted one fromthe Exchange and we were

el ected because we were the closest ship."

"Yeah, but all that wanderin' around inside the bl oody building or whatever it

is. . ." MCray said. "Wiat was that for?"
"Maybe to nmake sure we were the right ones," Lankur
replied. "If, as we assune, there's sone kind of controller, sonme sort of

conmputer or simlar thing, inside that structure, it would have been left with a
| oose set of definitions based on what the nale denon took fromthe cynol's
mnd. Wien it finally decided we'd do, it let us out here. If we'd been wong,
I"mpretty sure we'd have found oursel ves back outside on that world again."

"You make these viol ent barbarians sound |like high plotters,” the Durqui st
noted. "We're not even certain that those horrors built that place. It mght
wel | have inprisoned them"

"I'n which case we're the coppers," Jimy added, nodding. "And the others, too.
The warden's recruited us as havin' the best chance to catch them and nmake the
collar."”

"If so, | find that oddly |l ess man reassuring," the Durquist noted.' Tris's

vi sion basically says that we have no power over them but they have vast power
over us, and they know the territory we now ai m essly wander through, with the
teans having a vested interest in elinmnating each other as nuch as these
denmons. It woul d, however, explain why they killed everyone so brutally but
didn't shut the door. They couldn't, because they didn't control the door."
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"Stuff and nonsense!" MCray shot back. "What sort of a prison depends on only
bars, as it were? The governing conputer had control of the doors—we agree on
that Yet these bl okes had no hesitation about wal ki ng outside, and were able to
do so, then bunping off everybody including, sonmehow, the ship in orbit, then
they wal ked back in to their jail and were pernitted to go out the other door?
I'"ve had experience with a |lot of alien thinking, but no warder who thought |ike
that woul d have ever risen high enough to build that son of place."

"l suppose you're right,"” Tris Lankur sighed. "Still, it was a theory that
al most explained it." He turned. "Mddra, you' ve been— He broke the sentence
abruptly, seeing her, stretched out on the rock, out like a light.

" 'l suppose no matter how far behind we are, we have to get sone sleep," he
said at |ast.

"Well, if it's any consolation, they will, too," the Durquist said. "Indeed,
havi ng been ahead of us all along, they're probably all asleep right now |
suggest that to face them |et alone the Quintara and these riddles and eni gnas,
as tired as we are, is suicide anyway."

Tris Lankur sighed and nodded. "All right. 1'll take the watch. Everybody el se
get sone sleep. Here is as good a place as any—and about the sanme as anypl ace
el se.”

"What about you?" MCray asked him "You going to wake us in shifts?"

The captain paused for a nonent, then said, "I only require rest, not sleep.
There's just no sense in forcing anyone who requires sleep to nmiss it. Go ahead.
Sleep solidly as long as you need. It'll give us an advantage over any of the
others, who will have to rotate guards."

The others didn't respond to this, another exanple of just how different this
seem ngly personable man really was. But, neditation on that fact could wait; as
tired as they were, sleep canme first.

Morok gazed into the distant nothingness. "I may just be very tired," he said
hesitatingly, "but | would swear that there was sonething out there, near what
m ght be considered the horizon in another place. Of to the right."

They all stopped and strained to see, popping in their magnifiers, and Krisha
scanned it, and a couple of themdid think they saw sone formoff in the

di stance, while Gun Roh Chin and Krisha saw not hing. Possibly the others saw
somnet hi ng because they wanted to see sonething; still, Mrok's eyes were far
better than any of theirs, and, tired and deadened by the nonotony, anything he
saw coul d not be easily disnm ssed.

"The trail goes straight," Savin noted. "Still, it mght bend around | ater. You
want ne to check it out, Holiness?"

"Take Krisha with you. | know we're all in, but we can't take any risks if

sonet hing mi ght be there. Keep checking visually. If you get closer and stil

see nothing, do not press on but cone i mediately back. W have no idea if there
is anyone behind us and | dislike splitting our forces, particularly with no
cover, for very long."

Krisha inwardly groaned but had no choice but to obey. Although she was in
excel l ent shape and worked at it, as an involuntary |late-ordination priestess,
she didn't have the advantage the other clerics had of genetic-engi neered
perfection, and she knew that even they were tired.

@un Roh Chin, who was neither a cleric nor anywhere close to physically perfect,
sensed Krisha's dilemma. "Holiness, | agree to a point, but | think Savin can
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handle it alone. Hi s enpathic powers can sense if anyone's there, and, no
offense, if we are set upon I'd like at |east one of the mlitary-trained people
with us. W can open a channel on one suit and Savin can keep in touch by

radi o."

"Savi n?"
"l can handle it, Holiness."

"Very well, then. Go now. Fall back to the default channel; if anyone's trying
to listen in, they could find any other channel anyway, and that is the cl eanest
signal . "

Krisha's eyes nmet the captain's, and he could see in themthe gratitude for
getting her out of that.

The rest of themsettled down wearily on the snooth rock "floor" of the place
whi | e Savin bounded off.

@un Roh Chin | ooked in his pouch. Five cigars left. He was |oath to snoke any of
them now, since they mght well be the last he'd ever see, but pragmati sm won
out. Better to enjoy one now than to die, perhaps, with its destiny unfulfilled.

"Til take the watch," he told them "The rest of you try and get sone sleep
1"l awaken you in a flash if | hear anything from Savin or we have any
visitors."

Morok didn't object. "Two-hour watches, though, Captain. You select the next one
up, and so on. | shouldn't think Savin will be away nore than four hours, but if
he finds nothing, then we should all get sone rest"

Chin got up wearily and wal ked about a dozen paces fromthe rest, then sat down
again. "Savin? Radio check. The others are getting sone rest."

"Check is fine," Savin reported. "Wsh | could get sone rest. Nothing yet, but I
amreally beginning to believe that sonething is there. It's sinply a very |ong
ways, and distances in this place are deceiving."

"Very well. If you need to rest, do so. No use in you getting so tired you
either can't get there or can't get back."

And that was that. He reached into the pouch, took out one of the cigars the

ot hers hated and despised so nmuch, bit off the end, then lit the other with the
old battered lighter he kept with him He certainly was no tobacco addict, going
as long as he did between cigars on the whole, but there was sonethi ng about
bei ng surrounded by clerics, conpelled by the strange powers of the M zl apl ani an
masters to not sin thenselves and resist it el sewhere, that made himwant to
snmoke. That perversity in his nature was one of the countl ess reasons why he was
pretty sure he'd never rise nuch above his present station no natter how nmany

i ncarnati ons he night undergo. The snoke rose al nost straight up, and nmuch of it
just seened to hang there. No breeze at all. Even the systens in his old,
clunking freighter cleaned and refreshed the air. A flat world of conplete

not hi ngness. Not even the light seenmed to vary. It had to be artificial; sone
sort of transition zone for the ancient denon transport system Al in perfect
wor ki ng order after how nany thousands, or tens of thousands, of years? Wat

nm nds they nust have had, to have this command over di mensions undreaned-of and
create their machines so that they never broke down or wore out!

It was difficult to reconcile such a people with the scenes of carnage back at
that canp and in that chanber, or the brutishness of smashing right through a
wall to nurder all inside. It seemed inpossible to conceive of ones |ike that
creating and building all this.
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Thanks to an intellectual father and an occupation that left himwith a | ot of
very dull free time, he'd delved deeply into the history of his own people, both
the subculture from which his direct ancestors had cone and the whole of Terra's
fragnment ed subcul tures

He' d been quite surprised to find that the demon was in alnmost all of them Not

quite the sanme | ook, of course, but always evil, often cunning but vicious, and
quite often with an ugly face and many times with horns just |like those in the
recordi ngs they'd seen. Even when not evil, they tended to be the

representatives, the angels, as it were, of the gods of darkness, death, and
destruction, as if they were some ancient vestigial menory of sone prehistoric
common reality. The Jewi sh, Moslem and Christian faiths, still practiced on
many of the Terran-settled worlds of the secul ar Exchange, all had denons

| ooki ng dammed near exactly |ike what was on those recordings. It made him
wonder if in fact all those ancient tales weren't truths; that these denon
creatures had visited and perhaps been around O d Earth in ancient tines,
possibly in the central area where all those faiths grew up, and earning so
terrible a reputation that the tales of them and the fear of them spread,
bent, distorted, and twi sted, to nuch of the rest of Earth's ancient cultures.

The denons in the faith of the Mzlaplan weren't that nmuch different fromthe
ones in the recordings, either. Not in appearance or reputation. He'd been
startled to learn at the Acadeny that many races that had nothing at all in
common with Terrans, sone not even bipedal, also had denmon nyths. Again, they
were distorted, the tales filtering down through alien mnds and alien points of
vi ew, but they were nonethel ess recogni zable. The Church, in fact, gave it as a
primary proof of the existence of the Lords of Hell.

He knew the sanme was true for the Mycohl. There, however, the denon figure had a
pl ace of honor, representing raw power and will. He always supposed that it was
because those who ruled by fear, selfishness, and brutality would naturally
respect the ones who epitom zed and perhaps legitinized what they were doing.
Each of those ruling Lords had their own personal denon and nade sacrifices to
it He'd been wondering what woul d happen if any of that Mycohl team actually
cane face to face with one of these creatures. Wuld they fall down and worship
it, or willingly give thenselves to it as sacrifices, or would they shoot and
run |ike hell the sane way he woul d?

One bunch enul ates the denons while the other bunches nake themthe core of al
that is bad. It was a fascinating idea, now that the existence of denons was
proven true. It inplied that these people had once visited nmany, if not nost, of
the worlds harboring sentient life, and had earned their reputations. by deeds
so vile that they came to personify evil.-

And, |ike dammed fools, we're chasing them he thought, shaking his head in
wonder. They appeared fromtheir pictures to be the products of a particularly
nasty honme world, yet, in their own way, they didn't | ook any nore fearsone
than, say, Savin, whose own people had a very nasty history and were only
brought into the fellowship of civilization by then-conquest and absorption into
the M zl apl an.

There was novenent out of the corner of his eye and he whirled, adrenaline
punpi ng.

"I"'msorry," Krisha whispered, "I didn't nmean to startle you. | just couldn't
sl eep. Too tired I think."

He waited until his heart was out of his throat and back down in his chest where

it belonged. "That's all right," he nanaged. "I just got too deeply lost in ny
own thoughts."
She sat down facing himand crossed her legs. "I want to thank you for getting
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me out of that. I'mcertain | would have coll apsed hal fway there."

"Ch, it's nothing. Mok, like all of us, tends to neasure others by hinself.
It's bad enough when we Terrans do it to one another, but it's nearly imnpossible
to renenber the limts of other races. W seem so much alike under the different
bodi es, but those simlarities are often superficial. W see differently, hear
differently, have different physiol ogies and biochenistries, and we grew up on
wor | ds whose cul tures and even physical layouts are alien to ours. Mrok can

bal ance on a | og no bigger around than your leg, and actually go to sleep on it
wi thout falling off once. Savin sees well into the infrared. Morok sees a nearly
infinite nunber of |evels of grayscale but has so linited color vision he

coul dn't conprehend how we see things. Manya, on the other hand, instinctively
avoi ds anything colored violet or |avender, and her whole race is very
near si ghted, yet can work close up on things we can barely see. You see what |
mean? How can we, any of us, really keep in nmnd the strengths, |let alone the
limts, of the other?"

She sighed. ' "Well, | thank you anyway. It gets—very hard, sonetinmes. And this
pl ace doesn't help. Wth nothing to see, with no variations, your mnd turns
inward. | mnk | have relived, and brooded upon, every mistake in ny life, over
and over. Don't tell me not to—+t happens anyway. | spend a |lot of tine doing

it, and this place has just nade it worse."
"Can't Morok's power help you with it? At least it would ease your mind."

"He can't. That would be interfering with nmy spiritual devel opment. A hypno's
power is limted on a telepath in any event, because we always know it's comni ng
and, after, we can read in the hypno's mind not only that it was done but what
was done. No, there is no way out for me."

Back at the retreat she had sought audience with the Grand Master, the Hi ghest
of Hi gh anbng nortals, and had pleaded with him

"Master, | cannot continue to live like this! The agony is too nuch for nme to
bear!"’

"It is not, child, for you are bearing it, and you nust live this way since you
cannot |live otherwise. No one can w thdraw an ordi nation, not even the Holy One
who ordai ned you. There is not power higher than the one which nade you thus."

"Then nmust | live in tornment eternal to death? Is there no way to end it?"

"Your pain is self-induced, because you continue to fight, to resist, divine
will and destiny. Only when you rejoice in being of the Chosen, when you no
| onger wi sh to be any ot her way—then and only then can it end."

"Tired?" the captain asked, breaking her reverie.

"Yes," she replied. Oh, gods of nercy! | amso very, very tired!

He didn't know what else to say to her. He never did. Even suicide was no
answer; it never was for a believer in reincarnation. If she went on nuch | onger
like this, her mnd would snap. Restrained even in nmadness by the power of the
One who had nade her thus, her own strong personality would crunbl e and.
extingui sh and she'd becone soneone el se; a one-di nensional fanatic, nost

l'ikely, an angel incarnate without even a trace of Krisha, for whomthere would
be no questions at all, and who woul d make even Manya seemthe soul of reasoned
di scourse. They stacked the deck on people |ike her, nmaking that sort of outcone
al nrost inevitable. She'd already held out far |onger than nost

The others woul d rejoice when it happened; they'd give her a new name and do
cel ebrations of thanksgiving that she had been purified.
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He, alone, might find it difficult not to cry.
She was asl eep now, and | ooking so tragically beautiful
"Savin to watch."
He flicked on his intercom "This is Chin."
"It's—+t's—+ can hardly describe it."
"I's it another denon buil di ng?"

"Yes, but snaller, nore basic than the other. The trail winds around to it. |
can see sonme of the markings, but I'll need equipnment to tell if everyone we've
been foll owing has passed. It has an el aborate, ornate entrance, unlike the
other, and slightly renoved fromthe structure, so that the gate of solid stone
stands before rather than as a part of the building."

"Well, don't goinit!" the captain instructed him "Rermain there, use what's
avai l abl e for cover, and get sonme rest. |I'm
going to |l et everyone here rest a bit nore, too. | doubt if there is anyone

between us and it, and there's a good field for seeing anyone com ng fromthe
rear. W need rest before tackling any nore."

"Il + agree. But I'mnot too certain | want to be too near this thing."
"VWhy? Troubl e?"

"It—+t's the gate. There are words etched in the stone!" "Nothing you could
read, surely. What do they look like?" "That's just it! | can read theml They're
in the Mesok tongue! My native tongue!" Gun Rob Chin suddenly felt w de awake
and a little chilled.

"WAit a minute! That's not possible!™ "I swear it by all the gods and. soul s of
my ancestors!" "Etched in stone? In Mesok! What's it say?" "The cl osest
translation | can give you into Standard is—All who enter this place enter

wi t hout hope."'"

Oh, great! the captain thought, a sinking feeling growing in the pit of his
stomach. There goes my own chance to sl eep

GUARDI ANS

OF THE SECOND Cl RCLE

UPON THAT DESOLATE, FEATURELESS LAND OF unchangi ng gray, the small party stood
before the great gates of the sole structure they had seen since | eaving the
first. The second was in many ways like the first: sone great single crystal of
unknown conposition that seened to change before your very eyes in ever so
subtl e ways, thrusting upward fromits place enbedded in the otherw se polished
rock floor. It was, however, snaller, and thinner, than the one that had
extruded into the known universe through which they had entered this eerie

pl ane, giving sone hope that there weren't endl ess chanbers within.

In front of it was erected a great cerenonial gate which appeared to be made of
sonme marble-like rock, so finely polished they could see their reflections in
it. Two massive rounded columms rose up on either side, then bent seaniessly in
until they joined at an arch in the top center. Fromthe inside of the columms
and arch, a thinner, flat panel extended fromthe arch and fromthe sides,
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creating a smaller, rectangular entry-way rounded at the top to natch the angle
of the arch above. It was on this panel, above the opening, that the words were

carved, perfectly, and inlaid with what appeared to be solid, polished, gleam ng
gol d.

"Way, it's in no Mesok tongue," Krisha commented, a bit awestruck. "It is in
Hindi!"
"No, it is in Torguil, the | anguage of ny ancestors," Mrok maintained. "Savin's

translation, though, is fairly close."

"It is a denon trick!" Manya rasped. "I see it in nmy nother tongue, as you al
see it in your own!"

"Not quite," said Gun Roh Chin. "It's nothing but a line of very small gol den
dots arranged in squares. | read nothing in New Mandarin, which gives ne a
thought." He turned to Krisha. "Scan that thing, right where it is, as if it
were a living creature,”" he instructed. "See if you get anything."

She tried. "A headache," she responded. "I cannot keep on it for any |length of
tine."

He nodded. "Savin? Mrok? Try your own powers on those words, right where you
see them"

Mor ok | ooked up, concentrated, then his |Iong | egs buckl ed and he caught hinself

just before he fell. "Vertigo," he said needl essly.
"Static, like a de-tuned transceiver,"” Savin told him "There was a real burst
when Morok al nost fell just now "

"It's some sort of broadcast device on the neural band," the captain replied,
feeling a theory confirmed. "The difference in nost Talents is nothing nore nan
sensitivity to one or another part of that band, but the frequencies aren't that
far off. The nessage it is actually broadcasting is in a purely hol ographic
form your minds change it into the witing of your native tongues. It's quite
clever. | know that a great deal of research has gone into trying to manufacture
just such a device, in all three enpires. Even ones w thout Tal ents woul d get
the message; only ones like nyself, who are essentially crippled, unable to even
receive or send or otherw se use those bands, see nothing but what is really
there. ™

"I've tried to block it out, but | cannot,” Krisha told him

"Its band is too broad, beyond the nere telepathic limts. Still, its purpose is
clear. It nmeans 'Keep Qut' in everybody's |anguage."

Mor ok studied the ground. "Well, they went in.

"Naturally. People who erect the signs perforce exclude thensel ves,
sourly.

Manya not ed

"There is sonmething else,” Savin said, hesitating a bit. "Come over here—about
twenty neters to the left."

They followed him nore curious than apprehensive now that one nystery had been
at least rationalized. They | ooked where Savin pointed and Morok gave a noise
hal f way between a squawk and a gurgle that passed for a Stargin gasp. "Atrail!
Leadi ng away!"

Savin nodded. "It just—starts. Nothing | eads fromthe structure to it, or from
anywhere el se. Notice sonething else, too, Holiness. You' ve been studying our
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trail since the start."

"Simlar to the markings we've been followi ng—enly there are many nore, over a
| arger area. Strange ... if | didn't know better, |1'd swear that the main
mar ki ngs were the ones we've been following all along."

Manya ran her basic equi prrent over them "The Holy Gods and Their M ghty Angels
be with us! They are the same marks! See? You can see the denon strides easily
here, and the pair are the sanme!"

Kri sha shook her head. "You nean those are the sane tracks? And our own? That,
sonehow, we've conme two days' march in a circle"! That's not possible! | adnit
we could easily have gone in a circle for all the |andmarks, but that is not the
denmon structure fromwhich we cane!"

@un Roh Chin nodded thoughtfully. "Nonetheless, the conclusion is hard to avoi d.
We're dealing here with a totally different set of rules, even if things seem
simlar. Some of the simlarity mght be due entirely to what our own bodi es and
m nds are designed to perceive. The fact that the trail energes out of nothing,
away fromthis new structure, indicates that we did indeed enmerge at sone other
poi nt, but came to this one."

"But why didn't we just then see this thing behind us at that point, then?"
Manya asked him

" 'l have no idea, Manya. How did we get fromthat Exchange world to this one?"
He got up and | ooked back at the new structure with its warning gate. "If this
is some other universe, then the natural course of things we take for granted
m ght not all apply. Certainly sone do—we have gravity at a manageabl e |evel,
and air, and suspended water. Better to ask why the denons, who know this place
and its rules, didn't just double back as well. This sounds 'totally insane, |
know, but we have |eft conventional w sdom behind."

"How can we cope wi thout the anchor of natural |aw?" Mrok asked him disturbed.

"Don't ask ne how-di vine intervention, maybe, if you want to think that—but | am
convinced that logic is not out the window with the rest Logic demands that any
such place have natural laws and rules that are consistent. | fall back again on
the records we saw, that the denons are carbon-based life, and not that
radically different than a nunber of races we know, except, perhaps, in the head
and the spirit. Their nmajor advantage over us is that they know the rules, but
our advantage is that the rules cannot deviate radically fromwhat we know

wi t hout causing themas nuch of a problemas it does us. It is a matter, then,

of deducing those differences."

Krisha | ooked at him "Captain, you renenber what we tal ked about? About the
physi ol ogi cal differences even between us?"

"Yes?"

"Suppose—fust suppose—there is a difference. Just as the two of us can't see
into the infrared, and others of us either cannot see colors or perceive them
differently, perhaps these denpbns can see things we cannot. Things native to
this environnent. There might be things all around us that none of us are

equi pped to perceive and which even our instrunents have no way to detect."”

He nodded. "I've thought of that, and it's nost likely true, but their primary
perspective overlaps ours, it's clear. W can't worry about what we cannot see,
hear, feel, or touch. W can only trust that the situation is nutual, in which
case the price is that things are pretty boring to us. | amnore concerned wth
getting the rules straight."

"Such as, Captain?" Morok prodded.
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"Logi c suggests that we did not go in a circle, at least not in practical terns.
Most likely it is a spiral. The denbn houses angl e down, suggesting sone sort of
descent. Sonehow, we could not get that short distance between there and here

wi t hout wal ki ng around—and, nost inportantly, neither could they. Now, what did

t hey—and we—have to do to get to this point? W had to wal k around

anti-cl ockwi se—to the left. Sonehow, under the strange rules of this place, |eft
is down, right is up. How we can perceive the old, upward, trail is a nystery to
me, but | would wager that if we refused entry there, as the sign

suggests, and continued on, we'd wal k around again, two days, to this very spot
If we retrace, going right to do so, we'd wind up back where we cane in. It's
inmportant. It nmeans that, even if we lose the trail, we know the general way to

go."

"I amfeeling dizzy once again, but not fromthat thing," Mrok said. "Still, |
have been around a long while and have traveled far. |'ve seen races that were
clearly intelligent, industrious, and totally inconprehensible, who spent all
their days creating bizarre structures they never used, who had no | anguages as
we understood them yet sonmehow communi cated with each other, and who woul d act
in ways one could only consider erratic and i nsane—except that they were

consi stent. How can soneone converse with, |et alone convert, creatures so alien
that they have no apparent conmon nental ground with any known race? |If whole
peopl es can be thus, then why not sone denonic universe? There is no alternative
but to accept your theory as a working hypothesis, Captain—antil it fails, if it
does. "

"That is all we can do," replied GQun Roh Chin. "However, Holiness, if my theory

on di nmensional directionality is correct, we have problens. There are a ot nore
mar ks over there than can be accounted for with just our passage. | particularly
dislike that series of nicks, three and then three, as if sharp netal points had
dug into the rock. Nothing we or the denons did accounts for them"”

"The Corithian!" Manya gasped. "It had six such legs when | sawit!"

Chin nodded. "And that neans we've got our Mycohlians behind us, and not very
far behind, either, |'d wager."

"I was al so concerned with the extra pair of prints sinmlar to the denons', only
smal ler, with a shorter stride," Savin noted. "Over there, to one side. The
forward scuff is definitely hard and rounded, |ike hooves, but | know of no

hoof ed races other than denobns that are al so two-|1egged. Do we have anot her
demon behind us? Perhaps joined with their worshipers?"

"l have no idea," the captain said honestly. "All | knowis, if we stay here,
we're going to have very unpl easant conpany once nore. W can either try and set
up an anbush here, using this place for cover—after all, they have to cone

here—er do we go through?"
"I say nail themright here!" Savin exclained forcefully.

"W have cover. They have none at all. There m ght not be another spot this
i deal . "

Morok considered it. "Don't forget that we'd be facing a pretty strong telepath

if Krishais to be believed, and a Corithian as well. I'd like at |least a ful
charge on the power packs before | fought a pitched battle, and we didn't get
that here. And there's the matter of the smaller denon figure. I'd rather know

nmore of @unny's rules for this place before taking on one of themdirectly. No,
for a good anbush | want better than even odds, and | doubt if we are even at
that point in this place. Let us go through. Perhaps there will be sonepl ace
ahead to canp, to recharge, to wait for them that gives us an edge. Ri ght now

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...Marathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (60 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

our best edge is to remain in the lead. It allows us to pick the time and the
pl ace. "

@un Roh Chin turned and | ooked back up at the sign only he could not read.

"Well, we are supposed to discard all hope at this point, but | haven't gotten
to that point yet. Step up! Who will be the first to enter the upper Hells while
still alive?"

"I''"ll lead,'' Krisha told them' 'l have no fear of what mght be in there. "I
amin |ower Hell already, she added to herself.

The inside was pretty nuch the same as the first denon structure had been: the
same indirect lighting emanating fromthe walls, the sane nelted plasticine
texture to everything. They went fromthe outer chanber to the inner one with no
sensation of going down, although fromthe angle they nust have been descendi ng
and rather steeply, and stepped into a new grand chanber, only slightly smaller
than the one they'd first encountered, but still pristine, unchanged, without
bodi es or gore.

Kri sha stopped and stared at the center of the chamber, and the others all froze
and gaped with the same sense of awe and terror.

"The Evil Ones!" Manya screanmed, and raised her pistol, and it took both Chin
and Savin to stay her hand.

"They're still in suspension!" Chin yelled at her. "You shoot them and we'l
just get what they got back at the first one! You want that? Think, Manya!
Thi nk! "

She trenbled, and they could tell her resolve was shaken, but it was nore than a
m nute before they felt safe to let go of her.

It was as if they had stood there on slightly raised platforns, the male and the
femal e, and all owed the strange naterial that nade up the inside of the crysta
structure to ooze down upon them covering them and | ocking themeternally

i nside sem -transparent col umms.

"Just |ike on the recordings,
his rubbery beak.

Mor ok managed, his twin hearts sonewhere inside

Kri sha nodded, mouth still partly open. "There is the eneny," she managed at
| ast, her voice cracking, her throat inpossibly dry.

"But not the eneny we chase,"” the captain rem nded her

Savin, for all his fierce | ooks, was equally stunned. "Evil," he muttered.

"I npossible, pure evil. It beats inside ny mind like a drum Cold, horrible
evil. Repul sion. Revulsion. Every dark enotion | have ever felt, nagnified a
thousand—no, a million tinmes. Never in ny studies, never in ny wldest

ni ght mares, could | conceive of an evil like this."

Chin was fascinated. "You feel that enpathically? Fromthen"

Savin nodded. "I cannot conceive of how those scientists did not also feel it.
Surely they, too, used enpaths. Even now | fight an insane, driving urge to flee
this place."

"Krisha, are you getting anything?" the captain asked her

The tel epath did not answer, but kept staring at the two figures as if in a
trance.

<Unl ock Us! You can do it! Unlock Us and worship Us and become Qur priestess. W
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can free you as you can free Us. Qur priestesses know no limts; their power is
Qur power, and, for them there is no such thing as excess. Free Us and worship
Us and W shall free you fromthe tyrants who did this terrible thing to you and
aid you in revenging yourself against themall. Qur time is com ng once again.
Soon We shall be free again to conquer and rule and reign no matter what you do.
Free Us now and you shall reign over a nultitude of worlds in Qur nane. Refuse
and We shall be free soon in any event, but W shall keep you as you are, frozen
inthis state for eternity, allowed neither nadness nor rebirth. Free Us! Free
Us now, and you shall be High Priestess to the very stars!>

@un Roh Chin suddenly grew concerned. "Mrok! Get to her! |If those things can
send that kind of dread into Savin, they mght be getting into Krisha's mnd!"

<W are the gods of pleasure, the gods of passion. Al that you desire W can
gi ve you, and things so wondrous your mnd

cannot even dream of them Free Us! Al you nust do is free Us and worship.
Since the dawn of time We were, and to the end of time We will be, and during
all that tinme W have acted according to Qur own code. W are al ways honorabl e;
We al ways keep Qur prom ses, enforce Qur word and Qur bond. Even the | egends of
your own silly church adnmit that nuch. Do your false gods answer all those
prayers? You can do it. That much of your curse W |ift even here, trapped as W
presently are, but you nust do it of your own free will. Only by that can you
prove yourself worthy to serve us. Your false gods are | ong dead and gone. Your
faith is enforced by carnival tricks. Free Us and We shall nake you nore
powerful than your false and foolish gods. Free Us . . . free Us. . . . >

"l cannot get through to her! Sonething is blocking nme!" Morok shout ed.

Savin noved swiftly for so large a creature, grabbed Krisha, , whirled her
around al t hough she resisted, and, with a huge, leathery fist, knocked her col d.

She went down |ike a suddenly enpty sack collapsing to the floor. Savin caught
her, and picked her up as gently as he could, and turned to the others.' 'We
must get out of here, and now What | have done has enraged them so that |
cannot stand it nuch | onger nyself!"

"Yes, now " @un Roh Chin shouted. "Everybody! Get by those living numies up
there and out the back way! Quickly.""

They did not hesitate, and noved forward and around the creatures on a run. They
all felt it; even the captain felt sonething, although he wasn't sure if it was
real or nmerely his own feelings reflecting what he'd seen and experienced. It
didn't matter. It didn't matter where this thing | ed themnext, either. Cearly
they were not yet up to taking on denpns, even denpns in anber.

As soon as Josef accepted that they weren't likely to catch the M zl apl ani ans,
rest becane the nunber one essential. He had hoped to catch up to them know ng
that they couldn't be that far ahead, and could hardly hide in this flat
wast el and, but he finally had to admt that there just wasn't rmuch chance at
this stage. He woul d have to count on the fact that they, too, would need to
stop and rest, and that, being ahead, sonething

woul d eventually slow or stop them allow ng his people to close.

Tobrush sent hundreds of slender tendrils into the medical kit. "Kalia, renopve
your suit | have limted know edge of Terran anatony but a burn is a burn, and
the book says to keep treating it. Do you have any pain?"

"Alittle," she adnmitted. "Not as much as when | cane to, and not nearly enough
tolay me out. | amvery stiff, though, on ny whole side."

. She deactivated the environnent suit, which caused it to suddenly |oosen, as if
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it were three or four sizes too large, allowing her to pull down the fasteners
and essentially let it drop

Al t hough the burnt side of her face | ooked awful, Josef was unprepared for the
red, flaking skin underneath the suit. She hadn't had any defl ectors on when
she' d been shot, since that woul d have sl owed her down and linmited her
maneuverability somewhat, and the energy blast fromthe M zl apl ani an what ever it
was had partly gone through the suit to bare skin. The suit itself was
undamaged; it was sinply the heat, which had been of sufficient strength to get
through the normal insulation at that range.

He, frankly, couldn't understand how she could walk at all, let alone this far,
and wi thout conplaint or collapse. The left arm and upper thigh had taken the
nost danage. They weren't the fatal, near disintegration, strength that she'd
have gotten without the suit on at all, but those were pretty nean burns.

Well, there wasn't nuch he or anybody el se coul d do about her now. In a way,
seei ng the damage and knowi ng what she'd done after it, he felt glad that she
was on their side.

"You know, at any normal distance the suit would have prevented all but the head
damage, " Tobrush comrented. "Even at stun or wide spray it would have done sone,
| esser, damage to the exposed skin on the face, but little else. That Holy
Horror had her weapon on tight beam maxi mum and from a di stance of probably no
more than three meters. As it is, only the fact that she was using a tight beam
and had a bad angl e kept you fromdying on the spot."

"Skip the lecture," Kalia responded, slurring her words slightly as if a bit
drunk due to the damage to her face. "Just patch it up and I'll nake it."

"Well, you survived what the nedikit calls shock, which is apparently the rea
killer in such cases, and the nedication and spray-on nedi skin seens to have
done quite well, so | suppose | guessed right," the Julki told her. "However, |
am going to keep giving the series of injections and applying new nedi skin unti
things settle to natural healing. According to the kit, if you lived this |ong
you' || survive, but it reconmmends at |east three weeks in a healing tank for
this scale of burn."

"Fine. 1'll just trot on over to the nearest hospital. Just do what you can.”

"Yeah. She's too nean to die," Josef said, trying to sound jocul ar, although the
extent of the burns really shook him He wasn't sure if he could have wal ked
back out of the shuttle after that, let alone get all the way here.

Kalia was a genui ne psychopath, but she was his psychopat h.

Al t hough he felt uneasy about stopping, at |east Desreth made it a full rest for
everyone; the Corithian didn't seemto require sleep or rest, and seened content
to do virtually nothing for hours.

Sl eepi ng was easy, even on the flat rock, but waking up was hard, even when as a
result of a warning. Josef checked his chrononeter first and saw he'd been out a
bit under five hours; his body screaned at himthat it was not enough. Still,
Desreth couldn't be ignored. Better to be tired than dead.

"What's the problen?" he call ed.
"Gt hers com ng behind us. Small group, probably no |arger than ours."
"How far off?"

"Estinmate approxi nate. About one and a quarter hours at current speed. | can
detect themonly with ny receptors on maxi numrange."
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Kalia yawned and tried to shake herself awake. "Could it be the Holy Ones? Cot
behi nd us somehow?"

"Doubtful. The rock traci ngs have been nost consistent," Desreth told her. "Mre
likely it is a troubleshooting teamfromthe Exchange. It was their territory
and then: personnel, after all. It was inevitable that they would show up sooner
or later."

"Bad news for us," Tobrush commented. "That makes us the middle of the |ayer,
with the fanatics ahead of us and the Exchange behind us, which is bad enough.
Desreth, however, indirectly nmakes an equally telling point in that those
people, if Exchange, are the ones with all the rules on their side."

"The dead do not quibble over rules,"” Kalia spat.

"Perhaps not, but we are quite alone here and it is unlikely any nore of our own
forces will cross the border in our defense. On the other hand, we can only
regard an Exchange team as the vanguard of many, nmany nore. Consider: if this
world were in our own territory, and we cane upon the same scene with our own
dead lying about, half the mlitary of the Enpire would be call ed down upon the
spot. Unlike the prayernongers, if we take out the first Exchange group we wl|l
al nost surely face a second, larger force, and a third, and so on, and nost
likely they would junp to the conclusion that the Mycohl were behind all of

this. After all, does not the primary religion of our |eaders venerate
denon-li ke creatures? The distress call itself could be interpreted as signaling
not an alien force but rather a Mycohl attack. 'Denpons at Rai nbow Bridge' and
all that."

Josef nodded. "Tobrush is right. There's the threat of actual war over this.
Dam! This is getting nore conplicated by the nonent." He | ooked around. " Get

everything together! Let's move and nove fast while we still can. It's possible
that they haven't spotted us as yet, and if we can open up a little lead, we
m ght be able to keep it that way for a while." He | ooked around. "If there was

just some dammed cover around here we night be able to let themslip past us!
Let themtake out the Mzzies and us heroically conming to the rescue. For now,
we just have to nove."

Josef liked to think that the superior training of the Mycohl mlitary gave them
an edge. Few of the enemy, whichever one, could double-time for so long with so
little rest and very shortened rations.

About two hours of that and they came to a mnor nystery.

"The tracks diverge," Robakuk noted. "Mst went off that way, and these two only
go on."

They | ooked around, but saw nothing but the same gray expanse as al ways. There
seenmed no reason for the sudden divergence, but Josef had no doubt which one to
follow "The one to the left,'' he told them' 'That has to be the Mzzies, and
they are our first priority here."

"If the other two are with them they mght be circling around to catch us in a
trap," Kalia pointed out.

"I can't believe they'd split their forces here on sone off-chance of catching
us. No—to the left. Go!'

After alnost an hour, they saw the denon house and gate in the distance, and it
energi zed themjust to see something in this wasteland. Still, they approached
with caution, widely spread apart, fearing that perhaps the team ahead of them
was |lurking there around and behind the gate and structure, waiting to pick them
of f against the glow of the sky and the flat plain w thout cover of any kind.
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Kalia, for one, was nystified to discover that nobody was there, and, truth to
tell, so were the others. "A perfect spot for it," Josef noted.

"Are you certain that invisible bitch isn't lurking back here for us?" Kalia
asked, pistol out, nervous and ready to shoot at shadows.

"No," Tobrush replied. "I could at |east hear that interninable praying and you
could sense her, too, if you' d use your head. They are gone, and al npbst
certainly through the gate."

"Perhaps the sign had sonething to do with it,"'
at the underhang bel ow the arch.

Josef said nervously, pointing

The warni ng caused themthe sane initial fears that had struck the

M zl apl ani ans, but, as Gun Roh Chin had with the earlier group, Desreth was able
to solve the nystery in a manner that at |east nade sense and kept things on a
rational basis.

Josef thought a nonent. "That thing, building or transport or whatever,
interferes with the neural bands," he nused. "If we got up close and behind it,
t he team behind us night not detect our presence."

"Too risky," Tobrush responded. "They will certainly check out the entire
structure as we did, and with the same caution. That would nean a firefight with
no advantage to us. | don't think the situation favors our continued existence

in that case." The military oaths and honor of the Mycohl military did not
permt surrender, and that was understood fromthe start. You triunphed or you
peri shed.

"Shit!" Kalia swore in frustration. "Ain't we ever gonna get to shoot anybody!"

"Patience, Kalia, the time will come," Josef soothed. "For now, Tobrush is

right.”

"That sign may be nore than a nere warning," Robakuk noted. "The place could be
filled with traps. | read it as 'Keep out—er else!' | don't know what the 'or
else' is."

"Well, we can't stay here,"" Josef pointed out. "Ckay, the sane system we used

bef ore. Weapons out, Desreth and Tobrush in first. Kalia, you conme in with ne.
Robakuk, rear guard, thirty seconds and in. Be extra careful and take nothing
for granted! Even if there's no trap set by whatever nmade these things, inside
that thing is an even better place for an anbush than here, and we don't want to
get pinned down between the M zzies and the Exchange, either."

There was no sign of a trap fromeither their enemes or the builders inside,
just the expected entry chanber. They noved as before, a precision team but
when Tobrush and Desreth entered the second chanber, they could hear the Julk
say, "Ch, my!"

"Tobrush? You all right?" Josef called, worried.

"Yes, I'mall right. But |I think the rest of you had better get up here.
Desreth says |I'mnot seeing things, but | need confirnmation."

Josef and Kalia entered the chanber cautiously, then stopped, struck equally
dunmb for a nonment by .the sight of the two denobns in suspension in the center of
t he chanber. Robakuk, coming in last, had no | ess a reaction, but Josefs

prof essi onal i sm snapped himout of it a bit. "Robakuk—keep back in the corridor
I don't want the Exchange walking in on us until we've had a chance to | ook at
this."
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"Uh—yes, at once, sir!"

"Not even as a hatchling have | ever believed in these things," Tobrush said in
a distant tone. "Or anything else | couldn't see, hear, and feel."

"Are they reall" Josef wanted to know.

"Yes, sir," the Julki responded. "Nor are they comatose, at |east not nmentally.
They know we are here!"

"Such power," Kalia sighed, and Josef was startled to see her fall to the fl oor
and prostrate herself before the two figures and begin a | ow chantingl prayer.

Desreth was clinical, as usual. "The subjects are definitely warm bl ooded,
carbon-based. The smaller of the pair is the fermale, indicating probable
bi sexuality of the race."

The Jul ki nade a noise unlike any they'd ever heard hi m make before.

"Tobrush? You all right?" Josef asked, concerned. It didn't take a detective to
figure out that this was pretty nuch what the Exchange had found in the first
structure, and that a pair nuch like this one had gotten out and done all that
destruction.

"They are speaking to ne!" the tel epath responded. "They are—powerful. Hard to
think. Can't block themout!"

"Wl l, you're our nmedium Wat are they saying?"

The Jul ki's body shivered, and it was clearly having real problens. Then Tobrush
spoke, but the voice was not Tobrush but soneone, sonething else, a kind of

voi ce none of them had ever heard before, and one which, if coming through
Tobrush, strained the creature's abilities.

"W wel cone you, who are Qur grandchildren," said the voice fromthe Jul ki

"Who are you?" Josef asked, not sure why he was shouting. They obviously could
read ni nds.

"Before the universe was, W were," replied the voice. "W were anong those who
created the universe and the worlds within, and planted the seeds that would
becone you all. Those whom you call the Mycohl, your masters, are Qur children
and Qur guardi ans of the countless nests of worlds W designed. Qur other
children have, it seens, followed a rebellious path, but Qur time is al nost at
hand once nore, when, with the Faithful at Qur side, W shall re-establish Cur
rule and reign over the whole of your galaxy and nore, to the edges of Creation
Then shall the Faithful rule as gods over all the others, with power and glory
undr eaned- of . "

Josef felt a litte uneasy, wondering what sort of speech the other denbns had
handed t he Exchange scientists before wiping up the place with their broken
remai ns.

"Those were unbelievers, followers of the rebellious ones," the denon voice
responded, reading his nmnd. "Had they been di scovered and Qur conrades freed by
the Faithful, the result would have been very different."

"Why did you kill all of then?" Desreth asked. "It seens-—excessive.'
"Way not?" cane the chilling reply. "The nunbers of the unbelievers are |like the
stars; a few one way or the other matters not at all. In any case, it was

practical; Qur conrades did not at the tine realize how powerless those
creatures were."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...Marathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (66 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

"And what will you require of us if we follow you?" Josef pressed.

"Your worship and your faithful ness,” cane the response. "You have nothing el se

to give."
"Your claimto be the gods who created us all is suspect," Desreth noted inits
flat nmonotone. "If in fact that cannot be shown, then we cannot trust your word

as to the rest, including our owmn fates."

"Why do you doubt, Corithian?" the denon voice asked.

"First because, by asking, you show that you cannot read ny thoughts," Desreth
responded. "By any logic, a creation should have no secrets fromthe gods.
Second, you are inprisoned, as, obviously, were the others. Wo can inprison the
gods?"

"There are things beyond your limted ability to conprehend," the denon
responded, sounding, to Josef, a little bit pissed off. "W are the commanders
of this station. By Qur own choice and the necessity of renmaining one with the
station. W are here, sleeping until sonmeone activates the station. Only Qur
mat ure grandchildren could reach, let alone activate, a station. Wen that
happened, it placed in notion a chain of events leading to Qur reclamation of
Qur rightful rule.”

"I regret that | do not believe you," the Corithian responded. "You are not
necessary to run this station; the first one we used required no operators. Nor
woul d you place yourself in such a position that there was no energency override
to extricate you. The nmost telling argunment, however, is that your own conrades,
as you call them passed through here and they chose not to liberate you. If
your own people, inprisoned thenselves, do not trust you free, then how can we
be expected to do so?"

"Fool s! Worthl ess hunk of sel f-nmintaining nachinery! How dare you question Us?
Free Us and pl edge your souls to Us and W will nake you the vanguard, Qur first
priests and priestesses with power beyond your w | dest inmaginings! Those who
free and pl edge thenselves to Us will reign in Qur nanes; those who refuse shal
be Qur first sacrifice!l"

There was a sonewhat desperate tone to their pleading now, sonething not |ost on
either Josef or Desreth and perhaps not Robakuk as well. It was hard to tel
just how rmuch control Tobrush retained.

"Grl! W shall make you the CGoddess Kalia, and give you power over all the
worl d that used and abused you! You will avenge yourself against all who caused
you harm and conmmand your enemies to grovel and eat the dung of aninmals, and
all will worship you and sing your praises and your glory, even the very Lord of
your clan! All you need do is take out your pistol and set it to narrow beam
maxi mum and cut through the col uims above Qur heads."

Josefs hand went to his own pistol, and he nade ready to draw and fire,
wondering if in fact he was faster than she.

Kalia* s head canme up, and she raised her torso up on her two hands, but she did
not reach for her pistol

"Feel a pal e shadow of what We offer you," the denon voice said, and the woman's
body stiffened for a monent, then began an incredible, sensuous withing, her
face a picture of absolute ecstasy. The enpathic signals the denbns were able to
impart even fromtheir prison nust have been incredible.

"Draw your pistol," cajoled the denon voice. "Break Qur seals. Shoot anyone who
m ght try to stop you, for they are not worthy. Do it now, and you'll see that
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there is nothing which you cannot have, nothing you cannot be, or do. Do it!"

"Sergeant!" Josef snapped. "You took an oath of obedience to orders! If you
break that oath now, you will be no nore trusted by themthan you deserve, for
you wi Il have forfeited your honor!"

He saw the longing in her face, saw her good hand go to the pistol, then
hesit at e.

"Do not drawl That's an order! Move to Desreth and around the pair!"

"A command of your gods supersedes any oaths or promi ses to nmere nortals!" the
demon voi ce responded. "You are relieved of all such oaths! Free us!"

She hesitated a nonment, then tensed, and, just as slowy, her hand noved away
fromthe gun. Slowy, ever so slowy, she noved toward the Corithian.

"Desreth! Get her out the back!" Josef conmanded. He | ooked over at Tobrush, who
seenmed held there, and wondered if he had to | eave the tel epath.

Suddenly the Julki's body quivered and began to nove, first toward the denons,
then around themto the right of the pair.

"You join the others, sir! I'll nmake certain Tobrush gets out of here!" cane
Robakuk' s voi ce behind him

Real i zi ng that the Jul ki was being noved by the tel ekinetic powers of the Thion,
Josef gave a wy smile and a salute to the two denons, then made to join the
others, even as Tobrush's denpni c voi ce was screani ng, "You cannot do this! W
command you to return! You will suffer in agony for all eternity for this!"

For the first time since he was in his early teens, Jimy MCray crossed hinsel f
as he stood before the gate. . "Abandon all hope, all you who would enter
here,'' he read. "Not quite where it should be, nor as conplete, but I'ma bit
taken aback to see it here at all."

"Huh? What ?" Tris Lankur responded. "Where do you see that?"
"Up there, above the gateway."

"There's nothing up there but sone kind of gold dot pattern.”

"I read the sane thing in Durquist," said the Durquist. "Modra?"

"Just reads in standard Conmercial to ne. Kind of weird, |ike everything else."

"Cbvi ously a hol ographi c nessage, intended to be read by anybody," Lankur

responded. "But you seemto know the passage, MCray."

"Indeed. The full thing—+t's been a very long tinme—but, the full thing should
read,

' Through ne you pass into the woeful city; Through ne you pass into eterna
pai n; Through nme you pass through a people lost. It was justice nmoved ny lofty
Maker; Divine power brought ne into being. The first |ove and the highest

wi sdom

Before nme were created only things eternal
And | endure for all tinme.

Abandon all hope, all you who enter here.

"More of this prinmtive poet?”
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"He's lookin' less and less prinmtive as we go, although nore the poet," the

tel epath responded. "If it holds, what we stand before is nothing I ess than the
gates of Hell itself. The place where all the interestin' folks wind up, and
where | half expected to wind up one day nyself—but not like this, in a suit and
still alive. Still and all, it's the very place you'd go if you were a denon,

and the very place to go if you wanted one."

Modra Stryke stared at himand frowned. "You' re not seriously suggesting that
that's Hell in there, and that we're chasing real, |ive denobns?"

"Either that, or sonebody's gone to a whole |lot of bother to nake it seem so,"
McCray replied. "And I, for one, sure can't think of a notive for that."

"I think it's a bit difficult to swallow either explanation," the Durqui st

responded.' "This is hardly a primtive age. It's the age of spaceships and
interstellar, interracial enpires, and technol ogy so extreme that we
deliberately limt it for fear it will overwhelmus. It is an age far renoved

fromsun worship and glorified tree spirits. It's an age when we al ready know
al most everything."

McCray | ooked around and swept the horizon with his hand. "That so? Then expl ain
this!™"

The Durqui st was nonplussed. "Well, | said "alnost.' Still, we've gone a |long
way, both in and out, and we haven't found a single god yet."

"But we found two devils," MCray shot back

"Enough of that, you two!" Tris Lankur snapped. "I will grant you that we have
stunbl ed on sonething totally new, sonething we don't understand, and the nmjor
reason we're here, other than investigating the thing, is to find out if our
peopl e sonehow al so triggered sonething nasty. That, in fact, is ny main
concern, the real reason | had to follow those two. The universe is still ful
of surprises, no matter what you say, Durquist, and the nore we discover, the
more we find we don't quite know. That's OUR job, renmenber? To find the nasty
little surprises before they do major harm Before it was al ways a new worl d,
and was |l ocalized, at |east. Now we've stunbled onto sonething big, maybe the
bi ggest thing anybody's stunbled on in history. Big and as nasty and nmean as
anyt hing any of us have ever faced before. At the very least a fourth enpire,
wi th technol ogi cal powers we can't even cone close to figuring, and a m nd-set
that doesn't seemto |like any conpetition. But that's all it is, clear? That's
enough! "

"Il admit it must be a confort not to have been brought up Catholic," MCray
responded. "For one thing, you didn't have to endure all those years of those

bl oody interm nabl e catechi smclasses. | |ong ago abandoned the faith of ny
ancestors, but | can no longer shed the mnd-set than | can ny skin. And, as a
rati onal man of the great technol ogical now, |'m beginnin' nore and nore to see

that those old priests and nuns got it close. Closer, at |east, than any New
Pl anet Survey |'ve ever been given."

"Well, there's no use standing here arguing,” Mdra pointed out. "Fromthe
traces, it looks like not only the denpbns but half of creation's been through
here ahead of us, and those type of fol ks we do know. Having seen no bodi es on
the way, | assunme they got here spaced enough that they haven't had another gun
battle, or been set upon by nonsters, or whatever, so we're still ahead of the
game in following in their footsteps. Either we stand here and |l et them go on
and wait for reinforcenents that mght or might not be able to follow us, and
hope they come before our water and food run out, or we go."

"The lady indeed has a point," Jimy MCray adnmitted. "Shall we ignore the sign
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and go on in?"

Modra nodded, but said, "Uh, tell ne, MCray—this Dante you keep spouting? How d
he wi nd up? At the end, | nean.”

"He nmade it all the way to Heaven, | ass,
honme and wote his bl oody epic.”

the telepath replied. "And then he got

"Let's hope we cone out the sane way," she replied. "You know any nore about
denons than that book?"

"Quite a bit," he admtted, "although filtered through many years of tota
neglect. At the age of thirteen, denonol ogy was far nore fun than bein' an altar
boy. "

They entered the first chanber.

<l don't like this, Jimy,> Gysta noted. <l feel sonething—Iike sonmething' s
waki ng up. >

He felt it too. "On your guard," he hissed. "Sonething' s ahead."

Coi ning before the two denons had no |l ess an effect on themman it had on the
first two teans. For nost of them it was their first true visualization of
creatures which, up to now, had been nore | oosely defined; Lankur had no

probl ems repl aying the recording fromthe other cynol and matching the scene
rat her exactly. For the second tine in a matter of minutes, Jimmy MCray found
hi nsel f crossing hinsel f.

"I told you," the cymol said softly.

"They're aware of us," Jimy warned. "I felt a probe just now "

"You nean they're awake!' the Durquist responded nervously.

<Don 't resist Us, telepath. You cannot resist Us in the end, and it will only
cause you additional strain.>

"Grysta! | amunder mental attack!" MCray called in an unusually |oud, sonewhat
pani cky voice

<Rei nforcing, Jimy. Hold on!>

The denobns seened suddenly taken aback, even a bit confused. <He bl ocks Us! How
can he possibly have that kind of power?>

Even with G ysta anplifying his defenses, Jimry was under severe strain fromthe
concerted attack of the two nmost powerful tel epaths he'd ever cone up against.
He wasn't at all sure he could hold out for |ong.

Sonet hing deep inside his mnd welled up froma half-forgotten chil dhood, a
conbi nation of idly acquired half-knowl edge , and a strength in belief he'd felt
he'd | ong abandoned.

<In the nane of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, | comand you to depart ny
mnd! In the nane of God, get out!>

To his utter amazenent, the pressure | essened, although it was still there,
still strong, still capable of attack if he let down his guard.

The denons seened thoroughly confused and frantically sought to regroup

<What are you that you can withstand and dare comand Us?>
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<An Irishman, you spawn of the Snake! W Irish have a way with snakes. >

The reference went conpletely past the denmons. <He is infected,> said the fermal e
demon. <He has a parasite which controls him | read it in the mnds of the
ot hers! >

<To whom do W speak?> they asked him <To the host or the naster?>

Al the old lore that he'd sonehow absorbed during the tinmes he'd sneaked into
Fat her Donovan's private library seened to cone instantly to the fore.

<l am James McCray. \What are your nanes, denons ?>

They didn't answer, which fit. To know the nane of a | esser denbn was to have
sonme control over it, or so the old books had maintai ned.

"You all right, MCray?" Lankur asked.

He nodded. ' 'l think so, Cap. Me and the boys, here, are just havin' a little
get - acquai nted session."

"Who are they?"

"Well, they're not too polite and they won't give ne their nanes, but as to what
they are—eh, you wouldn't believe ne if | told you."

<| am Astaroah,> said the mal e denon at |ast, <and My conpanion is Tahovah. >

McCray sniled, feeling nore confident, although he whispered, "Keep me bl ocks
up, Gysta, girl." To the denbns he sent, <Now, strictly telepath-to-tel epath,
you and | know that those aren't your real nanes. W can't really lie

convi ncingly, even to each other, can we?>

They were mighty strong tel epaths, though, clearly not linmted to the conscious
band and unfazed by the reflexive blocking systenms that Mddra and the Durqui st,
at least, had inplenented the nonent they'd been warned.

Frustrated at their inability to get McCray, the denons turned their attention
to Mbdra, without letting up nuch of the pressure on the telepath as well. The
enpat h was suddenly filled with nonstrous, overwhel mi ng waves of despair, as if
all the pain inside her, all the guilt she had carried and brooded upon, was
suddenly amplified a thousand tines. She gave a sudden sob and nmoaned horri bly,
dropping to her knees.

"McCray! Tell themto stop it! They're lolling her!" Lankur shouted, even as the
Dur qui st noved near the stricken wonan to aid her or prevent her from doing
har m

<In the nane of God Al mighty, who nmade even this dismal place, | command you
depart fromthat wonan!>

The denon | aughed. <Your puny God has no hold on us here! Free Us, and let Us
into your nmind, or she shall be beyond hel pi ng! Even now she is sunk so deep she
reaches for her gun. Shoot Us—er herself. It is your choice, telepath!>

"Stop that!" Mlly shouted at the denpons. "You hurt her bad! You stop that now "

Frankly, they had forgotten about Mdlly, the poor syn who was along for the
ride. Forgotten, too, that she also was an -enpath.

Mol Iy wal ked forward on her two hoofed feet and faced the denobns. "You | ook |ike
me, but you bad inside!"

Jimmy, for the life of him couldn't figure out why the hell the sanme waves of
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terrible despair didn't fell Mdly as well. Muybe, just nmaybe, the denobns
couldn't use anything that wasn't already there, and Molly was too sinple and
childlike to have those things within her that were being amplified. Until now,
she'd never actually seen a denobn, nor had any real concept of what they | ooked
like; to her, the creatures seened just another kind of syn, the evil sort.

Al though they really | ooked nothing like her, the somewhat goat-like |ower half
and the tiny horns did make her seem sone kind of opposite of what was inside
the pillars.

Mol ly turned to Modra" and laid her long, four-fingered right hand on the
sobbi ng woman' s head. Slowy, Mdra seenmed to grow cal mer, nore in control

almost as if Mdilly were drawi ng the hostil e enpathic waves striking the Terran
worman i nto her own self, where they were harm essly dissipated. Mdra now stared
only into Molly's eyes and as she slowy got to her feet a strange smle and
sweet expression replaced the pain on her face.

<Holy shit! Mdra | ooks like a | ove-struck kid!> Gysta coment ed.
"Shut up, Gystal" Jimy snapped. "I need all your concentration right now "

Lankur was as confused as the others—ncluding the denmons—but he was, as al ways,
in full control of himself. "Durquist! Lead them past these bastards and out the
back! MCray! You think you can make it past thenP"

"I'"ll make it," he responded. <Hail Mary, full of grace, blessed art thou anopng
worren, and bl essed be the fruit of thy wonb, Jesus. . . !>

Slow y he edged his way around the pillars.

The denons were suddenly driven to near panic. <Wait! We will talk fairly and
with no other tricks! Cone back!>

<Sorry, you bl ack-hearted bastards, > Ji my shot back as he went past <Stand
there and rot in your plastic prison for another ten thousand years |ike you
deserve! >

As soon as he was down the corridor and into the next chanmber he felt the
pressure lift so conpletely it was as if soneone or sonething had thrown a
switch. Tris Lankur saw his relief and asked, "How are you feeling?"

"Sweatin" like a stuck pig, but I think we showed "em " the tel epath replied.
"How s Modra?" He shot a probe to the enpath's mind and got back such a tangle
of confusion he didn't try long. Sweet Jesus! Mddra's turned on hotter than a
neutron star! he realized suddenly. And she's got the hots for Mlly!

Mol Iy turned, assuming that he'd know, and smled at himwith a | ook of conplete
and utter satisfaction. ' 'It what | do, Jinmy; It the only thing | do. Did | do
right?"'

He sighed.' 'Yeah, Molly, you did right, as conplicated as it m ght be unti
that wears off. Durquist? You all right?"

"Indeed. | had sone very odd feelings in my head and body in nere, as if they
were trying to figure a way in, but they did not, and there's no ill effects. |
suggest we nove out of here to wherever this takes us, though, before we get any
more nasty surprises.”

<Nobody asked if | was all right,> Gysta said grunpily. <l got such a headache
you woul dn't believe! >

"Yes, let's get out of here," Jimry agreed. "Those were strictly |lesser type
denmons, and we were al nbst corned beef fromthem I|f they'd gotten out of there,
we woul dn't have had a prayer. And, just think, if this thing works out as. it
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has, everyone we neet fromnow on will be stronger and nore powerful!"

"Well, | hope you' re wong," Lankur told him "Still, we have to find sonepl ace
out of here, and now. Preferably soneplace with water and" food and a | ot of
direct light so we can recharge the suits.”

They noved down the next corridor and suddenly found thensel ves outside once
nor e.

The sound was al nost deafening, |ike the nmpaning of countless mllions of |ost

and dammed soul s all around them and echoing here and there and back and forth

and swirling around. The only thing that kept it to a nere unpl easant roar was

the even greater sound of torrential rainfall. They all pulled on their hel nets
to keep as dry as possi bl e.

Lankur had his wi sh for water, but light and food were nowhere to be seen

The rain was so dense it was nearly inpossible to see. "Wich way?" the Durqui st
asked.

"Left, me boy!" Jimry McCray came back. "The ancient word in one of the old
tongues of ny world was sinister, and, around here, that seens just the way to
go!"

DEATH AND
REDEMPTI ON

I'N HELL

\"CET HER VI SOR DOM!'" GUN ROM CHI N snapped as the rain and noi se engul fed the
M zl apl ani an party.

"In and on automatic," Manya responded. "She's had quite a shock to her system
though. It is difficult to say when she will cone around.”

"Yes, we need a telepath to get to her, and she's our telepath," Mrok agreed.
"By the gods! This place is going to eat up power!"

"If we don't nove away fromhere we might well get a telepath, only not ours,"
Savin noted. "If the Mycohl are behind us, they're likely to release that pair
wi t hout even being coerced."

"Good point," Mrok agreed. "W'll have to continue to carry Krisha, though. Can
you manage it, Savin?"

"Yes, she is as light as grass | eaves. But where do we go?"
Mor ok | ooked over at Gun Roh Chin. "Captain? Any suggestions?"

Chin was |l ooking all around in the gloomand until questioned seened |lost to the
others. "Ch, sorry, Holiness. | was trying to figure out where those screans and
moans were comng from Wat did you ask for?

"W've got to nove, G@unny! Before the Mycohl cone al ong and rel ease those
things."

"Hnph! | doubt if even the Mycohl will be that stupid. They saw what we saw, and
fromwhat | know of them volunteering to be eaten alive by your gods isn't in
their required rituals. Still, you are right. W nust get away fromthis point,

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...Marathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (73 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

and find shelter if we can. | think we can safely assunme we won't be follow ng
any tracks for a while in this stuff, but clearly we go left. Let ne scan the
terrain."

A mental command, and his faceplate came alive with a series of narkings
plotting the imuediate vicinity. "Wll, it's not |level, anyway, and there seens
to be sone vegetation on the rises, but it's going to be a long walk in the
muck. Location transponders on, everyone, if you haven't switched on already. Be
careful of any dips—+orma single file, so if anyone suddenly finds thensel ves
either in a quagmire or a raging streamor river, we mght be able to get to
them wi t hout going in ourselves. This ground is already far too saturated to
absorb water, and it has to be going sonmewhere."

Morok wasn't the only one to check his suit energy |levels. About five days
worth, if major demands weren't placed on the system beyond this, assum ng no
opportunity for a recharge. Wthout power, they would be at the nmercy of the

el ements, w thout backup air, without major supplies, tools like the terrain
scanner, communi cations, defenses, or weapons. Spare energy packs didn't weigh
much, but had some bul k. Who woul d have thought when they explored the camp that
they woul d need nore than one? Certainly they would have taken spares before
entering that first denon station, had they not been chased in at gunpoint. They
had never needed spares for a prelimnary investigation before, and he'd gone
strictly by the book. That still did not |eave the Lord H gh Inquisitor w thout
a sense of guilt It all was on his responsibility, no matter what.

They wal ked for a while, nost needing sone reinforcing power lift fromthe suit
to manage in the deep, thick, black nud.

On top of it all, the place stank, the captain noted glumy, although both Savin
and Manya had remarked on how pleasant it snelled. It only reinforced his | esson
on their basic differences.

He was tenpted to conpletely seal his suit and go on air purification, which
woul dn't drain rmuch power, being nostly a nechanical system but that would al so
shut out nuch of the sounds of the place. As horrendous as the noise was, it
fascinated him

"I wonder if it rains like this here constantly?" Mrok nused. "It seens an
entire ocean unl oads upon us."

"Doubtful, or this place would already have eroded as snmooth as a ball,'' Mnya
responded.’' 'We sinply do not know enough about this place to draw concl usi ons
beyond that, however. It mght stop at any nonent. It nmight rain only once in a
hundred years like this, but for a week."

"Cheery thought, that |ast," Mrok comented.

"Well, if we can get through this nmess, | believe it will probably be about the
sanme di stance around to the next station,” the captain put in. "That could take
sone time in this stuff, but well within our power and supply limts."

"Are you certain that there is another 'station,' as you call it?" Savin asked.
"There was no other station on the world where we canme in."

"That was either an end point, which | ooks doubtful fromthe world' s nature and
| ocation, or a mistaken end point. The thing was undoubtedly built or grown

el sewhere, if it's a crystal of some kind, and then transported to its end spot,
as they all were, using these interdi nensional-pathways. It is possible that
they were going to do sonething on that world and halted for sone reason before
it was done. It was, after all, well within the confort and |life zones of nost
carbon-based forms. Whatever, it's the end of that spur line. W' re now on that
same spur goi ng backwards. Qur big problemis going to be when we intersect a
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mai n |ine and have to choose which station to use. | believe that all the
stations are enornous single crystals, hollow inside and coated wi th sonething
internally, and that each is probably tuned to a specific destination by neans
of oscillation by some hidden power supply. It's ingenious in its own right, and
totally bypasses the tricks we rmust pull with artificial wormhol es and tenporal
distortion fields to effectively bypass light's speed Iimt"

"They certainly pick destinations that only denons could | ove,'' Morok noted.

"Maybe they didn't pick them Maybe they have to go where the | aws of
interdinensionality, whatever they are, allow themto go. Then, again, this
systenis been in place for who knows how many thousands or tens of thousands of
years. This m ght have been a veritable paradise the last tine anyone visited
it. O, its ecosystem m ght have been destabilized and altered horribly by the
denons thensel ves doi ng whatever they once did here."

"Ever the rationalist!" Manya snapped. "Not even coning face to face with denons
has shaken you. We are in the Underworld, the Nether Worlds, the regions of
Upper Hell in the plane where denpbns reign!"

"If that's true,"” Chin responded, "then we're all going to die here and be
trapped eternally. 'Surrender all hope,' remenber? The denons |'ve seen are
carbon-based, warm bl ooded |ife forns that eat and breathe and probably breed,
considering the two sexes. They are a major life form that's all, on a very
advanced | evel, like the Guardians of the Exchange and the Mycohl race from
which their Enpire gets its name." And the Holy Angels of the M zlaplan as well,
he added silently, thankful during that thought that Krisha was still out.

"I ndeed? And so what is your current theory, Captain Rationalist?"

"I think that in the distant past there was a war," he said honestly. "I think
this group was so nmuch cruder, so vile, that the others banded together in
ancient tines to defeat them For sonme reason—possibly mercy, probably sonething
nmore pragmati c—the denon race wasn't exterm nated but rather |ocked away
in-their own continuum Possibly that was the Mycohl's fault—they night well
have sided with the denons initially, then pulled back when they saw t hey
weren't equal partners. That would explain why that Enpire still has them as

obj ects of admiration. Shared goals and attitudes, but not shared fates."

Morok was fascinated by this.' 'And what of the first station, the one that got
us inside?"

"Sonmehow, one of the entryways to our plane got missed. As | say, it was
probably a mistake or a failure, possibly too newto be on the records. That was
the one the Exchange found as it expanded, and inadvertently set two of them
free. Reading in their mnds that those people represented an anci ent eneny, the
Guardi ans, they didn't push |ike those two back there to be freed. That al one
inplies that they can sonehow be stopped, or even killed. Wen they were chopped
out of there, they went on a ranpage so that no signal that they were free could
reach the Guardians until they were well away."

"H ghly rational," Manya snorted, "but it begs two questions at |east. They were
di scovered nonths before they were freed—the size of the canp shows that. Wrd
had to al ready reach those Guardi ans, whatever they are, that two of the ancient
enem es had been found in one of their nmachines. Wy, then, did the GQuardi ans do
nothing at all to ensure that they renmi ned seal ed? Way, particularly, did they
allow a relatively defensel ess expedition to go there and risk freeing the denon
fol k—wi t hout even a warning or at |east supplying a neans of defense? Second,
where are those two freed denons going in such a hurry, and what purpose can
they have that they would not even stop to free their conpani ons?"

"I don't know," Chin admtted. "But as to a possible answer, | think |I can

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%2...Marathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (75 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:51 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

provide a theory. W know the parasitic Mycohl still exist, but probably as a
shadow of their former selves. Not even the people of the Exchange really know
what a Quardian is. Nobody ever communi cates with them except through the
cynmols, and the cynols are programred |i ke any sophisticated nachine no matter
how t hey appear. What if the Guardians no | onger exist? Even sone within the
Exchange really believe that. What if they died out or becane so ancient they no
| onger function? What if the cynols are actually in contact only with a library
and nmai ntenance conputer? It's quite possible that all this was so ancient in
time that even the Guardians, or their conputer, now thinks this race nere

| egends. As to the other question—that's what we're here to find out."

Chin took another step forward, then fell back on his rear end as a chunk of
ground broke away under him and toppled into a roaring river below. "Hold it!
We' ve got a problem " he shouted.

"Are you all right?" Mrok called to him

"Al'l safe but ny dignity," he responded. "I'mgoing to have to slide backwards a
bit to be safe, though."

'"Do you need a hand?'' the Stargin asked.

"No! Stay back, just be still. I'Il manage. Cof! I'mall right, now | al nost
fell into that thing, though, and who knows where |I'd have wound up before
st opped?”

Pi cki ng hinsel f up and approachi ng again, nore cautiously, he turned on his

ni ght beam and radar system and saw a nassive, swollen river, black with the nud
it was washing away, churning and bubbling and rushing on into the dark at

br eakneck speed.

"W are not going to get across that without flying," Mrok noted glumy.

"They got across," @Qn Roh Chin said flatly, "and they didn't fly on those
| eathery wings in this weather and in this atnosphere, either. That nmeans that
there is a crossing point sonewhere."

Savin surveyed the torrent. "Possibly—but where?"

"VWere else? To the left! And watch it! This thing could twi st and bend at any
point, and there are bound to be feeder streans. Stay at |east three or four
meters in fromthe bank, and keep it in mnd al ways!"

After nore than two hours noving along the river's edge, however, even the
captain began to wonder if he'd been wong this tinme. Now, though, their route
was not only straight, but up, and nore dangerous because of it. Al though the

sl ope soon becanme bare rock, sinply because all of the soil had been washed from
it, the slope was increasingly steep and slippery, and water was running off it
in all directions.

Suddenly his | ocator indicated a change, slightly to the right, near the river
now dangerously far below. It appeared to be a | edge, nearly flat, with |arge
boul ders or perhaps structures on it. Too tired and too worried to go farther,
Chin made for it and guided themto it.

At first glance it did appear to be just a junble of huge, oddly shaped rocks,
but on cl oser exam nation it proved to be sone sort of deliberate arrangenent.
The rocky sl ope appeared sedinmentary, its |ayered appearance nuch |ike shal e or
slate, but these great rocks were igneous, granite-like formations. G eat
pillars, now weathered into grotesque forns of their original selves, had been
arranged by soneone into a circul ar shape perhaps twel ve nmeters across the arc,
then sunk deep into the existing rock, and had been joined by capstones at one
time. Not all the pillars still stood, and only two or three capstones, but the
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original |ook of the place was clear

In the center was a smaller area, with five pillars nuch |like the outer ring
only shorter, and capped by a single stone that once had a well-defined shape
but which now | ooked |i ke sone ancient version of a nisshapen pillow. Unlike the
outer ring, though, the inportant thing was that the single inner capstone stil
stood, water rushing off its twisted top in all directions form ng al nbst a
curtain, yet riot going inside. Instead, a nearly inperceptible slope and
channel s carried it away, out of the structure, out beyond the | edge, to collect
and plunge into the river now perhaps a hundred neters bel ow.

"Want ne to check it out?" Manya asked them

"No need," the captain replied tiredly. "I think there is nowhere el se we can
expect to find even that nuch shelter, and we need it badly. Any denons or other
horrors | eft behind by whatever ancient people built it had better be prepared
to fight me for a spot.”

It wasn't very high, which was one reason it had weat hered better than the outer
ring. The captain was not very tall, and he had to stoop to enter. Even Mnya,
the shortest of them was barely able to get in without a |lot of effort, and, as
for Savin and Morok, they had to crawl under. Wth Krisha's |inp body between
them there was barely enough roomfor all of them and it was danp and snelly
and ugly looking, but the rain, blocked a bit by the hillside and channel ed by
the slope, didn't get in to them save when an occasi onal gust of w nd woul d
bring a brief spray or shower.

"@unny, neither you nor Savin has had any sleep in nore than two days,"” Morok
noted. "I amso contorted here that | mght as well Iie on the stone here and
keep watch. Manya, you will relieve ne. If anyone el se approaches, you'll know.
I intend to fire first and then raise an alarm"

"I will not argue with you for a nmonment, Holiness," the captain responded,
suddenly feeling the full, crushing weight of just howtired he really was.
Wthin mnutes, he was so sound asl eep he was dead to any universe or world..

Morok | eaned nore on his faith than his reason to get through the next few

hours. Lying there, staring out into the trenendous, steady rain, listening to
the roar of the downpour, the echoing answering roar of the river below, and,
through it all, those eerie, incessant screams, shrieks, and nobans that seemned

even louder in this ancient place, it was difficult for himto remain with the
intell ectual explanations, theories, and rationalizations of the captain which
he much preferred, and far easier to believe that Manya was indeed correct: that
this was Hell, and those were the shrieks and agoni zed noans of the eternally
damed.

Krisha cane out of her dark, dream ess near coma with a sudden rush, as if she
were inmmersed in water and fighting to reach the surface before she drowned.

Wien she did, the sudden onrush of awful sounds and equal | y unpl easant snells
frightened her for a nonment, and she tried to raise her head. Doing so brought
di zzi ness and a headache that was beyond belief, and she sank back down again
and hesitantly reached out wi th her nind.

Touching first the sleeping mnds of those nearest her and then Mrok, she
smled and gave a sigh of relief.

I"malive! She rejoiced in the realization, and in that noment she found the
peace and joy and | ove that only the Bl essed shared. Gone, totally vani shed, was
the self-pity, the doubt, the horrible inner pain with which she'd Iived npost of
her adult life. It all seened so ugly, so—trivial. So nuch joy flooded her that
she felt tears conming to her eyes. She prayed thanks to the gods for naking her
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a priestess of the One True Faith, awed by the way they had cared so nuch about
her to mani pul ate her to this point—and to have denons as the instrunents of her
cl eansi ng and her sal vati on!

She had becone as the First Mther, cleansed of sin, beyond the ability of
anyone or anything to tenpt her.

The denons had entered her and overwhel ned her ability to block, throw ng aside
all her resistance as if she had no power at all, arid they had probed down to
the very core of her soul. One by one they dredged up and catal oged her sins,
both the ones she had comritted before her ordination and the ones she |usted
after in her mnd during those subsequent years of suffering. And, one by one,
they had tenpted her with the ability to actually do every one.

They had offered her great power: the power to reign over vast nunbers of people
as a goddess of sin and lust, to be adored and worshiped by all, to indul ge her
every fantasy and whim Mre, they had sent visions nmaking her body feel what

t hose sensations would be like, to know raw power and no limits upon it.

And, as only a tel epath could know, she understood that they would have done
what they offered to her. And although she knew that no power in her universe
could undo the restrictions of ordination, she also knew that here, in the
demons' universe, right then and there, in the presence of the dempons, she could
in fact have broken them She had raised and armed her pistol just to test it
out, and she knew at that instant that she could have done it, could have freed
them conmtting what had to be the ultimate sin, and at that nmoment her sou
woul d have gone to them and she woul d have becone their goddess, their anointed
one, and built tenples in their name, and rul ed over vast nunbers of worlds for
countl ess centuries to cone.

Not even Savin could have knocked her out fast enough to keep her from shooti ng,
al t hough he woul d never believe that. In that nonent of mnd-link with the
denons, she was also linked to the other minds in the chanber, Savin's included,
and while the Mesok's action was nostly unthinking reflex, she had just enough
war ni ng.

In that ever-so-brief mcrosecond of ultimte decision, she had nade it. Better
to die a hunble chattel slave within the blessing of the gods than to reign in
the depravity and evil of Hell

And in that same split second, it was as if all of the darkness and sinfu
thoughts and pain within her flowed out of her, back and into the denons. Having
seen the pettiness and insignificance of all her old lusts and desires, she no

| onger wanted any of them Having freely refused all that sin could offer,
tenptati on was no | onger possible.

For the first time, she realized she was in her environnent suit. She gave the
mental command to switch to control fromauto, then set the com channel for
Morok only, so as not to wake the others.

"Holy Father, | am awake," she told him

Morok was so startled he al nost started shooting. Then, realizing who it was, he
switched to | ocal response. "Child, | am squeezed in here too tight to turn
around, but | feel joy that you are back with us. Shall | awaken one of the
others to see to you?"

"No, Holiness, | amfine. A bad headache and a little dizziness, but |I think I
can get a pill out of ny energency kit w thout awakeni ng anyone el se."

"I"'mafraid Savin doesn't know his own strength. Manya says that it was a
mracle that your jaw wasn't broken. Even so, |I'mafraid you' ve |ost or chipped
some teem and you're going to have a very bad bruise for a while."
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"So that's what that is!" She rolled her tongue back against the top row of
teeth and found quite a gap along the left front. "It is not fatal," she said
casual ly. "Poor Savin, though, will probably not be convinced that he needs to
feel no guilt at having done it."

Mor ok was surprised. "That does not sound like you at all," he noted.

"I must tell you all that happened," she said excitedly. "It is the nost
wonder ful thing. "

He Iistened with growi ng anazenent at the way her mnd had sorted it out; this
was not |ike any forced cl eansing he'd ever experienced before. There was none
of the rigidity, fanaticism or self-righteous egotismthat al nost always
resulted fromsuch things. Rather, it was as if she was as she said: the sane
person, only sonehow cl eansed of inner sin, with an alnost childlike quality in
her voice and attitude, and a humlity that was the npst striking difference of
all. It was a quality which, frankly, he'd not seen before, not in his fell ow
priests, and particularly not in hinself.

He wondered if it would last It mght, so long as she really believed that she
had rejected the ultimate tenptation. In a quieter, nore restful time, if such a
time ever came again, he would like to put her under and find out if her version
was really the true one. If so, he mght well have experienced the perfection of
a true nortal saint, something very rare indeed in history and unique in his

| ong experience.

Still, he was the | eader of this Arm because of his m xture of faith and
pragmati sm where sainthood m ght be a definite liability.

"Krisha?" he asked a bit hesitantly. "Could you still kill if you had to?"

"To defend the Armand the Holy Faith | could," she answered, her total hick of
hesitation in answering that or any other question being the nost striking thing
about her change. "Not for any other reason."

"How s your headache?"

"Better, My Lord," she responded. "The pill is taking effect, and | don't fee
as dizzy as | did."

"Since you've been out all this time, | assume you don't feel sleepy."
""No, Holy One. | amw de awake, although perhaps not at ny full capabilities."

"If you feel up toit, or when, I'd like you to assune the guard duty position
so | may get sone rest”

She wiggled out frombetween Manya and Savin, got out into the rain, then cane
back in beside him "I feel capable of that. My! This is an ugly place!" She

| ooked around. "What are those fearsome sounds? It sounds like a nmighty throng
of people in agony."

"Take fromny mnd the informati on and events leading us to this point," he told
her. "That will tell you as nmuch as we know. "

She did so, and was amazed.

"What do you think about the debate between the captain and Manya?" he asked
her, genuinely curious.

"The captain is a sweet man and one of our best, but his |life is anong the
thi ngs of physical existence, not spiritual. My m nd has been joined with the
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soldiers of the ultimate evil. These are the denobns about which nmuch has been
preached; of that | have no doubt. That does not nmean that the captainis
totally wong, within his limted view Surely these are the worst of the dark
powers, who were put away like this, after then' break with the gods. As to the
machi nes, all but the gods require themfor sone things. Have not even the
forces of evil required rituals and sacrifices and cursed objects and fornul ae
to work the ultinmate dark powers upon people? Are not evil spells required

f or mul ae?"

"It is a good answer," he responded sleepily. "Now, if you can only determne

how to kill one, we mght just get out of this place. | know the rituals that
bani sh themto Hell, but, all things considered, those are sort of academc
ri ght now. "

Morok was silent for a while and she thought he'd sunk into sleep, but,
suddenly, he called, "Krisha?"

"Yes, My Lord?"

"What nmade you, of all people, reject the ultimate tenptation? If they were
convinced that it was a true bargain, there are

very, very few who could. Was it because you did not believe that they woul d
honor their prom ses?"

"No, My Lord, | was and renmin convinced that they would have, at |east to the
degree that they could. | remain unconvinced that they were as powerful in their
own hierarchy as they nade thenselves out to be. Is it not witten that Hel
keeps all its bargains, but exacts the greatest price?"

"Yes, that is so."

"When every desire, every craving or lust, that | had ever had was paraded
before ne, | suddenly realized the truth of what ny teachers had told ne: that
every one was selfish, inward, for ne and ne alone. | had been blinded to the
greater needs of others by this total selfishness. By follow ng the Holy Wy,
billions upon billions of thinking creatures had achi eved a society of peace, of
pl enty, and of selflessness; a society where giving was val ued over all else.
What the denbns offered was taking, to the tornment and suffering of the nmmsses.
They nmade ne realize that ny sins were the sane as theirs, and cane fromtheir
corruption. Up to now, ny selfishness had harnmed only nme; now they proposed that
it harm whol e worlds. For what? For the selfish, tenporary gratification of
animal lusts? My own desires seened trivial, even obscene when magnified thus.
In the end, their way is corruption and slow death; ours |eads to perfection and
contentment When | saw that what so pained ne was like them | was repul sed. |
cast it out. | gave it back to them | becane free."

He marvel ed at her response, and began to really believe that through descent
into Hell she had becone sanctified. Still, he couldn't help but wonder how
hel pful a saint would be in a gunfight.

"It as no use, Captain, | cannot make it up that slope in the rain," Desreth
said flatly. "It is sinply too slippery, and the rock flakes off as | try and
digintoit."

Josef didn't like that at all. The Corithian was his primary weapon, his
i nvinci ble warrior.

"Perhaps we can go around," Tobrush suggested. "Find a better area."

"I'n this mess? We'd be | ost before we went half an hour w thout the river as a
gui de mark," he responded, "and nost likely be well off any possibility of
finding the next station. Robakuk—an you lift himall the way?"
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"I mpossi ble, sir," the Thion responded. "Although weight isn't in and of itself
alimting factor, concentration and duration are. | can lift Desreth, or | can
climb, but not both, and I do not believe |'can get himup in stages,
particularly as | can't totally see what |'m doing now The instrumentation is
of no value in a nental Talent; if | took the time to read it, even for a
monent, 1'd lose him No, sir—dnder these conditions, it's beyond nmy limts."

Josef sighed. "Then, as nmuch as | dislike it, Desreth, you will have to find
your own way and catch us. You aren't limted by suit power as we are, but you
have your com pack and can keep us |located by the transponders. |If you nmake the
station first, hide and wait for us. Because of our position, | doubt if we can
do the sane for you, though. You will either have to beat us or catch us."

"Understood," the Corithian responded. "Go, before you are washed over or mired
in the nud."

Tobrush | ooked no nore able to clinb than Desreth, but the Jul ki environnent
suit had provisions for extending massive quantities of the tendrils through
openings in the suit if necessary. Secretions through the tendrils allowed it to
gain a sure, sticky hold on the rocks; massed tendrils within the forward and
rear parts of the suit allowed themto bunch and formlike tentacles, giving the
creature a grip. It was not the best of all solutions, but suit designers

coul dn't possibly inmagine every situation

Robakuk had no such probl ens. Special transfer pads at the base of his six |egs,
whi ch had their own secretions, gave hima sure grip no matter what. An obvi ous
problem Thion suit designers had created transfer pads that could ooze the
secretion to the feet of the suit while permitting nothing back in. That left
Josef and Kalia to depend nostly on their own footing.

Tobrush lunbered steadily forward and up the rocks, but suddenly stopped.
"M zzies ahead! Not far! The telepath's on watch! Seens |ike the others are
asl eep, but they won't be in a nminute."

A sudden blue-white blast fromtheir right struck rock just above them and sent
splinters flying down.

"Ledge, maybe ten neters up and twenty over!" Kalia shouted. "Some kind of
rocks!"

"Keep down, everybody!" Josef cautioned. "Tobrush, can you scan their
positions?"

"Yes. Some sort of primtive ruin. Excellent cover, but they are all bunched up
They have nore cover fromfallen stones, but they're not in the best of all
positions. The river's at their back, and they're up against what's pretty cl ose
to a sheer wall. This is the only way out"

"No good, not in this foul weather," Josef replied. "They can wait us out and
hope they get lucky with sone shots, while we have to waste npbst of our power
trying to dig themout. Sooner or |ater sone smart godnonger's gonna figure out
how to bring sone of this rock down on us." He did an instrunment scan. "Dam!
Can't get above them either, without allowing themtoo nuch tine for clean
shots. I'd try it in the clear, but with all this water and everything so
slippery there's not a chance."

"They're wi de awake and pretty well deployed now," Tobrush reported. "It would
be nurderous crossfire. That's about all | can get, though. |1'd swear that
telepath of theirs has increased her power by a huge factor. Either that or ny
brush with our Mends back there has weakened mine. She's thrown a pretty fair

bl ock over all of them |I'monly getting intermittent inages. | wish | could do
that!"
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"Can we go wi de of then?" Josef asked.

"Don't mnk so," Kalia replied. "Check your scans. It's a dead drop over there
and a waterfall comn' down. In back it ... |ooks al nost straight up."

"l could get up there that way," Robakuk suggested. "The only danger is the

waterfall, and the rock seens bowed in behind it. If | can withstand the water
enough to get behind it, | could go right up."
"Yeah, but they'll know what you're gonna do," Kalia pointed out. "Just 'cause

Hairy Brain over there can't cut it don't nmean their telepath ain't readin' us
| oud and clear right now"

"Wn't matter," the Thion responded. "They can't shoot at me while |I'm going up,
and once I'"'mon top | can drop anything | like on themat will wthout their
being able to even

see ne. That ought to flush themright into your guns no matter what"

"All right—do it, then!" Josef snapped. "I don't want to be here like this any
| onger than | have to!"

Robakuk headed to the left and was quickly "lost from sight.

"Yeah, and what happens if that overgrown dung fly falls to his death?" Kalia
wanted to know. "Too bad he can't levitate hinsel f!"

"Let himtry first!" Josef snapped back, irritated. There was no way he was
going to let those bastards get out of that trap of theirs if he could help it.
If necessary, he'd go back and nake a deal with those nonsters in the station
before he'd do that!

Tobrush surveyed the upward terrain with instruments. "l can't understand why
they haven't tried to knock us off by firing at the outcrops above us."

"Don't give "emno ideas!" Kalia warned sharply.

Josef | ooked up and surveyed di e sane section. "Because, if they mss, they give
us a pile of rubble for cover right on their only exit," he replied, then
stopped. "Now, that's a thought! It's dangerous, but if we can nove back and aim
correctly, we mght be able to knock down that big overhang there. If it stays
in one piece it's gonna just keep conming, but if it shatters when it hits the
flat area . . . It's worth the risk, dam it!"

He ran the problemthrough the suit conputer and it gave recomrended pl aces to
be and points to shoot at to achieve the desired result He had better than a
sixty percent probability that it would fall right—and safely. The odds were

al most even that it would come off in one piece and continue down, or that they
thensel ves woul d still get swept over with it

"Sendi ng coordinates!" Josef called. "Get in position and let the suit conputer
do the aimng."

Up in the ruins, Krisha picked up the thought and reported, "They are going to
shoot at the overhang to give them sonme cover, and sone creature of theirs is

clinmbing the sheer wall out of sight and range with the idea of getting above

us."

@un Roh Chin, still feeling the effects of the trek and the sl eep, was anazed at
her cal mess and al nmost clinical clarity. Savin, the enpath of the group, was
equal ly startled at Krisha's total |ack of fear and tension. Mist be sone of

Mor ok' s hypno work, he thought approvingly. Still, he wasn't at all certain that
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he'd ever know for sure, considering.

"I mght be able to get over and foul that up," Many a suggested. "Krisha says
that the Corithian isn't with them"

"They're on instrunents, Manya!" Mrok rem nded her. "If they'd been in ful
battle gear the first tinme, you wouldn't be here. Your Talent doesn't extend to
fooling a conputer.™

Manya said nothing for a while, but took her own neasurenents of the outcrop in
question. "Let themdo it," she said at last. "Tie in to my suit; everyone but
Krisha, who'll keep the way covered and renind themwe're still here."

"What do you have in mnd?" Mrok asked her.

"If Krisha can give us a signal when they start to shoot, we shoot, too.
They' Il free it, all right, but we'll deflect it a bit right onto them"

"Krisha, can you do it?" Mrok call ed.

"No problem™" she responded. "I1'll send a signal through the suit link to you
If you're in position, Manya's system should do the rest."”

The odd thing was, it wasn't a problem Even she was amazed at her sudden
clarity of mnd and added power. Never before had she been able to so
effectively manage so nany things at once. She'd faced this telepathic creature
out there before, on a nental |evel, but where before it had seened equal in
power to her, now it seened far weaker, alnost as if the Mycohlian's tel epathic
band was sone kind of solid, physical thing that she could sense and defl ect.
She' d managed that for very short periods and with sone disorientation, but
never this long or this easily—-and certainly not while al so covering a range,
checking instrunment readi ngs, and keeping tabs on the rest of the Arm It was
al nost —super nat ur al

Her reading of the Mycohl alnobst, but not quite, confirmed her preconceptions.
That girl—she was all emotion, and the enotions she had were al most excl usively
repugnant. Blind, unreasoning hatred, revenge—agai nst nothing and everythi ng—
and an absol ute worship of power. She |iked-no, |oved—+to kill. So eaten up
inside, she didn't have to go to Hell, she was already all those denons I|iked.

The man was al nost the opposite, yet she could find the demons in himas well.
Cold, cruel, yet intellectual; a nman so self-centered that he viewed all others,
even his own team nenbers, as nere tools of his own ains. The kind of nman who
never did anyone a favor without ulterior motives.

The creature clinbing the wall was about out of her range now, but she had
gotten enough of a look into its mnd to sort a little bit of it out. The

t hought patterns were strange, nearly inpossible to follow, but at the core she
recogni zed the denon once again. It thrived in tension and | oved excitenent,
thrills, taking chances. Sonehow she got the strangest idea that, to the thing,
thi s busi ness was fun.

Only the Mycohl telepath was closed to her, and then only with effort. She was
certain, though, that if she ever got through those defenses she'd see the denon
there, as well.

Not, to her surprise, that the demon wasn't in her own teamas well. She hadn't
noticed it before because she herself had been so full of it that she couldn't
recognize it in others. Yet even Mdrok had that core of coldness within that not
only drove himto this sort of position but which made hi mactually enjoy
battl e, enjoy exposing heretics, spies, and traitors, enjoy consignhing themto
puni shrent. At | east be knew his own failings, but they were very much there
and, in spite of sone guilt, he didn't really want to get rid of them Manya's
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sel f-righteousness and intol erance cane from her egomani a; her need to believe
that whatever she thought or did was the will of the gods because she was
entitled to it.

And Savi n—there was an animalistic quality to Savin that she had al ways

di smi ssed as part of his people's nature and upbringing, and perhaps it was.
But, deep down, Savin loved instilling fear in those he dealt with beyond the
Arm he had tortured and killed in the nane of the Church and he reflected on
those experiences with fondness and nostal gi a.

Only @un Roh Chin remained as nuch of a cipher as ever, and she was thankful for
that She wouldn't like to find the denon in him she felt closer to himthan to
any other person, but she had no lust for him In sonme past or future
incarnation, they mght well have been or mght yet be lovers, but for this life
a platonic | ove was now nore than enough for her.

"Mark to shoot!" she sent.

Al nmost simul taneously, the two separate groups began firing at the same rocky
outcrop fromdifferent angles. The rock shuddered, reddened, then began to tilt
f orwar d.

Josef was al nbst too slow. "They're trying to deflect it!

Traj ectory change! Shoot!" Ml kur's bones! That M zzle bunch was good! Al nost
t oo good!

The rock nass, freed, began to slide down, and they kept the pressure on as the
M zl apl an team al so adj usted. Fragnents broke off and flewin all directions,
one just mssing Tobrush by the width of a tendril. It remained, however,
essentially intact, and struck the flat region edge on, teetered for a noment on
edge, then overturned and continued sliding on a thin curtain of water past the
Mycohl and on down the hill.

"I begin to wonder if we aren't out of our |eague here," Tobrush commented
worriedly.

"Well, there's still Robakuk!" Josef snapped, trying to avoid thoughts |ike that
hinsel f. "There's precious little they can do about him™"

That thought was on the minds of the Mzlaplanians as well. "If only this cursed
rain would stop, or even let up," Mrok grunbled. "The gravity's a bit nore than
I"d like, but the thermals are excellent, and with that cliff back there to get
off of, I think I could clinb that high."

"That's their TK nan up there, too," Gun Roh Chin pointed out. "Has to be, if
the hypno, telepath, and enpath are all down here as Krisha says. If he gets his
eyes on us he can bring these colums down all around us, maybe sweep us ri ght
of f this rock."

"I''"l'l nail himif he so nuch as sticks his ugly head over that |edge," Savin
grow ed.

"He might not have to," Chin pointed out. "If he's got anything big and | oose up
there, or anything he can blast |oose, _ he can add rocks of all sizes to this
rain and do the sanme thing with little effort, no exposure, and the sane
effect.”

Morok sighed. "I can try a flight, rain or not."

"You will not, Holiness!" the captain snapped. "First, you' d have to be out of
your suit to use your w ngs, which nmeans no protection. If he's up there by the
time you can clinb to that |evel —+f you can get that high with this rain and
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added gravity driving you dowmn—you' d be very little conpetition for his
instrunments, suit, and weapons. | realize that even Holy Law permts suicide
under various conditions, but not under these conditions. W need you too nuch."

"Yes, but do you have any other suggestions?" Morok
asked him secretly nore than a little relieved to be tal ked out of it.

Savin | ooked up at the apparently sheer wall. "I mght nmake a stab at clinbing
it. The thing's slightly concave; that, the winds, and the | edge keep the
direct, driving rain off."

"I think I left ny pitons in ny other suit,"'
with the rope and the null-gravity boots."

the captain comrented dryly. "Al ong

"I"mserious," the Mesok replied. "Wiile we get along well enough in daylight,
my people are basically nocturnals. | grew up in nountains, too. Wth the rain
not as nuch of a factor, |I think I can make nmy way up there. It's not nearly as
snmooth as you think it is. There are small bits of shale sticking out just about
the whole way. | think I can nake it."

"Tal k about suicide!"™ Manya put in. "And the Mycohl creature has a good
twenty-minute head start!"

"Wn't matter," Savin told her. "He has a lot further to go than | do. Besides,
what choice do we have?"

@n Roh Chin surveyed the cliff with his human eyes and couldn't see how it

m ght be done, but he said, "You're right. If you think you can do it, you nust
try. Everybody el se, we nust give the ones down here enough to do that they
don't see Savin go up. And we nust |ose no nore tine debating."

"Al'l right," Mrok said hesitantly. "The gods be with you, Savin."

"Everybody!" the captain called. "Be ready. Shoot at any of that trio down there
that so nuch as pokes a finger or a tentacle or whatever they've got into view"

Savin put his huge, clawed hands together in a silent prayer, then surveyed the
cliff. After a nonent, he began clinbing, and they began randonly shooting.

Bel ow, Tobrush said, "Something's up. | can't tell what, though. There's none
that can clinb out of there as Robakuk coul d, though."

"Maybe they prayed some clinbing gear into existence," Josef responded

irritably. "After all this, 1'd believe al nost anything."

Kalia had different ideas. "If they're shooting at anything that noves, give
themthings to shoot at," she suggested. "If they're basically on autonatic,
they'll all go for any available target. That might be all the time | need."

"For what?" Josef asked her

"There's a ton of rubble where that rock crashed down. Just not high enough or
cl ose enough to do us no good. If they're all firin' over that way, say, | can
make it. Then we got a crossfire.”

"No good," Tobrush told her. "As soon as you got the idea, their tel epath knows
it. They'll be waiting for you."

"Then get sone guts and fire at the fucking tel epath!" she snapped back. "They
don't know where I'Il be comin' from'cause | don't know nyself. Al this shit
| ooks the same, anyway. They won't have nothin' to use to lock onto ne before
I"mthere. That neans whoever draws ne' 11 be in freehand nbde, and | ain't too
damm inpressed with their freehand shootin'."
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"I believe she thinks she's still a trifle underdone,
" 'O perhaps she wants her right to match her left."

Tobrush conmented wyly.

"Screw you, Turdface! If you hadn't hung back all scared to death at the
shuttles, maybe you' d' a nailed that bitch and saved nme the burn!"

"More likely fried instead of you," the Julki responded. "Please! |I'mhaving a
difficult enough tine maintaining this block so at | east one of us can keep
t houghts secret.”

"Shut up, both of you!" Josef snapped. "Robakuk, where are you?"

"Almost all the way," the Thion responded. "It's nmore difficult than | thought
near the top. The water's just pouring over. | have to maneuver over and get up
at the wong point. Gve ne another fifteen mnutes."

Josef turned back to Kalia. "Wait fifteen mnutes and maybe what you suggest
won't be necessary."

"Yeah? Even if he nmakes it, you're gonna have nmaybe five really nad and
desperate professional guns conmin' at us fromthe high ground, and who knows
what they got they ain't showed yet? You need the crossfire and you know it."

"l don't want to | ose anybody else, not after Desreth,"” he cane back. "And we
don't have a field hospital here."

"If they get out of there, it won't matter how many you got left," she
r esponded.

He sighed. "All right. On your own head be the consequences if you blow this,
t hough. Tobrush—oncentrate all fire

on the telepath; 1'll do the same. They'|ll either have to come back at us to
protect her or we'll bring those stones right down on her head."

"Understood. By her, too, | assune. G ve ne your suit control."

"Huh? Why?"

"I have an idea, and if | tell you, they'll have the idea."

"Al'l right," Josef agreed. He didn't like surrendering control of anything of
his to anybody, but this seened a special case.

Up at the ruins, Krisha called, "They're going to try and get the girl across by
opening up on us. | can't tell fromwhere because it all |ooks the sane. They're
going to target nme, so let them Concentrate everything on keeping that girl
fromcrossing. The tel epath has sonethi ng added planned, but | can't tell what.
Be on guard and ready to shoot."

"Now! " Tobrush shouted, and both he and Josef raised just enough to get shots in
toward the ruins as Kalia began a mad, |ow dash, firing wildly into the sane
pl ace.

To Josefs own surprise, both he and Tobrush opened up not with powerful pulse
shots but on wi de beam stun, side to side. Even as he shot he realized how
clever the Jul ki had been; they managed to cover alnobst the entire area. It
woul dn't do a lot of real harmno matter who it hit at this distance, but it
sure woul d keep them under cover and wild.

It was the first tinme the M zl apl ani ans had been really caught nappi ng.
Expecting concentrated fire on Krisha, they' d opened up al nost i mediately, only
to be hit by the wi de beans. Mnya felt her left side go slightly nunmb and it
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took her mnd nonentarily off shooting, even as her suit repul sors absorbed and
defl ected nost of the energy. GQun Roh Chin found his suit shorting and had to
wi t hdraw conpletely behind a pillar and go to energency backup, while Morok
recei ved the nost glancing of blows but had his instrunentation blank out for a
f ew seconds—ore than enough.

Krisha had rolled out fromunder the rock as soon as she'd heard Tobrush's call
just in case a lucky shot nmight knock out one or nmore of the pillars holding up
that ancient rock and bring it down upon her. Like Mrok, she was caught
conpletely by surprise, and as the suit switched primarily to protection, her
sensors bl anked for a critical second or two, naking her fire wld.

Josef and Tobrush ducked back down. "Kalia, you all right?" the |eader call ed.

"Perfect. That was real smart, Tobrush. Al is forgiven. You know, | think
could work on one of those tall stones fromhere, one with the roof still onit.
M ght get sonebody."

"Save your power!" Josef snapped. "W want to be able to do nore than just throw
rocks at them when they cone out!"

At al nost that nmoment, Robakuk reported, "I"'mup top! It's not too bad up here,
either, if you don't mnd the rain. There's nmore ruins up here, plenty of stuff
to toss down. There's old trails up here, too, either dug out of or worn into
the rock. They're running streams at the noment, but they show a way to go that
somebody liked and if this rain ever stops they' |l be good for traveling."

Josef was pl eased, feeling that things were suddenly going his way. "Any tine
you're ready, we're ready. We're in position."

"Be cautious!" Tobrush warned. "When we opened up, their telepath was as

surprised as the others and there was an opening. | got only three m nds—the
telepath's, the hypno's, and the one Kalia couldn't see. W know there's also a
null there, but they had an enpath as well. | got a very odd, far nore distant,

signal fromhim and while they all were aware of each other during our attack,
none of them wondered or asked about him"

"I's he still there?" Josef asked, suddenly worri ed.

"Tel epathy isn't directional," Tobrush rem nded him "J-can't really tell the
where of things, and can only sort who's thinking what when | can see them But
there is a difference in anplitude when soneone's further away. It wasn't nuch,
but experience tells nme he's not with the others.™

Al'l along, Robakuk had to fight the instinctive urge to find some cover and j ust
hold tight until the downpour stopped. Now on top of the hill, he felt the ful
force of the driving rains and w nds.

The ruins ahead were very strange, but offered some shelter as well as, well,
ammuni ti on. These stones were in no better shape than the ones bel ow, but,
havi ng been a nore conplex structure, it was harder to get the plan and the
sense of them There seenmed to be concentric rings within rings, and in the
gloomand rain it wasn't very difficult to i magi ne that sone of the weathered,
m sshapen pillars were the remants not of supports but of statues of weird and
i mpossible creatures. It also wasn't difficult for the imgination to detect
movenent where there was none; the place had that kind of effect on him and it
made hi m nervous and junpy in spite of hinself, although he woul d never admt
that to his conrades bel ow

He began | ooking around for | oose stones. Unlike the one below, there did not
seemto be any capstones here; it was just pillars, arranged al nost like a round
target, originally set only one or two neters apart and narrowi ng as you noved
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toward the center. Many were m ssing now, of course, but there wasn't nearly as
much debris as he'd hoped, possibly because the rains or whatever other weather
m ght have struck this exposed position had taken the | esser stuff over the side
and into the river, while the |arger pieces had been al nost chemically bonded to
the slate floor.

The Thion al so had their own anci ent denon | egends, which didn't help matters a
bit. The carvings and nmental pictures of the creatures weren't very close to the
real thing, filtered as they were through an entirely different physiol ogy, but
they'd al ways been fierce, huge, and bipedal in the | egends. That |ast had
caused the death of many spacefarers when the Thion world had been di scovered,;
in the Thion mnd, being a biped was synonynmous with demonic powers. It didn't
hel p that the Mycohl had a positive feeling toward denmons, either; many had died
bef ore an accommodati on had been reached.

Josefs voice cane to himover the suit intercom "Robakuk? What's the situation
up there?"

"The ruins are very close to the edge, and the standing stones quite cl ose
together," he reported. "I amhaving to thread ny way through themto the
overhang." What was that?

He whirled, certain that something had noved within the rows of stones. It took
hal f a minute before he was satisfied that nothing in fact was there. He turned,
and shortly was in the center of the formation.

There was no doubt that the central area had once held a statue; part of it
still stood, although aside fromhaving two legs it was inpossible to get any
other details. In front of the statue

was a great stone, clearly carved in sone ancient tines but now so m sshapen
that no one could have told its original shape. Even so, he knew from Mycohl
customs that this nust surely have been an altar to sone long-forgotten deity.
Wth the beating rain and the eerie screans and noans that had to be the wi nd
but sounded like no wind ever heard, it was no wonder he was junpy.

The ancient ruin didn't go all the way around, as the Thion discovered when he
abruptly cane very close to the |l edge. It had once; you could see that it wasn't
designed this way. Long ago the shal e had been eaten away by the fierce weather
and about twenty percent had al nost certainly fallen into the river bel ow. One
day, perhaps soon, the overhang that was | eft would collapse and fall onto the
other ruins below, perhaps ¢« taking themall eventually into that roaring
canyon.

He attenpted a peek over the edge and got several shots fired at himfor his
trouble. The big head turned and focused on a nmass of nibble and broken stone.
It quivered, then began to slowy rise perhaps a hair above the shale, then
moved forward as if pushed by sone earth-noving machi ne.

There was a sudden sound behind him and he turned, the rock dropping just at
the edge, a few pieces going off. Robakuk had just tine enough to turn and see a
huge figure in a golden suit |oom ng nmonstrously against the ruins before the
three quick pulse shots struck himand pushed the Thion's body over the edge

i nst ead.

The body m ssed the river and | anded instead atop the inner capstone of the
smal l er ruins below, startling the ones who were there. Both Manya and Mbrok
gave cries of alarmat the sight. The snol dering, crushed body of the Thion had
| anded on its back, and in after-death refl exes the huge | egs kept |ashing out
at the sky and rain.

There was a sudden, brief rise of the shrieks and nbpans to a crescendo that
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equal Iy unnerved themall, then things faded back to nornal |evels.

It was Krisha who recovered first. "Savin? Are you all right?"

"Fine here. | wish | could figure out sone way to lift the rest of you up. Sorry
about the silence, but | had to wait until the thing started to |ift or throw
sonet hing before | dared expose nyself and shoot Until it was concentrating on
lifting and

moving, if it had caught sight of me it could have lifted and pushed nme around."

"That's all right," she told him "Can you get around and above the others?
We're in a bad situation here. That rock the thing noved is right at the edge
and we're getting small bits and pieces falling now That stuff could start
com ng down at any norment, with or without the rain."

"I"ll see what | can do. | acted as soon as | could."
"I know. Wthout you we'd already be goners, but it's only half the job."

@un Roh Chin's pul se had come down to what he considered maybe three tines
normal. "It's five to three now One of themw Il have to target Savin, who

m ght not be able to hit nuch but can make things mghty unconfortable for them
just shooting randomy down. If we could concentrate our fire on the other two,
we m ght be on them before they could get off a solid series of shots.”

"Let's borrow their trick," Krisha suggested. "Two of us could nove forward
bl anketing them and maybe knocking out their instrunents. The other two could

shoot to kill, with Savin taking advantage of what we're doing down here to get
sonme clear shots at the pair just down the hill. If the creature's concentration
is broken in the attack, | may be able to engage it mnd-to-mnd and neutralize

it."

"I don't like that last part," Gun Roh Chin responded. "You don't know anything
about the creature, but it clearly knows Terrans. You nmight well have a far nore
powerful gun, but if it has all the amunition, not only your nobility but your
sanity is at risk. Don't take it on unless you absolutely nmust, but the rest of
the plan is excellent." Except that |'mgetting much too old for this sort of
thing, he added to. hinself.

Slightly below, the Julki had no intention of engaging in a mental duel. "That's
the second tine they've nade the sane m stake,” Tobrush comrented. "Leaving
their suit interconms unencrypted." He fed the intercept in translation to the

ot her two.

"Yes, but what can we do about it?" Josef asked worriedly. "W re outgunned and
out fl anked. "

Josef | ooked up at the cliff top. "I'f he can shoot ne, then | can shoot him"
he noted. "I suggest that you take a full sighting, sweeping the possible field
of fire back and forth

t hrough which they have to cone, then get down and | et your gun go on automatic

whil e you remai n under cover. Kalia, do Die same fromyour angle. | wll
target-sweep the cliff no matter what happens down here. Wen he shows, | should
be able to get a lock on himbefore he gets a lock on ne. If | get him you two
keep the pressure on and I will by and take advantage to cross. Wth |uck, you
m ght get one or two and that will slow them down or rmake them regroup. From
that point we'll be able to effectively cover you, Tobrush, in com ng across."
"Well, we don't have tinme to argue about it," Kalia snapped, " 'cause | think

they're about to cone at us!"
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THE
EYES

HAVE | T

"HOLY SHI T! WHAT THE HELL'S GO NG ON UP t here ahead?" Moddra Stryke asked. She'd
shaken off the effects of Mly's broadcast just enough to realize all that had
happened and was trying to shake the rest out.

"Exactly what you said," Jimry McCray responded. "W're too far away for many
details, but fromwhat | can pick up fromhere, the Holies are in deep dung and
fighting their way out through inferior but very well positioned Mycohl forces,
all taking place in Hell, of course, if that is indeed what this is."

"W are thus faced with an ethical conundrum” the Durquist comrented, ignoring
the attenpted hunor. "We are still far enough away that, with all that going on,
they probably won't even notice us." W could just wait it out and deal with the
survivors, whoever they are. O, we are alternatively close enough to intervene
if we decide right nowbut on whose side? |'ve never found any of the Mycohl
particularly nice folks, and the kind of ones who would come into our territory
so boldly are probably of the worst sort. On the other hand, they aren't boring,
which the Mz certainly are—and the kind that would try and get across Mycohl to
us to check out a vague distress call about denobns have to be absolutely

si ckening fanatics."

"I"'msatisfied that we've caught up,” Tris Lankur said. "If we can just stay
cl ose enough to find out the result w thout having anything turned on us,
that'll be fine with ne. Besides, we don't have the reserve power to afford to
get into a fight."

"I don't think they do, either," MCray told them "lI'monly getting the Mycohl

side of things, and that very limted, but | get the strong idea that they were
no nore prepared to get stuck on this idiots' railroad than we were. Wth these
continuous fights, they have to be running pretty low. Also, the Mycohl |eader's
a hypno, and I'mnot sure we want himin the group right now "

"W al ways wanted a hypno in the team" Mdra conmrented, "but they all want too
much of a share and they always want to run things."

<If we hold back, maybe we can finish off the survivors and get their power
packs, > Grysta suggested hopeful ly.

"Grysta just suggested we fall on the survivors ~and steal their power, as well
as the dead, | presune."

"No good," Tris Lankur told him "Wile the suits are all based on the same
stol en desi gn—eur design, by the way—internally, they're very different.
They' Il loot their own dead for what's useful anyway, just as we'd better be
prepared to do if any of us gets it."

Modra sighed. "You nean we get to stand here in this nuck and pouring rain and
wat ch bright flashes and hear a bl ow by-bl ow from McCray?"

"Molly think that just fine," the syn conmment ed.

<First time she and | have been in total agreenent since she came aboard> Gysta
put in.
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Jimy MCray shrugged. "I'Il fight if | have to, but I'mnot overflowing with a
desire for action," he told them "Pick an ankl e-deep section of stinking nud
and relax, | suppose.”

"ol

The quartet cane out blasting, the wide stun lighting up the whole hillside
while rock flew fromin front of and near the Mycohl shooters.

At the sane time, Josef and Kalia opened up on automatic, shooting single
full-strength pulses in a pattern going fromthe edge of the hill to the cliff
and back agai n.

Manya took a glancing hit in her left thigh and stunbl ed; Gun Roh Chin caught
her and forced her to her hands and knees, then went to a mlitary craw

hi nsel f. The | ong-|egged Mrok took a nunmber of great |eaps between the shots
and made it to the section of hillside belowthe flat; Krisha, realizing as Chin
had that the automatic shots were a little high, went to the mlitary crawl as
wel |, pausing occasionally to shoot at the girl behind the rubble, keeping her
down.

Mor ok, now a bit bel ow, thought he pulled sonething when he | anded, but managed
to get forward to where he could al nbost see the two Mycohlians shooting from
bel ow the fl at.

Tobrush picked up a sudden nental inage of a very fanmiliar shape and with a
start realized that it was an image of a Julki. Swiveling, the telepath was
struck by a beam before any defensive fire was possible, but Mrok had forgotten
that his was one of the pistols on wide stun; the Julki reeled and felt sone
numbness but wasn't otherw se hurt.

By the time Mrok nade the adjustment on his weapon, both of the Mycohl were
taking shots at him forcing a slight retreat.

At that nonment, Savin opened up fromthe hilltop, three quick bursts com ng
around both Josef and Tobrush. That was enough for them "Tobrush! Kalia!" Josef
shouted. "Wde stun across! |I'Il shoot! W're both making the crossing now It's
our only chance!"

Atop the hill, Savin gave an ancestral, primal grow of victory and ained for
the pair as they started across.

Suddenl y somet hing struck himin the back, then canme right through the suit,
grinding into his internal organs. He stiffened and screamed in agony but did
not imrediately fall over, as whatever it was held himlike a piece of neat on a
skewer. Agoni zingly painful but not yet fatal, Savin roared and struggled to
grab at the thing that had bored through him but found only a nmetallic tentacle
so strong and supple it was beyond his strength to deal wth.

"There is nore than one way up a hill," said a toneless, netallic voice behind

him and then he was lifted into the air

and held out over the edge of the | edge, and then the tentacle w thdrew, | eaving
himto fall, still living, to the rock bel ow.

The shock of the attack on Savin stunned Krisha, and for a few seconds she could
only watch and cry out in horror as the Mesok fell to his death. Chin, giving
cover fire and hel ping Manya, wasn't aware of the dranma above but coul dn't
adequately cover Krisha's lack of shot, allow ng Josef and Tobrush to cone al
the way across, beyond Krisha, and continue on up

"Hurry, all of you—get up here before they regroup,” Desreth called. "You have
only a few seconds to get up to a point where you cannot be shot directly from
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below. | reconmmend no hesitancy."
The Corithian got no argunents fromthe trio bel ow.

Morok had the only clear shot at them but, raising up to do it, he felt a
sudden severe pain in his right leg and fell back down, scranbling nowto just
keep hold of the wet rocks and keep fromsliding all the way back to the bottom

Less than three kil oneters back, on the riverbank below, Jimy MCray sighed.
"That's it," he said flatly. "Battle's over, and nowit's four to four again.
Ugh! That Mycohl woman's ugly as sin!"

"No cracks now," ©Mbdra war ned.
"Yeah? Wait' 11 you see her."

Tris Lankur got to his feet "Let's nove up," he told them "I think it's tinme we
cut ourselves in."

As they approached the hill, MCray warned, "They' ve nade us."
"Whi ch side?" Lankur asked.

"Both of them Man! That M zl aplanian telepath is strong] | know she's got us
because | felt the probe, but |I haven't got a one of them Not one. The Mcohl
on top, though, are fine. It particularly helps that both the non-tel epaths up
there are Terrans. Coming in strong as a radio signal. They have the Mz bunch
pretty well trapped against the wall, unable to go up or down, and they're
debating whether or not to keep it that way or press on now that they're in the
| ead. "

Tris Lankur gave the nmental conmand to his suit to turn on the all-frequency
hail and auto translator. The last sinply took his words and transl ated them
into the two interstellar conmerce | anguages of the other Enpires.

"This is Captain Tris Lankur calling all foreign parties ahead of us. You are
operating illegally in our territory and represent a substantial risk to
ourselves and our interests here by your presence and particularly by your
fighting. W demand to know your identities and your purpose and goals for being
here. "

There was a pause, and then Gun Roh Chin sent, "Are you really suggesting,
Captain, that this is Exchange territory?"

"I't was reached through a legally claimed Exchange worl d on the recognized
frontier in Exchange space," Lankur replied. "Since the only way you coul d get
here was by violating our frontier, this is in fact Exchange territory under al
treaties."

"That would make all the denobns citizens of the Exchange," the Durquist
commented dryly, for local broadcast only. "Ch, dear. | never really thought
about that."

A sudden, different voice broke in. The translator didn't really put any
enoti onal enphasis on words and phrases no nmatter how the origi nal sounded, but
sonehow the voice sounded a little meaner and nore arrogant anyway.

"Lankur, you are a freebooting teamw th no governmental authority stuck here in
this mess just like we are," Josef noted. "If we all get out of this, you night
be able to file a proper conplaint against us, but if you didn't, nobody woul d
even m ss you."

"Bravado," MCray comrented. "Wiile his telepath is feeding himthe infornmation
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on us, the fact is that he has no nore idea than we do if there's an entire arny
di vi sion of our people somewhere behind us. On the other hand, he isn't above
thinking that if he is the only survivor, then he'll have considerable contro
over how the diplomatic nmess is managed no natter what the truth is."

"VWhat are you proposing, Captain Lankur?" Gun Roh Chin asked him' 'I'mafraid

we are a bit indisposed at the nonment."

"You nmet those things back there, and | notice that even the Mycohl didn't
succunb to their prom ses and rel ease them This entire thing, and those denons
or whatever you want to call them pose a potential threat to all three enpires
and the stability we've achi eved over the centuries. It's us versus them Any
nmore righting and killing each other will just work to the denons' benefit. No
matter who or what follows us,

the odds of any of us getting out of here alive, let alone back to our hones, is
slimas it is. The odds are even worse for you, since the only way in or out
that we know i s through an Exchange world that, right now, is probably being
transforned into an armed canp. If you have any slight hope of getting back and
reporting this to your own people, we'd better work together."

"You sure about this?" Jinmmy asked him "The way | read it, both of those
bunches have hypnos. You nay be inmune, but we aren't."

"Join up with a bunch of religious fanatics? You have to be kidding!" Josef cane
back. "Maybe they're all priests who can't sin, but under their religion there's
no sin involved when you're lying, cheating, stealing and backst abbi ng
nonbel i evers. No thanks. W nmight be able to nmake a deal with you, though—ence
we take care of these prayernongers. Those aren't soldiers or traders down
there—they're the gods-be-damed | nquisition!"

"Cooperate with denon worshi pers?" Manya shot back. "Never! That woul d be worse
than death itself! It would inperil our souls!"

@un Roh Chin, who was in no nood to die at the monent and, in his position, very

likely to do so anyway, tried to cal mthings dowm. "I have sone experience with
the Mycohl, Captain, being a civilian ship conmander |ike yourself and not a
priest. 1've also been in the Exchange. The Mycohl respect only power and

strength; any sense of honor they have, when they have it, is only to each
other. Even if disarnmed, which would make them usel ess partners, the Corithian
is aforce unto itself. As for mnmy people here, | night make sone guarantees, but
they wouldn't be binding on the Holy Ones with ne, who have their own inflexible
m ssion."

Tris Lankur | ooked around at the others. "Any conmments or suggestions?"

"I"'mafraid | nust go along with them" the Durquist said. "If there were a way
around them |'d say wal k around and | eave themto each other. They certainly
seemto deserve each other."

Modra thought for a moment. "The Durquist's right. What we have nost of all is a
roadbl ock up there. On the other

hand, we've been going crazy worrying that our power |evels would run out You
realize how much power those two groups nust have used com ng at each ot her
even if only two are dead?"

"Good point," Lankur acknow edged. "MCray?"

Jimy scanned the top of the hill with instrunents. "I could probably pot at
| east one of themright now Two if they start going at the Mz bel ow. "

"So? That just gives the Mzl aplanians, with their superior tel epath and hypno
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to boot, a free hand," the captain responded.

"Not what | nmean. In fact, their telepath right now is explainin" ny neaning
before | can say this to you. They can't get the M zl apl ani ans unl ess we | et
diem Even that metal horror they have with themcan be nelted into scrap if we
get our sights on it. They can keep us off for a while, but we've half again
their power reserves. So they all sit in the rain just |like us and gl ower at
each other until Hell freezes, or they run out of power or get desperate, or
they take off and live to fight another day."

Tris Lankur nodded. "What about it, Mycohl? Twenty mnutes to get off that
hilltop and make your way on. You've got the | ead now, whatever's ahead is yours

first, for all the good it'll do you. Then the M zl apl ani ans nove up and get the
same nmargin. Then we're going to nove in. Any noves against us, in the rear, now
or in the future, and we'll intervene on the side of the other one. It's not

perfect, but at least it may get us all out of the rain.”

There was silence for a nonent, and Jinmmy said, "Their telepaths are explainin
to themhowit can be verified. | don't like it, but, all things considered, it
gets us noving."

The M zI| apl ani ans, and npost particularly Gun Roh Chin, were all for the idea.
Suddenly, Chin | ooked around. "Were is Morok?"

"Here," cane the voice of the Lord H gh Inquisitor of the Abmof the Gods. "I've
fallen hal fway dowmn. I'mafraid |'ve tw sted, perhaps broken, sonething in ny
left leg or foot."

"W will cone and get you, My Lord!" Krisha called to him "I amcertain that
the Exchange people will allowit!"

"No!" he responded. "At this point I ama burden to the

Arm and we do not know what is ahead. You nust |eave ne here on ny own until |
can find a way to repair ny | eg and becone nobile. Oherwise, caring for me wll
surely cause the rest of you to die."

"But, Holy One, we cannot |eave you here!" she argued. "Particularly not here.
Besi des, right now | am bl ocki ng them from even knowi ng that you are there. If |
| eave, the Exchange telepath will find you."

" '"This will not be the first time | was left behind, nor the first tine | have
had that problem" he told her. "I do have certain Talents of ny own to cover
such probl ens as you suggest You mght be surprised. | mght well be able to
catch up with you later. Now it is ny conmmand that you go as soon as you are
told you can safely do so. Krisha, | pass the sword of the Armto you until such
time as | can reclaimit. You cannot refuse ne."

And she could not, for obedi ence was one of the cardinal provisions of
ordination in the faith. Tearfully, she responded, "Very well, Holy Father. |
obey. "

" "All right, we agree, Josef sent back to the Exchange team "But we want an
hour's start It's slippery and dangerous up here and the best ways are fl ooded."

Tris Lankur sighed. Another long period in the mud. "Al'l right One hour."

"Ah! Team Two passes Team One in the Quintara Marathon!" Jimmy MCray said
cynically. "They take a one-hour |ead over Team Two, and who knows how | ong over
Team Three, in dead |ast, as usual."

"It's a hell of a race, McCray," Modra sighed. "W don't even know where the
finish line is—or if nere is a finish line, short of death."”
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"Ch, it's sinple," the telepath replied. "This is a race where third place m ght
be the place to be, since, obviously, whoever is left alive at the end wins."

Up top, Tobrush caught the termand the hol ographic inmage it aroused in the mnd
of Stryke and the Durquist. ' Quintara,'' he said.

"Huh? What's that you sai d?" Josef asked, irritated at having to abandon a
perfect trap.

"The denmons. That's what they call them The |leader is half

Terran and half machine. Apparently he directly tapped the records fromthe

pl ace, even though al nost all had been destroyed. The | ast words his counterpart
said back in the first station before the denon ripped it apart was ' The
Quintara—they still runt'"

"What a bunch of bullshit!" Kalia snapped. "W ought'a just take out the M zzles
and take the rest on and be done with it. W'Ill have to do it sooner or later."

"Later is better in this case," Josef responded. "Besides, | amleader here.
Your place is not to question but to obey."

"Yeah? Well, Your Leadership, you already led us into this hole and al nbost got
us all killed. Maybe you ain't cut out for leadin' this kind of thing."

He turned quickly and faced her, eyes bl azing, unavoidable. "Do you want ne to
enforce ny | eadershi p?" he asked in a dangerous tone of voice.

She felt the hypno power seeping into her mnd, closing off control. "No, no.
I"l'l go. Don't be so dammed touchy!"

"I believe we should take full advantage of the hour," Desreth put in. "This
does us no good here, now. "

"I agree," Tobrush put in. "Did your alternate route indicate any idea of where
the next station m ght be?"

"No, but if they are equidistant, than we have a good day and a half s journey
yet."

Josef shook his head. "Uh-huh. And we don't even know this tine if we're going
in the right direction."

Wl | under an hour later, Krisha was able to say, "They' re gone. Qut of ny
range, anyway, which nmeans out of shooting range as well."

"Why don't we just get going again?" Manya asked, irritated not only at letting
the hated ones pass thembut also not a little put off by Mrok handing the
| eadership role to Krisha, of all people, instead of her. She, too, had to obey,
but there was nothing in the vows about liking it, or preventing criticism

"W will wait the full period," Krisha responded, knowi ng how Manya felt and
feeling sorry for her that she did. This was the last thing the tel epath wanted,
either, and she would have gl adly surrendered authority to Manya if she coul d.
Captain Chin, of course, could not |ead, not being under the vows, but, l|ike

Mor ok, she intended to defer to his own experience and

wi sdom where possible.' "Even if it wouldn't be a good idea to show the Exchange
peopl e we keep our word, which it is, | want to give Mrok all the time | can
shield himto find a place where he will not be detected."

So it's "Mrok" already, Manya thought sourly. How quickly the mantl e of
| eadershi p passes. She knew that Krisha could read her mnd, but she didn't care
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a bit.

Wil e they passed the tine, Krisha, under some questioning from Chin, explained
her newfound attitudes and the reasons for them He was inpressed, and
under st ood her. He wondered, though, if she could keep refusing tenptations. For
all her rebelliousness, she'd led, overall, a very sheltered life. This was, in
fact, her first journey outside the well-regulated Enpire in which she'd been
born, and her first encounter with eneny aliens outside her own turf.

Still, Mrok had believed, and trusted her, and Mrok was no fool. He wouldn't
even bet against the old fell ow catching them sonehow, although it was difficult
to see how.

"I't"'s time," he told them "Mwve up carefully—that's still slippery and exposed

as well. We've also got to renenber that we're the outnunbered ones now, and the
Corithian is undetectable except by instruments—and then only with luck. |

woul dn't put it past themto |eave the thing somewhere along the route to snare

us."

"Their | eader m ght," Krisha acknow edged, "but that girl—+ don't know if any of
them can conpletely control her. She's so sick inside, so full of hate, and she
is not one to be put off carrying out her own revenge for Manya's wounds t hat
she carries on her face. No, | fear nmore that the girl has no fear at all; left
to herself, she would free a denmon with nothing prom sed in return except our
own deat hs. "

"Well, let's go, then," Manya grunbl ed.

Kri sha nodded, then paused. "I can no |onger hear Mrrok's thoughts. | do not
understand, if he is too crippled to walk or clinb, how he can have gotten that
far away, though. Still, if | cannot hear him neither can the ones behind us."
She sighed. "At the monent, | can see no choice for us. W have but one mi ssion,
and until it is done all else is secondary. W nust kill all of the Mycohl, no

matter what the cost. They are the only ones of this group likely to eventually
rel ease the Dark Ones."

@un Roh Chin went to Savin's linp, twi sted body and renoved the dead Mesok's
utility and power packs. "We'll need all we can get the next time we face the
Corithian," he expl ai ned.

Jimy MCray wal ked around the small ruins, frowning.

"You want to get sone dry sleep here, like they did?" Mdra asked Lankur

" 'l don't think so. I knowwe're all in, and I'"'mnot in any big hurry, but I
just don't want to get trapped in here like they did, just in case sonmebody
bright got the idea to double back. Still, | wanted a | ook at these things.
Dur qui st ?'

"Fascinating," the star-shaped creature responded. "Very ancient—at |east five
or six thousand years. | couldn't be nore precise w thout sone sanples and ny

| ab. What astonishes ne is that | have seen such ruins before, on many ot her
wor | ds. Horme worlds, not col oni zed ones, that is. They usually had sone
astronom cal bearings to them and were sone sort of tenples. Since the Quintara
seema bit too advanced for this, | would suspect that this is not theirs, and
that inplies that, at | east at one tine, sonebody else lived on this dunghol e of
a world."

"What's eating you, McCray?" Lankur asked. "You' ve wal ked around that dead body
on the stone a dozen tines."

"Just thinking, but it's not the body, it's what's under it that interests ne.
The Durquist's right—+'ve seen pictures of these in ancient books. Back before
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our people ran smack into the Three Enpires and got gobbled up by all of them

as it were, we found a few worlds with these tilings as well, and there were
references to ol der ones back on the ancient home world of our ancestors. This
is the first one |I've actually seen, though. |'ve been tryin' to figure out

what's nagging at ne mind on this one."

"l don't see how you could tell nuch,” Mdra comented. "After all the years,
these rocks have been worn into shapes the builders never thought of. And that
ugly nmonster on top doesn't nake seeing the detail any easier. It just gives nme
the creeps."

Suddenly he had it "It's not the shape of the top, lass—t's the supporting
posts here. The two front ones are quite a bit closer together than the rear
ones, and why three in the rear, with one out so it alnpbst pointed to the
river?"

"Maybe that was what was required to hold the thing up,"”
practically.

t he Durqui st suggested

Jimy, however, didn't hear. "If we assune the capstone at one tinme was shaped
deliberately, then it would be a pentagon. Five-sided. A pentagon or—ef course!
O course! A pentagramt.”

"A what ?" the Durquist asked

"A pentagram Naturally. In the old | egends, you used a pentagram when you were
gonna invoke a denon spirit. 'Twas said they couldn't cross themfor some
reason. |I'Il bet that if the post holes were neasured they'd be exact. You nake
a pentagram by drawing a five-pointed star and then connecting the points. The
pent agon shape alone won't do it. If the denon is invoked inside, he's trapped
there and essentially at the nercy of those who called him If you're inside one
and a denon cones to call, it can't get to you. If that holds up here, it neans
that either they worshi ped the denons and called them up sonehow here, or they
used this central place to cone to find sonme protection.”

"Superstitious rot," the Durquist rumnbl ed.

"Maybe not," Tris Lankur replied. "It's an ancient religious power synbol to a

| ot of Terran groups, and |I'msure |'ve seen it elsewhere as well. W don't know
how the di nensionality works, and we certainly don't know the potential power
and technol ogy of the Quintara. Wen we say 'dinensions,' though, we're really
using a mat hemati cal nodel to nake conprehensi bl e something not really clear
Suppose—just suppose—that certain geonetrical shapes are needed for some reason
That they cut through if you know how to do it, or provide insulation. W didn't
see all of any station. Suppose they are pentagonal ? W don't know what's in the
bases of those inprisoning pillars. MCray's pentagrans, perhaps? O sone even
nore powerful geonetrical shape our ancestors never |lucked into? It's possible.
McCray, can you lay out a pentagramfor us if you had to? Areally exact one?"

" 'l suppose so. If the suit conputer can calculate the distance fromhere to
the top, it certainly can neasure sone sinple straight lines, if | had sonething
to draw themwith. If it wasn't raining like hell, it could be done with a stick
inthe dirt or a piece of chal ky rock."

"Well, we'll keep it in mnd as a possible protection when we can do it. |I'm

al so resolved to take a much closer ook if we see any nore inprisoned Quintara,
too, no matter what the risk. Any race that can just wal k through a solid wall
like it's a piece of paper isn't going to be held by that stuff so easily
shattered by gunfire. Sonething else is holding themthere—sonething that the
shattering undoes. | want to know what"

"In the neantine, let's go if we're going," Mdra suggested. "This place is a
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pl ace of death."

They continued on up, the shale providing something alnost |ike steps to reach
the top where the deadliest part of the battle had been fought. Jimy MCray
wanted to exam ne the larger ruins for a noment, and, feeling safer, they felt
they could afford to. The truth was, nobst of themwanted rest nore than they
wanted to nmove on, but, w thout sone cover, the beating rain on their helnets
was al nost |ike drunbeats, bad enough awake.

"Looks like the sane sort of folks," the telepath cormmented. "Maybe the sane
people built it. Hard to say. At a guess, though, even though it's in worse
shape than the one below, |'d guess this one was newer. It's nore exposed to the
weat her, which would account for its nore worn shape."

"What nakes you believe it is newer?" the Durquist asked him

"The altar in the center. Bel ow, we've got a probable pentagram That's a
protection. This one—no pentagram no |ikely shape of that sort. If you | ook at
the old altar, it's got grooves in it and down to the floor, where there's

anot her channeling that probably took the runoff over the cliff when the thing
was whole, sane as it's doin' as nuch as is left with the rainwater. This, |
think, is a sacrificial altar. Those grooves took the bl ood or whatever the

fol ks here had inside 'em away."

"Frankly, MCray, | believe your imagination is running wild," the Durqui st
responded. "You see sone ancient ruins, built by a people no |onger here and
whose shape and very nature we can't even guess at, and thanks to an odd numnber
of pillars you see a pentagram and thanks to erosion you see a sacrificia

altar. Al based upon sone scary tales told you by your own religious |eader in
your chil dhood and a book you |l oved in school. Virtually all cultures tell those
stories to then-young, either to teach norality or, in sonme cases, just to scare
unruly children into social conformty. The simlarity of the Quintara to those
anci ent devils has brought back all those chil dhood fascinations and fears, and
now you see it all vindicated. | will grant that the Quintara are the source of
the nearly universal denpn stories, and even that they're another of the Hi gher
Races, |ike the Guardians, the Mycohl, and the M zl apl an. They're
dangerous—that's why soneone or sone group nore powerful | ocked them away. But
super nat ur al ?"

"There's no reason why you aren't both right," Tris Lankur pointed out.

"Somet hing that's supernatural is sonething nobody else has figured out how to
do yet. The behavior of alnost all the ancient gods and denons mirrors the
cultures that created them People create and devel op gods in their own inages.
The rel ative consistency of the denons indicates a commbn source in reality, a
source we now know. We also know that, while they can be pretty brutish, they
had a wel | -devel oped technol ogy beyond anyt hing we currently understand and
which is probably the source of their ancient power. | think all of us have been
on worlds with very prinmitive and ignorant races who regarded us as
supernatural. The denons thensel ves have their own kind of religion, as we've
seen—they worship power. Power for its own sake. They |ike being gods. They
enjoy it, even revel init. If they have any higher agenda, we haven't seen any
evi dence of it. The clues are here—such a race woul d never accept anything but
the very top ruler spot over all others. They'd be warlike, and war | overs,

whi ch night account for their high I evel of technology. You see what | nean?"

"You left out an inmportant part," MCray conmented.
" O,]?ll

"There's two of 'em | oose now, heading sonepl ace inportant. Quintara or devils
or both, if | suddenly found nyself, maybe a | owrankin' denmon in their
hi erarchy, suddenly loose in the old candy shop, | might be tenpted to | eave any
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possi bl e conpetition behind and go for the center of power of the old days.
Maybe gather up a few of the nobst trusted ol d boys

who' Il work just under 'em and be the rest of the gang. If it was the Big Three
we know who put 'em here—the races that run things—they' re obviously fat and

| azy shadows of what they were. No match for these boys now, who have the same
know edge and fighting trimthey did way back when. If we so-called | essers
can't figure out a way to do 'emin sonehow before they get all set up, then

H gher Race or Princes of Darkness, it won't make a wee bit of difference.
They' Il take all ninety trillion of us in the Three Enpires like fruit overripe
and a bit rotten falls fromthe tree with a ml|d shake."

The Durquist could not find an answer to that one.

Modra sighed. "Well, there's no sign of shelter up here. Let's see what we can
find further on. You keep those nental channels open, too, MCray. No telling
where our friends up ahead will stop, either."

"I"'mnot so worried about them at |east not yet," the tel epath replied.
"They're so filled with killin" one another we won't be real targets until one
of 'em makes it happen. Let's see if we can figure a way not to swmalong this
mountain ridge here and find sonmeplace for a little rest."

It wasn't easy going; without the properties of the suits, the odds were they
woul d have all slipped off or slid off at one or another point, or worse. Deep
grooves, |ike paths, perhaps worn down by all those who cane up for the tenples,
existed, too filled with water to be useful but vital as indicators of a
direction to foll ow

Finally, though, they reached the end of the high ground and | ooked down upon an
eerie forest; the first real life, such as it was, they'd had any evi dence of
her e.

The trunks of the tree-like plants m ght have been m staken for vast nunbers of
eroded pillars; twisted, rising well up into the air, a mxture of grays and
browns whose exterior |ooked and felt very stone-like. They al so were enbedded
not in soil but in apparently hard basalt with a trenendous anmount of obsidian
enbedded within. Yet, fromtheir tall tops, half as tall as the hillside, sprang
massive, thick leafy gromhs |ike great panels of marbled dark blue and gray
canvas, catching the rain and tunneling it somehow into the center of the stony
st al ks.

"Certainly not photosynthesis or any sinmilar process," the Durquist commented.
"I ndeed, they appear silicon-based, although that m ght be deceiving."

"But what do they feed on?" Mddra wondered. "No sun, no soi

"No animal life, either”™ thank heaven," MCray added

" 'l wonder," the Durquist nmused,' 'if the rain and whatever is below the
bedrock could be enough for them There nust be a nethod for the water to
recirculate as vapor into the air or we'd be in the mdst of a sunny ocean. If
all they need are minerals and water to mx theminternally in order to grow and
reproduce, the rain itself mght bring themall they require, sonehow. | am
pretty sure the rain is harmess to us, but 1've done no chem cal anal ysis of

it. Fascinating."

"I"'mnmore interested in the fact that nost of the hillside runoff seems to go
into those cracks and crevices bel ow," Lankur noted. "Wth the big | eaves or
collectors up there, it's likely to be, if not dry, at |least habitable in there.
Modra, McCray—-you have any sense of our friends down there?

The enpath and the tel epath each surveyed the scene. "Sonething very distant,
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not hing cl ose," Modra repli ed.

"That's about it," Jimy agreed. "The Mz probably nmanaged to get a few hours
sl eep back there at the ruins before bein' so rudely awakened, so they're

probably in the best shape of all of us. Even so, they'll want to pick and
choose how and when they hit the Mycohl crew and won't be spoilin' for a fight
right off, 1'd say. Nope—+'d guess that if we can use the forest for cover, it's

pretty safe on this side.”

Hoppi ng over the cracks and crevices that collected the water proved a little
difficult, particularly for Mdlly, whose feet really weren't designed for al
this, but she was gane. If those Quintara could do it, so could she.

Now, finally, they stood at the very edge of the forest. "Wich way?" Mbdra
wondered: *'We probably won't even have telepathic clues in a little while."

"This may seema little nuts,"” Jimy MCray said, "but there are two trees next
to each other, about thirty meters down, that |ook a wee bit different than the
rest Shiny, if you see what | nean.”

They wal ked the distance and | ooked at them They were different; the exterior
of their tw sted trunks was encased—not all the way, but in three bands of
cl ear, weatherproof materi al

"Sort'a like the stuff they stuck the big syns in," MIlly noted. To her, the
denpns were variants of her own kind because that's what she coul d under st and.

The Durquist's stal ked eyes stared a nonment. "You know, she's right. It is
simlar stuff,” he said after an exami nation, a bit anmazed. "Now, | don't
presunme to think the way another race and culture mght think, but |I can see
only one possible reason for doing this—and only to two trees."

Modra nodded. "Trail nmarkers." She wal ked between them and, within eyesight,
about ten neters farther in, was another pair simlarly marked. "That's how t hey
do it—and how the others did it," she told them

They went in but a little ways; it wasn't exactly dry underneath the forest
canopy, but it wasn't a thundering rain, either. Rather, the thunder, even the
screans and noans, seened very distant and far above them and everything was
just sinmply wet.

"I'd say right here is the best place,"” Tris Lankur comnmented. "W have the

trail, and shelter about as good as we can expect, but we're close enough to the
edge of the forest that if it holds any ugly surprises, we can make a break for
it. I"lIl stand guard again, the rest of you get some sleep. No telling when
we' || have anot her chance at it."

They settled down, and within mnutes Jimry MCray, Mlly, and the Durquist were
all out to the world. Mddra, however, stretched out as she was and, very tired,
found it suddenly inpossible to go to sleep. Overtired, she told herself, but it
was nore than that.

None of them not even the telepath, could know how nuch her encounter with the
denmons had hurt her. MIlly had wenched her out and away by the

si ngl e-m ndedness of her sinple outl ook, something which had al so insul ated her
to a degree. The denobns, probably confused by Ml ly's nmind and the odd readi ngs
they were getting, had ignored her, perhaps disnmissing her. Still, the fact that
Mol Iy couldn't really conprehend what those bastards were doing to Mbdra's own
psyche neant that she, too, didn't realize the full extent of injury.

The Quintara had nultiple Talents, which was the age-old definition of a Hi gher
Race—al though it remmined to be seen what, if any, Talents the nysterious
Guardi ans of the Exchange, if they still existed, possessed. They had read her
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m nd for the source of her junbled hurts and enotions, then broadcast and
anplified just the worst ones. That effect had only been dininished by MIly and
time; it hadn't by any neans receded to the level it had been before the attack,
even if she still could put on a tough front.

The fact that Tris was there, the wal king corpse of the man she felt she'd
murdered by her own insensitivity to anyone and anything but her own interests,
so self-absorbed in her own ego and troubl es she'd never guessed the depth of
his feelings and reactions. Her, the enpath! Choosing security over ronmance was
somet hi ng she knew would hurt him but she hardly expected the kind of despair
that resulted. He'd al ways been too strong, too flip, too tough for all that.

There, in the eerie forest, she couldn't help but think back to that |ast

ni ghtmari sh ti me when they were together, clinging to each other for security
and sanity while under attack fromhorrible forces, and which had frightened her
enough that she never wanted to do that again.

And for what? Here she was, the danage done, stuck in a danmed alien forest on
sone dark, dank, rotten world in the enpire of Hell, haunted by the ghost of the
man she'd driven to suicide

For not hi ng.
She got up, yawned and stretched. Lankur |ooked up and said, "Any probl ens?"

"Can't sleep," she told him "I just need to stretch a bit" She started wal ki ng
slowy toward the edge of the forest.

"I wouldn't go back out there," he warned her. "I can't guard everybody."
"That's all right. I"'mnot going out there, just to the edge. | need to be al one
for a fewmnutes.” Howcan | tell you I just want to be out of sight of you for
a few nonments? "It's all right. | won't be long, and | can tell if sonebody's

| urking about. Besides, we're on intercom"
He didn't like it, but he settled back, knowi ng he was unable to prevent it.

She wal ked to the edge of the forest, then over a bit, so she was conpletely out
of sight, and | eaned on one of the trees, gazing out at that constant,
unbel i evabl e rain.

The weird sounds of this strange world were nuch | ouder here, possibly even
anplified by some kind of echo effect bouncing them between the hills and the
forest They were kind of creepy, but she didn't want to turn the exterior sound
off. The silence of all but her own breathing would be worse still.

She tried to i magi ne sone anci ent people coming through here in ritua
processions to their great nmonunments up on high. Wat had becone of them she
wondered? Did they die out after slavishly serving the Quintara? Did the
Quintara grow bored and kill themoff? O was it, perhaps, just sone sort of
natural calamty, sone great climatological change that swept away the old,
famliar world that had supported themalong with all the life in the chain,
maki ng way for this newer, duller, quieter life to take over? Was there, in
fact, now a sun up there at all? It seened that the light varied a bit, from
gloony to gloomer, but it was never pitch-dark and never bright as a true rainy
day anywhere el se she'd been

MCray was a little too nuts on his chil dhood nightmares, but she couldn't help
thinking along those lines as well. It matched her mpood, even as it took her
thoughts away from what she really didn't want to think about.

Tri s—Bamm! Can't get around hi nl —aas wong when he said the Durqui st and McCray
were tal king about the sanme thing, no matter how reasonable it sounded. He and
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the Durquist were in tune, with their view of a very nasty and dangerous crew
that was still understandabl e, conprehensible, rational in the civilized sense.
McCray's chil dhood denmons were nore than that; even death didn't free you from
them but rather enslaved your mind, your spirit, your soul, whatever it was
called, to themforever in sone other plane. He was saying they were worse than
tyrants, of which the universe still had plenty; that those shrieks and npans
that how ed through this terrible place were the cries of the dammed in eterna
torment. Perhaps even the souls of all the ones who' d given their souls on this
world to the denons

It was easy, |ooking out on the place, to imagine that those ancient builders
were still here—ust out of sight, just beyond their perception, in another,
eternal continuum

The idea, in spite of her own |ack of belief in anything she couldn't see, hear,
feel, or touch, gave her the creeps.

She thought she heard a different noise, not far off, sounding |like a flag
flapping in the brisk wind. It was oddly different, but she disnissed it as
per haps the sound of the great leaf-like collectors adjusting to the rain. She
turned to l ook, but it was gone just as quickly, and she chi ded herself at
getting too junpy. She was sinply too tired, and too depressed, and this place
and McCray's tal k of denons and pentagrans and rituals had fed on that

She felt, rather than heard, soneone behind her, and turned, expecting to see
Tris comng to check on her.

I nstead, she was staring suddenly into huge crinson ovals of eyes, eyes that
seened to drain her strength and her will but from which she could not turn or
break contact. She was suddenly totally w thout thought or will of her own, and,
while not a word was spoken, she found herself shutting off the suit intercom
then switching the suit radio to an upper, rarely used frequency and turning on
bot h the personal scranbler and the transl ator

"You have no thoughts, no fears, no worries, no cares," said a flat voice on the
channel . "-Your thoughts are only what | tell you they are. Your only purpose to
existence is to help nme in any way you can and obey ny conmmands. You fee
strength |i ke you never have before, all through your body, and your mnd is
clear, alert, wi de awake, without a trace of fatigue. You will now turn off your
| ocation transponder and help ne into the forest but away fromthe nmarked path
and your conpani ons. You nust save ne and yourself from your conpani ons. Your
conpani ons have all been taken over by the denobns as they guarded or slept, and
who now control them You are the only one they did not get. Your only chance is
to help ne reach nmy people, and for you to join with us. Now-help ne. Get ne to
a place where they cannot find us or the telepath locate us. | will need your
help. My leg is injured. Conme. Help ne with your strength to escape the denon
tools."

Unhesitatingly, she supported himon one side, and they nmade their way as
qui ckly as possible into the dense stone forest.

Tris Lankur was suddenly aware that Mdra had been away a very long tine.
"Modra?" he called on the intercom "Mdra, cone in."

He stood up now, concerned, and switched to the all-frequency call. ' 'Mdra? If
you can hear ne, please acknow edge."

No response.
He brought up the locator to get a fix on her transponder and found no result

The all-frequency call had aroused the others. "Huh? What . . . ?" Jinmmy MCray

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (102 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:52 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chalker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%620Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20The%%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt
munbl ed.
"Everybody up! Modra's gone!"

That brought them at |east to wakeful ness. "What do you nean, 'gone'?" the
Dur qui st asked himtiredly.

"She couldn't sleep, wal ked off a little ways towards the edge of the forest,
and suddenly she just wasn't there. No call acknow edge, no transponder,
not hing. McCray-see if you can get a handle on her."

Jimy yawned, trying to cone to wakeful ness, then cast a routine nental net.
There was sonething there, heading slowy away, but it made no real sense. It
seenmed |ike there were two m nds, then one, then a lot of crazy gibberish.
"Grysta, | need nore juice."

<Shit! Don't anybody get rest in this outfit? Ch, okay. . . .>

The anplification didn't do nuch for sense, but it did give hima fair idea that
he wasn't dealing with Mdra al one.

"It's Mz stuff, nutty stuff,” he told the others. "Are we sure all four of them
went up that hill before us?" He snapped his fingers. "Shit! It's that dammed
hypno of theirs!™

"l thought you said none of them were even close, Lankur shot back

"They weren't! Not within a couple of hours of this place! I'd swear it!"

"Neverthel ess, the creature is here,"
Modra. "

the Durqui st pointed out, "and it took

"I blame nyself a little for it," Tris Lankur sighed. "I let her get out of
sight, violating a cardinal rule in these situations."

"No, we just underestimated them | think," the Durquist consol ed.

"Or overestimated ourselves,” Jimry added. "Look, | get the idea that the Mz is
hurt —saybe back in the battle. Somehow, by some trick, he managed to avoid both
Modra and ny sweeps. | don't know how, but we all know by now that nothing' s
fool proof; there's a way to fool al nbst anything, man or machine. | think Mdra
was just a heaven-sent target of opportunity."

"Wl |, where are, they going, nman? And how do they know where they're going
wi t hout coming through here to get the trail nmarker?" Tris pressed.

"I can't tell. You know it's not directional. If we get started after them
though, they can't be all that far away. How | ong was she gone before you
noti ced she was mnissing?

"Twenty m nutes. Maybe half an hour."

"Great!" grunped the Durquist. "You could go pretty far in that tine in this
jungle."

McCray shook his head. "No, he's injured, and she's all in, no matter how nuch
his hypno power tells her to ignore it. They can't be nore than a kil ometer or
so, but they're on the nove."

"That may be true, but the only way we can |locate her is through trial and error
with you checking for anplitude," the Durquist pointed out. "If they're lost in
this mess, it would just get us lost as well."

"The Durquist's right," Tris Lankur agreed. "W can't go barging around in this
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or we'll be in here forever. W' ve got to assune that either he knows where
they're going or he'll eventually think to use Mddra's enpathic Talent to head
for his conpani ons ahead. In any case, we know where they're going, and we can
assune that the Mz teamis following this trail the same as we. Qur best bet is
to get noving fast along the narkers here and try to get ahead of them MCray
will be able to warn us if we get close."

"Makes sense," the telepath agreed. "Have you figured out what we do if we catch
him though? He's a damed hypnol "

"I'"m not bothered by a hypno, or any other Talent," Tris rem nded him

"True, but neither are you immune to being shot," the Durquist added. "I confess
to an al nost sneaking admiration for this fellow "

"I will admire himto death," Tris said evenly. "They broke their word and so
have broken the peace, as well as weakening our team In the |last analysis, they
are between the Mycohl and us. That makes themthe neat in the sandw ch, and
have every intention to chew themup and swall ow them"

VAULT
OF THE

DREAMERS

VWHY DO WE PRESS ON TO THE PO NT OF utter exhaustion?" Tobrush asked, unable to
fathom t he singl e-m ndedness of the Mycohl | eader even after reading his m nd.
"W nust rest, or when they catch us we shall perish.”

"We should have waited in anbush for themw thin the stone forest," Desreth
agreed. "A threat removed is a concern no |onger."

In point of fact, even Josef was conming face to face with the realization that
even he could go no longer. "W know the way is nmarked," he pointed out, "and

that they will have to cone this way. It is of no great concern where the next
battl e happens, so long as we pick the place and tine. Now both the others are
far behind us, |ooking nervously at every rock and dark place. Now we can find
sonme cover and rest." He | ooked around. "Does it ever stop raining, | wonder?"

"There is a waterfall or sonething that sounds like it ahead," Kalia said. "You
hear it?"

They stopped and grew still, and heard now the sound of distant, steady thunder,
a deep runbling that could only be some sort of nassive overflow, far |arger
than the one at the scene of the first battle, and that one had been fairly

i mpr essive

"From what we've seen on the way, it is likely that there will be nore tenples

and ruins at such a falls," he said hopefully. "Perhaps it is there we'll find
our shelter and rest."
The tremendous runbling grew | ouder and | ouder as they approached, until it

seenmed to be beneath them shaking the very ground. There was a slight rise
ahead, and Kalia pointed.

"Look!" she shouted. "Snoke!"

"A vol cano?" Josef nused. "It doesn't feel |like a volcano. Let's see.”
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They nounted the rise and the sight they beheld was nore breathtaking than any
vol cano they coul d i nagi ne.

The area was a huge, horseshoe-shaped basin, perhaps four or five kilometers
across, and over it dunped not only the great river they had been nore or |ess
followi ng but other rivers and streans as well, conbining into a solid sheet of
water falling into a pit so deep they could not see bottom The snoke ri sing
fromit seened to be water vapor and spray created by the falls itself, swirling
around and creating an ever-nmoving fog in the center of the thing.

"I't looks like the biggest toilet in the universe," Kalia comented.

They just stood there for a few mnutes, gaping at the sight. Finally Tobrush
went over quite near the edge. "I hate to say this," the Julki shouted over the
roar of the great falls, "but these two coated rocks sticking up here seemto
say we're to jump in!"

Josef approached very near the .edge, going through the two rock markers, and
nervously | ooked at the point indicated. He stared for a nmonent, then made his
way cautiously back up. "There's a kind of ranp there that seenms to run al ong
the rimto the left, going in back of the falls,'' he told them' "This area is
made up of very hard rock, and it |ooks intact. It is perhaps two neters w de,
and there is no depression or guardrail.”

Kalia repeated his steps, although not quite so close to the edge, then cane
qui ckly back. "I don't like it!" she said, shouting against the roar. "It's
bound to be slippery and very wet, and we have no idea where if anywhere it
goes. "

"Assuming it was our denmpns who built it, as might be inferred fromthe coating
on the markers, and not the tenple builders," Tobrush said thoughtfully, "and
maki ng the possibly erroneous assunption that our two fugitive denons cane this
way, | rmust assune it can be negotiated by any or all of us. You saw the
suspended ones, with those big, thick cloven hooves. If such ones with hard,
flat feet and top-heavy bodies can do it, there is no reason we all cannot.
Assuming, that is, that they actually went that way. If not, and there is

weat hering and a | ack of nmintenance further on, we nmay be in deep trouble.
There is a downward angl e; getting out of there m ght be far nore difficult than
getting in."

Josef nodded. "I see no alternative but to try it, but I'mnot about to attenpt
that without rest and sleep." He | ooked around. "Well, if we can stand the
noi se, there's no end of shelter here.”

Built right into the rise were the nost elaborate ruins yet. These | ooked |ess
primtive and far | ess worn, perhaps because of their slight shelter by the rise
or perhaps, too, because they were newer or made of nuch stronger rock. The
conplex went on in both directions as far as they could see; wi ndows and doors
carved out of the rock itself, |ooking at once crude and civilized.

"Let's see if we can find one that's reasonably dry on the inside, has two
exits, and gives a view of this point," Josef suggested. "Desreth—heck out the
few nearest us."

The Corithian scuttled over and entered one of the nmisshapen doors, and was gone
for quite some time. Getting nervous, Josef called the creature through the
intercom "Desreth?"

"I am here," his voice responded, sounding odd and hollow. "I believe you should
take a look in here if you have sone light. It is not at all what one m ght have
expected. "

They went to the doorway and entered, one at a time, switching on their hel nmet

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (105 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:52 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

lights. The runbling fromthe great falls becane nore renpte and spooky inside,
but what was still there gave a constant, echoing roaring sound within.

I nstead of being a series of small structures carved out of the rock wall, the
conpl ex proved to be one or perhaps nore huge structures with many entrances.
Part of it was certainly natural; it had the | ook and feel of natural caverns
that were, possibly, lava tubes out of this region's ancient vol cani c past,
since there were no stalactites or other formations as such

I nside, too, were ancient pits where obviously sone kind of cooking or heating
had been done for a comon popul ation, as well as other primtive structures.
Here, too, along the stone walls and colums, was the first evidence of the
peopl e who had once |ived here beyond their decaying ruins, in the shape of
varicol ored paintings and designs. They were at once both el aborate and crude,
but they gave something of a picture of the place as it had been

The fol k thensel ves were bi peds, sonewhat hunmanoid in appearance, but wth odd,
reptilian faces with pushed-in noses, and on their backs were | arge oval shapes
that at first they took to be packs of sone kind but which seenmed so consi stent
that they finally decided that the shapes were growths, perhaps part of the
body.

"Vestigial remants of a shelled ancestry," Tobrush guessed, "like ny own
people. Hard to tell with all the drawings in two very flat dinensions, but it
makes the nbst sense. The eyes are very large and bul gi ng, and al ways drawn
segnented into three parts, | note. One wonders what, and how, they saw.
Certainly they had good col or sense, even if very bad taste. Big, powerful hind
| egs, so they could run, shell remant or not, and fairly fast—and fromthose
oversi zed, clawed hands | would say that they did not enbrace as a form of

af fection."

"But what did they eat!" Josef wanted to know. "I haven't seen a sign of
anything edible yet." He wasn't just curious, but also thinking of just how many
more days' rations they carried.

"Fromthe pottery remmants and the fire pits, they cooked whatever it was,"
Tobrush noted. "Wth that face, and that jawine, | would doubt if they were
nmeat - eaters, either."

"Those claws | ook pretty good for ripping flesh," Josef noted.

"In defense, | suppose, but | think nmore likely they were diggers. Tubers,

roots, who can know? But the odds are they snelled out what they ate and then
dug for it. The legs indicate they were built to cover a lot of ground in a
hurry, yet they had settlenents like this one. That in turn inplies enemes from
whi ch their best defense was to outrun them"

Josef suddenly renenbered the basics of defense hinself.

' 'Desreth—over the entrance with the best view of the trail to the edge," he
ordered. "This is the best we're going to do to get sonme sleep."

Tobrush kept playing his Iight against the wall. "No eating scenes, or nornma
scenes of life here, but—wait a mnute! Captain—+ think you ought to | ook at
this."

Josef canme back over, suddenly feeling all the weariness of the journey, but he
couldn't scold Tobrush after he saw the scene.

It was clearly the falls, in full two-dinmensional glory, and all along the |edge
the creatures were shown in great nunbers prostrate before it. But it was in the
falls, or, rather, in the mst of the falls, that the scene becane eerie.
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There was a shape depicted in the mist, a huge, nenacing outline, of a great,
broad horned head and neck rising up, almost filling the bow .

Surroundi ng the scene were snaller scenes, al nost frescoes, show ng scenes of
the creatures with horrendous devil masks, bodies garishly painted, and gruesone
scenes of sacrifices perforned at the edge of the falls and even, it appeared,
self-mutilation. One showed the figure of a small child on its shell-Iike back,
its nouth open as if crying out or screamng, as one of the painted and masked
ones used a nasty-1ooking three-pronged knife-like tool and was clearly

di smenbering the hapl ess young one alive.

"Not hing we hadn't already figured out, except now we know who and what," Josef
said at last, knowing his casual tone couldn't mask fromthe tel epathic Julk
his own feelings at the scene. He'd seen a | ot of people slaughtered in his
life, sonme senselessly and cruelly, often in staged fights to the death for the
amusenent of the nobility, or sonetines enenies of the Lords purposely and
slowy tortured to death in public as object |essons. The Mycohl, however,

al ways had a genui ne purpose—entertai nnment, revenge, enforcenent of

di sci pl i ne—but these scenes showed an entire culture, an entire race of people,
whose entire lives revol ved around such things. Blood to appease the denbn-gods,
and what had it gotten thenf? Where were they now?

Tobrush read his thoughts. "It is said that in the High Tenples of the Lords of
Qaani |, where high priests read the Quiimish inits original and full form that
all of the dead are gathered, or collected, by the Princes of Darkness to serve
themin all ways until the Geat Judgnent. Were does a whole culture, a whole
race, a whole world go when it dies? Can a whole world die and be coll ected,
too?"

"You expect nme to sleep after that cheery drought?" Josef asked him stil
staring at the reliefs.

"OfF course. And so shall 1. Even if this is die domain and plane of die dead, we
are still alive and we cannot see diem Perhaps we can hear diem just a bit,
because we are so close, but nothing nore. W are here, but we are not yet
collected. By getting sonme decent sleep and rising rested and refreshed, | fully

intend to keep postponing that eventuality as nmuch as possible."
"You ol d hypocrite! You never believed in any of dial!"

"l do not say | believe it now," the Julki responded. "I merely state it as a
hypot hesis dial fits the facts. You never believed it, either, except in the
dark recesses of your unconscious mnd where | cannot go, yet the idea unnerves
you. "

Josef sighed and wal ked back over near the doorway. His |ight, before he turned
it off, fell on Kalia, who was al ready asleep, neither curious nor noved by al
this. She believes it, he thought. In her limted, ignorant drol mnd she
believed every word of it, and it didn't bother her a bit.

"She doesn't have any problenms with it, either," Tobrush conmented. "Wy,
consi dering what we know so far, she'd fit right into the Dark Donain."

Josef sighed and nodded, men forced hinself to turn to nore nundane worri es.
"Desreth, if another team nost likely the Holy Horrors, gets here, they're

al most certain to do what we did-head for the falls and not even see this place
until after. Then- telepath will probably warn them of sonething, but if they go
past and you get a clear shot, hit diem Don't wait for us. Use your discretion
but get maximumresults."”

"Understood," the Coridiian responded. "W are into the hill, so they have no
way to come up behind us, and it is quite a drop for them anywhere cl ose but

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (107 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:52 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

here. Suspicious or not, they will have to conme between us and the falls. That
will be nost satisfactory."

"Manya! Captain! Wake up! Wonderful news!"

Krisha m ght not have been able to contain herself, but her conpani ons, who
hadn't had the benefit of being unconscious and carried for many hours, had far
different initial feelings.

Still, Gun Roh Chin nanaged to ask, "Wat is this about, Krisha?
"Morok! He's alive! He's comng towards us now Right through the stone forest!"”

He stared at her blearily. "How could he get over the nountains? Are you sure
you didn't nod off and dreamthis?"

"Quite sure! | can hear himnow"

Manya was no nore trusting of her than was the captain. "Even if he nanaged
somehow to get over the nmountains, how can he be com ng here, ahead of the
heat hens on the other side of this place? Ganting the renote possibility of a
mracle cure of his leg, this place is a maze unless the path is foll owed
exactly, and we have our own |ocation transponders off. You know that."

"He is being—assisted," she responded, nore calmy. "He has the Exchange enpath
with himto home in on us. She is under his influence."

@un Roh Chin sat back and sighed. He was glad to hear that the old conrade of so
many past nissions was all right, but he didn't like the idea of using a
forei gner for the purpose. "Very lax of them" he nuttered. "SIl oppy."

Krisha frowned. "Aren't you happy?"

"At Morok's com ng? Yes, overjoyed. But he used his Talent to kidnap her. |
can't think of anything that woul d upset an Exchange exploiter team nore man
that. In that one act we've changed them from neutrals who got us out of a bad
position into enem es who will never trust us or accept our word again."

"They' re heat hen!" Manya snapped. "Hence, they are incapable of nmaking a true
oath anyway. Remenber that traitorous little witch who even violated the Treaty
of Neutrality back on Medara? Besides, if | renenber Krisha's description of
them the two fenal es were both enpaths, so we haven't dimnished their Talents,
nor did we harmher. Wen the Holy Father gets here, | can treat his leg with ny
kit and we can send her back to them"

He shook his head. "No, you don't understand themlike | do. True, they are
mercenaries to the core, but this guild in particular has a sense of honor

bet ween each ot her bordering on religion. They have to—they hue out to be
dropped on newy discovered worlds just to find out what kills people there. If
the team does not think and act in all the inmportant ways as al nost a single
organi sm they have very short careers."”

This was one of the few tines when he really wi shed Krisha could read his m nd.
Neit her of them and not even Morok, would believe the truth: if he had sinply
gone to them and asked for help, they would have given it. Exploiter teans were
rather nyopic in their view of others: they thought of the Armas another team
and the Mycohl mlitary unit as well. Their code would have required themto aid
sonmeone in distress, even a conpetitor, so long as it didn't cause themharmto
do so, as this surely wouldn't But, harmtheir team treat themas an eneny, and
you were in for it. It would be a concept totally |ost and perhaps inconceivable
to these clerics, and not sonething Krisha could have deduced fromreading their
own ninds, either. You had to have been anbng them for a while, as he had once
been, |ong ago.
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There was nothing to do about it now, though. The damage had been done. As
al ways, pragmatism came first.

"How far away are they, and about when do you expect themto get here?" he asked
the tel epath.

"Hard to say exactly, but certainly within an hour or two. Renenber, an enpath
al so has to use only anplitude to |locate sonething, but | take fromtheir ninds
that they have crossed the marked path and are nmaking nmuch better tine straight
for us now "

"What about the Exchange peopl e?"

She shrugged. "Cccasional thoughts and fragnents only, but | know they are
closing.”

He got up and sighed. "If there is even a chance that the Exchange people can
catch them then we must go back and get themfirst, before they are overrun
Come—there is no tine to lose. Knowing that he is a hypno with one of theirs in
his power, they will shoot himdown like a wild animal if they can."

About forty-five mnutes of backtracking and Krisha said,

"We arc very close—but so is the Exchange. 1've thrown up a block sufficient to
cover all of us, even H's Holiness, but that won't stop them They know he's got
to be on the trail."

They qui ckened their pace, and within five nore m nutes cane upon the Stargin
and his Terran hel per. He | ooked | ess than great, nostly hopping on one of those
huge, clawed feet of his while holding the other up, with Mddra supporting him
under that arm The Hi gh Inquisitor was wearing his instrument pack but had his
envi ronment suit tied around his body. The rain was beading and running off his
oily, tiny feathers, but he still |ooked waterl ogged.

"Bl essings on you all!" he called, sounding all in.

"No tinme for anything, even pleasantries,” the captain responded. "Everybody,

off the trail, into the forest here. Go back as far as you can, w thout regard
for getting lost. I'"'mgoing to stay close up here, and with Krisha and the
enpath you'll be able to hone in precisely on ny transponder, which | am
activating now Go! I'ma null—they won't detect ne."

"But they'll know we're very close by ny block!" the telepath rem nded him

' Cl ose does not count And get back up here when | call you just as fast as you
can. Not withstanding the Holy Father, we'll have to stay close or they'l
figure out we're behind them Now-go!"

Wth Krisha now hel ping Morok out, they noved quickly back into the forest and
out of sight

@Gun Roh Chin took a position where he could barely see the road but not be seen,
or so he hoped. He tried scanning, but they were using scranblers and he got a
bunch of el ectroni c nonsense.

In just a few mnutes, the Exchange team passed. It was the first tine he'd
actually laid eyes on them and although the sight of the Durquist startled him
a bit—he'd never seen anything quite like it before—+t was the fourth menber of
the teamthat gave himhis real scare. The skintight environnent suits left no
doubt that the remaining female not only wasn't human—at |east not quite—but
that she had goat-like |legs. For a nonent, he thought they had a demon with
them and now he wasn't sure just what the creature was.
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And then, just before they woul d have gone out of sight, the group stopped, and
the lithe little Terran who nmust be the telepath started | ooking around,
obviously trying a scan.

I ndeed, Jimry McCray was getting very, very confused. "W should be right on top
of "em" he insisted. "The girl is strong, the strongest | ever cane across, but
it's alnpbst |ike they were skulking right by in the wood, or rocks, or whatever,
as it were. Durquist, watch our back!"

"l have had one eye on our back all along,
stal ked eye forward, the other back,

the creature responded, show ng one

"Stay on scranble,"” Tris Lankur warned. "lI'm gonna give thema call if they're
that close.” If one of themwas dunb enough to answer, they m ght get a fix. He
hoped the Durquist didn't also get that idea; his own mnd was i mune to

tel epathy, McCray could block his, and probably Gysta's, and MIlly didn't have
those kind of smarts, but the Durquist would be an open book

"This is Exchange calling the Mzl aplan team" Lankur called. "Please
acknow edge. "

He waited, got no response, and tried it several nore tinmes. He sighed. "Wl
they aren't going to fall for it. Al right, then, it's one way." He turned back
to the open channel on the transl ator

"This is the Exchange. You m ght be able to bl ock, but you can't hide forever or
get too far fromus and you know it. W demand the i medi ate return of our
abduct ed nenber and the surrender of your teamto our authority along with al
weapons. In addition to violating our space, you have now committed a maj or
crime against us."

@n Rob Chin sighed and pulled his energy pistol. They m ght be great on
primtive alien worlds, but they were rank amateurs in this sort of thing.
Keepi ng t he weapon on nmanual, so their own defensive systens wouldn't see a | ock
on and throw up deflectors, he took careful aimand fired at nmaxi num stun

The bolt bit themsquare at a distance of under thirty nmeters, and all of the
Exchange team went down. The | eader, though, fell only to his knees and nen
seemed to recover, the pistol coning up, the targeting systemtracking the
initial shot.

Chin cursed under his breath, remenbering that one of themwas a cynol. He ained
again, using target |ock, narrowed the beam and struck Lankur al one dead on
The figure fell back and col | apsed.

The M zl apl ani an knew that Lankur's brain and sone suit control would still be
active, but he'd still be effectively paral yzed. "Everyone! Quickly!" he called
back to Krisha and the rest. "Mve back to ne. Let ne nove within here well
ahead of themand then join on ne quickly! I've bought us a little tine, no
nore."

"You shot them " Krisha responded, amazed. "Did you really have to do that?"

"Believe ne, it was the only way," he assured her. "And we may have to do even
worse later. Are you noving?"

"Yes, but—

"No 'buts.' That wasn't an opening round of negotiations the cynol was giving
us, it was an ultimatum Are you ready to surrender all of us and your weapons
to an Exchange teanf''

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (110 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:52 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

"Unt hi nkabl e!" Manya shot back, and she really spoke for all of them As Gun Ron
Chin understood, a priest would die before surrendering to a nonbeliever

Al t hough one could eventually rationalize al nost anything, that wasn't really
open to interpretation. They coul d cooperate, certainly, but never surrender
"And to an abom nation, a nachine nan? The very thought is the highest heresy."

"Well, at the very least, they would insist on us turning over the Holy Father
as well as their person, and | told you what they'd do to a hypno who had

al ready commtted such an act on one of their own. These teans, out of the
jurisdiction of civil authority, act by their own very austere code. Al so, watch
what you say and keep off the open channels. The fact that |'ve incapacitated
the cynol doesn't nmean he isn't w de awake, and renenber that their suits are
thought-controlled, like ours."”

He met themjust out of sight of the fallen team on the narked trail

Krisha gl anced over at Mdra, who was standi ng al nost statue-like next to Morok
and hersel f. "Wat about her?

"She stays with us. Holy One, you'll have to be creative to free her up for
action, but she nmust remain totally and conpletely under your influence. W' ve
| ost our enpath and she's an enpath, which is handy. Al so, no matter how
delicate she mght look, if she's one of a teamlike that, she's tough and

a dead shot—-and she's got far nore power reserves in her suit and weapon than we
have. "

"I+ really had not intended all this," Mrok conmented, seem ng confused by al
this." 'I had thought at |east we would let her go back to her people."

"Wth all due respect, Holiness, this is my territory," the captain replied
bluntly. "All we'd do is have five people instead of four in back of us who
won't make that kind of nistake again."

"I + could command her to mslead them Delay them trip themup."

"The telepath would figure it alnost immediately, and if he didn't the cynol
woul d assune it. They're |like superconputers inside real bodies. No, now that
the danage is done, we use what we have. W need her, and she gives us an edge,
and as long as she's with us she's a hostage. They won't do any sort of all-out
attack so long as she's alive and in reasonable condition. How s your |eg? W

won't nake any speed this way and they'll be snelling blood when they conme out
of it."
" "A bad sprain. No break that | could find,'' Manya told him "I gave hima

shot for the pain and another for temporary strength, but he really should not
wal k on it nore than he absolutely nust."

"I will do what | nust," Mrok assured them "I got this far."

"Uh—yeah," the captain nodded. "So |ong as we're noving, how did you get this
far?"

"l had no choice,"” the High Inquisitor replied. "I thought | could fly on this
world, and | did. | renmoved ny suit and tied it around ne and then | junped off
the cliff into the river valley. It was a near thing; | cane very close to

dropping into the river before | caught a thermal that took me up. Not,

unfortunately, high enough to go over the mountain, so | had to fly along the
river until the nmountains ended, praying that it was a fairly straight shot |
came in on the other side because | couldn't hope to cross this distance. The

rain was keeping ne too low, and | had no idea where to go. | spotted the tree
mar kers and | anded as high on the mountain as | could and waited, hoping I'd
beaten you around. Alas, | had not, and | had no real hope of following in this

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (111 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:52 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack %20L %20-%20T he%20Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20T he%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt

mess. | found a weat her-polished piece of rock, which allowed ne to do a little
trade-secret self-hypnosis, which helped the pain. Then | waited, trying to
deci de what to do next, when the Exchange team cane al ong."

The captain nodded. "And when you saw her come out for some reason, and realized
after a while she was al one, you flew down and surprised her."

"Yes, exactly. | could not believe she was al one, but she just kept standing
there, staring out. | didn't want to do it, but | felt that |I had no other
choi ce, and her separation and exposure seened a miracle."

"Well, we'll need sonme nore niracles ahead,"” Gun Roh Chin told him "Qherw se,
we shall just have to continue nmaking it up as we go along."
They continued on until it was clear that Mrok could not continue w thout sone

more medi cal hel p. Manya's nedical kit was very limted, of course, being nore
of a diagnostic conmputer and container/m xer for various antibiotics and
painkillers that would work on the races of the Arm You had to know what you
were doi ng, though; a sinple salve that woul d do wonders for, say, Mok, night
be caustic or even deadly to Krisha.

Usi ng bandages and a few strips of hard plastic inprovised fromsone of the
utility pack reinforcing rods, she managed to rig a primtive splint. She wasn't
happy with it, but it was the best that she could do and she knew it. Gun Roh
Chin had often reflected to hinself that, were it not for the Gioll's conpetence
at so many things, it mght have been inpossible to stand her.

"Get your suit back on full if you can," she instructed him "It will sense the
probl em and help reinforce it."

"I will manage," he assured her. "Now bring the girl here. If we're to keep her,
we want her as whole as we can nake her."

They brought Mddra to him and he gazed into her own eyes. "Now, listen to ne,"
he commanded, although in a soft voice. "In a minute or two, | amgoing to bring
you to full and conpl ete wakeful ness. Wien | do, this is what you will renenber:
you will see a scene where you begin to wal k back fromyour sojourn to join your
conrades, only to see dark, denonic things have descended upon them Their sight
is |l oathsone, the spawn of denpns, and your enpathic Talent |eft no doubt that
these were pure evil. Appalled and hel pl ess, you watched as those creatures
melted into and entered the bodies of your conpanions. You know now that they
are possessed by evil and are not their own masters. They will pretend to be as
they were, but you know now that they are actually now rul ed by creatures and
driven to deceive and kill all the others. Can you renenber it?"

"Yes," she said, gasping.

" '"You ran fromthem as they came for you," Mrok went on, "and alnost literally
bunped into ne. You know | am a hypno, but that 1 used that Talent to cal myou
and convince you that | was not an eneny but rather one who needed hel p. W have
now come to this point and are together, but you are the sole survivor of your
group. Your undead conpanions cone only with malice and nurder on their ninds

for us. Because of this, you will join with us, not as one of us, but as the
sol e remai ni ng representative of the Exchange, who nust get back somehow and
warn your people. You will decide to join us of your own will after |I awaken

you. Do you understand?'
"Yes, | understand," she responded.

"She has a horrid imagination," Krisha noted. "The scene you described is, in
her mind, so graphic | can barely stand to look at it nyself. | think it wll
take. It nust. | sense that the Exchange teamis beginning to recover."
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"Very well," Mrok replied. "Awaken now "

Modra awakened with a start and | ooked around. "You did a hypno on ne!" she
accused the Stargin.

"I"'msorry. You were in such a panic | had no choice,"” he told her. "I also
needed aid to cross the stone forest. Your erstwhile conpani ons pursue us from
behi nd now, the Mycohl are ahead. You are welcome to conme along with us, but we
are in a very bad position.”

She | ooked at them Even through the helnmets, she could see the others with
reasonabl e clarity. The dark-skinned girl was a real beauty; the snaller wonan

| ooked |i ke some witch or other fairy creature out of her childhood fairy tales,
whil e the dark, Oiental-1ooking man was snall but very strong | ooki ng. She was
surprised that two, and maybe the gnone, too—+t was hard to tell —were Terrans.

It was always hard to think of people sharing your common ancestry as aliens and
enemi es.

She nodded. "I guess | have no choice," she told them "I've never net the
Mycohl, but | know that their religion has demons as good guys, and |'ve net a
pai r of denons and seen their work. But no nore hypno jobs on ne! |'m nobody's

pl ayt hi ng, under st and?"”

" 'l give you ny solemm word as a priest that | will do nothing at all to change
the way you are right now," Mrok said slyly.

@n Roh Chin suppressed a grin. "I am Captain Chin, the non-cleric of the
group," he told her. "The pretty one over there is Krisha, our telepath and
security officer. This is Many a, of the Gnroll, one of our nany other races, and

our science and nedical officer. Qur |eader with the comrandi ng way about himis
Morok. And | think we'd better let all the other pleasantries go for now, since
we need to open up sone distance and find sonme kind of fortified shelter ahead
where there will be nore than one way out this tine. | fear we may well have to
battl e your old conrades."

She fought back tears. "That's all right. They aren't—y teamany nore."

Chin switched to private one-on-one with the other M zl apl anians for a nonent.
"W nust protect you, Holy One," he noted. "Wthout you to keep renewi ng this,
we'll be enemes again a day or two later."

"Then find ne a way to rest this leg," Mrok responded.

Enl arged by one, they pressed on, now out of the stone forest, toward the
di stance, where other enem es awaited.

"How far away, Tobrush?" Josef asked the telepath.

"Hard to tell, that telepath's so strong. | can't understand why, if she could
have bl ocked themall at any tine, she didn't block them back on the entry
world. In any case, they are certainly no nore than an hour behind now. They've
done a good job of catching up to us. Gdd, too—the bl ock's very good all around,
but | swear that there are nore of themthan there were. | have a definite sense
of a fifth presence that doesn't quite bel ong and which the telepath stil

hasn't fully conpensated for. The | anguage, the thought pattern, is different
than the others."

"You think the Exchange teaned up with the M zzles?" Kalia asked. "W could take
"emall out fromthis position!"

Qddly, it was Desreth who doubted. "W have spied on Exchange exploiter teans-
before. They are often | oaded with al nost anything they can inmagi ne they n ght
need, including thought-programmabl e nobi | e expl osi ves. Tobrush, did you not
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al so say that one of themwas a cyborg of sonme sort?"

"Yes, they call themcympls. Unreadable as Corithians, but | got the informtion
fromthe mnds of the others."

"Captain, it was | who first suggested we take themout," Desreth noted. "Now
recomend that we do not. Just one of those explosives, directed in here, would
bring this whole place down upon us, and even if we got themall in one volley,
this cyborg could still direct fire into here. If it were just the Mzl apl an,
then it would make sense to remain and finish it, but we should know nuch nore
about where the Exchange loyalties now lie before taking themall on. You have
all had sleep, food, and water. It is best we go nowif we are goi ng down that
falls trail. If they are so close, it is alnpbst inevitable that they will canp
here as we did. A sure lead is certainly worth nore than the possibility of
bei ng out gunned and buried alive."

Josef sighed. "All right. | hate to abandon such a perfect position, and the
fight has to continue at sone point, but | agree with you for now. W' ve got the
| ead—we shoul d keep it."

"Ch, not again!" Kalia sulked. "Must we always run fromfights unless the eneny
agrees to lie down and submit to execution?"

"In this case, I'mwith you in ny desire to have done with it," Josef told her,

"but this isn't just a personal thing. This is duty now "
"Shit! We're nost likely gonna die anyway! Way not chance it here?"

"Because," Tobrush put in, "then we'd never really know what this was all about.
| amprepared to die if need be—rxy oath conmands it—but not unless it need be,
and certainly not wthout some answers."

Josef nodded, to hinself rather than to Tobrush. That was really about the size
of things. "Watever those ancient people worshi ped was connected to these
falls, and the pit at the bottom'' he said.' 'I have no intention of dying at
the top of it, like they did. Let's go!"

The trail cut into the side of the falls was steeper than it | ooked, but there
were al so previously unnoticed handholds, a bit high up but usable, at least to
Josef and Kalia, and to Desreth as well if the Corithian wanted to shoot a
tentacle to them

By the time they were at the falls itself they were already nore than twenty
meters belowthe rim entering the falls fromthe side, they went through a
curtain of water and then were behind the great volume of water, damp but
reasonably dry.

"l gotta admit, this is weird," Kalia comented. "We're outta the rain 'cause
the roofs all water!"

"Look at the trail and handhol ds!" Tobrush called to them They all |ooked, and,
slowy, eerily, the trail and holds were softly gl ow ng.

"Did we turn on the lights or are we expected?" Josef wondered al oud.
"Whatever, it's alittle late to back out now " she noted.

"'l wonder if this can be seen fromthe rinP'' Tobrush put in. "I was thinking
of the effect it would have on a very prinitive people to see ribbons of glow ng
light rising frombel ow through the falls. If you also had sonme bright Iight, or
per haps even fire, it would inpress the hell out of them"

"Or into them" Josef shot back. "At least this shows we're on the right trail
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as it were. If sonething or sonebody cane up this way often enough to warrant a
lighting system they had to come from sonewhere."

"Hey! It looks like we're comin' to the end up there!" Kalia pointed.' 'And
we're not even out from under the whole falls!"

"No! It's a switchback!" Josef responded. "Now we go back the way we cane and
down nore."

" '"If this thing goes down to the bottom we had all better check flotation
gear," Tobrush noted worriedly. "There had better be an 'exit' sign there before
we reach the water |evel!™

"Hrmm ... Let's not worry about that unless we have to," Josef said, thinking
about just how long it was back and just how exposed they'd be com ng back up.
"What happens if we run into nore denons |like that first pair?"

'They are the denmigods, the creators of us and our worlds, Kalia argued. "W
should free them and worship themand they will be the powers to slay all our
enem es!"

"If we could nmake a deal, | mght agree with you on that, too," Josef adnitted.
"Unfortunately, | think we're considered no better than toys or pets to them
That's the inpression | got, anyway. Anybody in this group want to be sone ot her
life forms pet or plaything? Particularly you, Kalia. |I'd mnk that going back
to bei ng sonebody's slave, if you were |lucky, would be the last thing you'd
want . "

"But this is different! They are gods!"

"Wi ch means that they have nore power and know edge than we have," Tobrush put
in. "Why were you originally a plaything of the rich and powerful on your hone
worl d? Same thing, isn't it? The only thing you'd do is add sonebody hi gher up
to the top of the ruling heap; you would still remain on the bottom"

That stopped her. "I+ had never thought of it like that before," she adnitted.

"The big problem™" the telepath continued, "is their nental power. They had ne
col d back there—+t took Robakuk to get nme out of there. W don't have Robakuk
any nore."

Josef thought about that. "Desreth, Kalia, 1'mgoing to give you both an order
that is not to be counternmanded under any conditions. |If Tobrush noves to free a
denon, kill him"

"Now, wait a mnute!" the Jul ki excl ai ned.

"Sorry, Tobrush. If they can beat you and take you over, we haven't any choi ce.
If they know that any of us will absolutely do it, and with Desreth you won't
even have the advantage of warning, they might try dealing instead, or at |east
keep you free. It's the only insurance | know "

"Un—thank you, | think. If | cone up with a nore palatable alternative, | shal
assuredly give it to you at once, though. Still, | would count on nothing for
certain in this place. Sooner or later, even if this works, we are going to neet
one not inprisoned or contained. | had the very strong inpression that, freed of
all constraint, their nental powers are al nost godlike. | should certainly |ove
to know who inprisoned them and how "

"Yeah," Josef sighed. "And if they're still around, do we want to neet them
ei ther? Uh-oh."

They stopped at the next sw tchback, the fourth. It was difficult to say just
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how far their descent had been, but their best estimate was that they were now
better than a kilometer bel ow the surface and very close to where the water
struck bottom throwi ng up the nmassive spray and mist. That, however, wasn't the
probl em

The path sinply ended. No swi tchback, nothing. It just seemed to end, about ten
meters above the water.

"Ww what do we do?" Kalia asked, staring at the dead end.

"Scan the end of the trail," Desreth suggested. "I believe you will find the
results quite interesting.”

Josef turned all of his instrunmentation on. The hel met now becanme a screen, with
the entire forward area el ectronically scanned and anal yzed. There were no
surprises except right where the path ended; there the thing sinply refused to

| ock, but showed a massive, irregular burst of energy.

Anal ysis was refused for insufficient data.

He switched the screen off and fed the information to the others. "l deas,
anybody?"

"I hardly mink that the denons would like living in that paradi se above
surrounded by all those primtives," Tobrush said carefully. "If they were only
here now and agai n, they wouldn't want any of the nost daring, curious, or
fanatical going where they weren't wanted."

"You think it's an illusion, then?"

"I haven't the faintest idea. Unfortunately, | can think of only one way to find
out for certain. Any vol unteers?"

Desreth went right to the edge. "I shall see if | can place an extension into
the area and tell if anything is truly there w thout going over." A slender
tendril oozed out of the body as if it were made of liquid encased in some
metallic plastic and reached forward. The end of the tentacle vanished in

m dai r.

"'l amat the limt of ny extension,'' the Corithian told them "There is no
sensation or neasurable difference, but the humdity is down to only a fraction
of what it was. Measurenents indicate an artificial, enclosed place."

"Never mnd the weather report," Tobrush said irritatedly. "Is there a floor!"

"I believe so. My confidence factor is sufficient for me to try it." And,
wi thout a word, the Corithian scuttled forward and vani shed conpl etely.

"Wel | ? Where is it? Wiy doesn't it cone back?" Kalia wanted to know.

"l have no idea," Josef responded, "but feel free to find out for yourself. As
for me, I'mwilling to put it to the test nyself. Wapons at the ready." He
sucked in his breath, then let it out slowy. "I've never wal ked over a cliff
before. "

"Bul I shit!" she responded. "There's nobody in there of the natural world, and
what good are guns agai nst then?" And, with that, she stepped off and into the
not hi ng ahead of him Keeping his own pistol out, he followed her. Tobrush,
suddenly al one, rushed after them al nost wi thout thinking, and only as the Julk
went over the edge into nothingness did it suddenly think, "What am| doi ng?"

There was no time for a lengthy panic, however, by any of them They were al
standing there, together, on a very solid floor, trying to take in what they now
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saw before them

The area was enornous; only with the aid of their suit magnification could they
see the other side of the great circular concourse, and their instruments
refused to consistently calculate its true size. The highly polished floor
reflected their features, and within it ran ribbons of gold that shone like
bright lights, creating el aborate geonetrical patterns.

The room or chanber, nore properly, had walls conposed of sinilar panels, about
two neters across by three high, each also outlined by the golden |ight and each
al so enbossed with a singular pattern which appeared nuch |ike a gol den
five-pointed star whose points were connected by straight |ines, then also
circled point to point.

Josef | ooked up, and saw that the panels seened to rise as far as the eye could
see.

In the center was an entire series of demon station entrances, maybe hundreds of
them one next to the other, angled up to the floor |evel

Tobrush was so relieved to be anywhere that it took a few m nutes before the
tel epath grew both curious enough and confident enough to nove around. It was
the enpathic Kalia, however, who voiced the Julki's comments before the words
could rise and formin its own nout h.

"They're all here," she breathed. "Denons . . . Hundreds, naybe thousands of
them ... One behind each and every one of those doors ..."

Josef suddenly felt all the hair on his body tingle. "Those panels are doors!"
"Evidently," Tobrush responded. "I doubt if there's a back way out of them™

"How can you stand it in here if they're all in there?" the |eader asked, both
curious and nervous.

"They're not like the others. O, rather, | think they are like the others, only
not awakened to consci ousness.”

"They're not aware of us, then?"

"In a sense, yes. But they believe that we are dreans. After all this, | suspect
they have a hard tinme telling the difference."

"VWhere's Desreth?" Josef asked, frowning.

"Here," the Corithian replied fromfar over toward the stations. "I could, not
return. Look around and tell ne how you arrived."

Josef turned and saw only nore of the same panels and synbols. There seened no

door, no way in or out except through the center stations; no break at all in
the wal |
"As you can see, failing another com ng through while | took bearings, | had no

way of knowi ng where the portal is."
Josef nodded and peered nervously around. Thousands of diem

"l suggest that, no matter how tenpting it is to explore this place, we nove
through rather quickly," Tobrush said, at |east as nervous as Josef. "I have the
nmost unconfortable feeling that sone of themare arriving at decisions on what
is reality and what is not."

"Yeah," he responded dryly. "But which one? Are we at the center now? Is this
the main station where they go to then-other worlds, or is there nore? And, if
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nmore, which of those maybe couple of hundred stations do we use?"

"I have the distinct feeling that this is nowhere near bottom" the Julki told
him "The picture | seemto get is of a race nunbering as many as the stars
thensel ves. These are—please, let us find or choose sonme way out! The nore
probe, the nore aware they become!"

"Al'l right. Desreth? Any ideas?"

"Not yet, but let us walk around. There m ght be some hint," the Corithian
sai d. .

Tobrush was so torn between the collection of information

and fear of the creatures that it was inpossible for the telepath to stop
t al ki ng.

"These—none of themare even very high up or very inportant," the Julki told
them "To this race, these folk who seemto have powers approachi ng godhood, are
little nore than drols. Lowclass workers. This is a nmere work team Laborers,
no nore!"

That got Josef. "Laborers? A work tean? Al these of this power? Then . . . what
are the higher classes? Their nasters?"

"l cannot say. The, concepts, the visions, are beyond me. | can only tell you
that they are ... still further on."

" Anyt hi ng on which one of these dammed stations to take?

"I get the inpression that it doesn't matter. The rule seenms constant. So | ong
as we go left out of any straightaway, we ... descend, as it were."

"Descend? Towar ds what ? \Were?"

"I cannot tell you. The holograns are really confusing. It could be a city, or a
great castle, or a central control room or any one of a hundred other things.

It might be all of them Not that the stations don't go different places—they
do. But there's sone sort of differences in authority, perhaps clans or bosses
or. sone sort of hierarchical system that governs them The only thing clear is
that to descend towards the core you go left out of any station. To go anywhere
el se, you go right."

Josef sighed. "Then, even without any trail, we just pick one and it's the right
one?"

"That is the inpression | get."

He sighed. "Well, at least it'll take the pressure off our backs. The odds of
either of the other teans picking the one we do is slimto none."

"That is sone conpensation," the Julki agreed. "At least until we get to where
all leftward paths | ead. So, please, pick one. They are growi ng nore and nore
aware, and | have no idea how nuch longer | can hold out. |I keep getting the
same t hought."

"What t hought ?"

"Qur tine is al nbst upon us again.

Josef halted before one of the crystal-like openings. "Here. It's as good a
choice as any, with no other clues."

"Fine with ne," Tobrush agreed. "I notice that even Kalia is having second
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t houghts about freeing this mob. Still, | at |east can understand now why those
two free denons didn't break out their conpanions.”

"Huh? Why?"

"They want to nake sure that they are the ones, the only ones, to get credit for
freeing the boss."

Josef shivered, and | ooked at the others. "Any objections to this one?"

"It is sufficiently random" Desreth commented. "There is no clue as to which is
which in any event."

"Ckay—through and now And renenber nmy orders on freeing any station nanagers!"”

One by one, they entered the station and were gone fromthe hol di ng place. And,
all around it, the vast horde sighed and drifted back to their strange, endless
dr eans.

MORALI TY
AND HONCR

I N HADES

HE WAS SOVEVWHERE DEEP | N A DARK VELL, neck deep in blood, the stench everywhere,
reaching out, clutching at anything in order to clinb out. But the well was
filled with nonsters and unspeakabl e things; he reached for what felt like a
limb and found that it was instead a severed arm Tentacl es oozed fromthe sides
and tried to wap thensel ves around him and wherever they touched, it was |ike
acid, burning his flesh and filling the claustrophobic enclosure with the added
stench of burning flesh

Bl oody faces also lined the walls: famliar faces of conrades from past
expeditions who'd died, often in horrible ways. Some were calling.

"Hel l o, Jimmy! Knew you'd get here sooner or later! Gve you a hand?" And then a
di senbodi ed, bl oody hand woul d shoot out and grab his throat and begin to
squeeze.

A new head—ris Lankur's—nmaterialized out of the ooze and opened its eyes and

| ooked at himand said, "Sorry. Lost nmy head a while back. Now | lost "ny body,
too. This provokes a fascinating quantitative problemfor a rationalist, you
know, particularly when one is a nmachine. It's because |'ve got brains, you
see.'' And, with that, the top of his head popped off and the brain, which
seemed both real and made of some kind of netal, began oozing out of the skul
and enlarging itself until it threatened to fill the airspace renaining and
choke him

"Sweet Jesus! Have nercy on me!" he screamed, or tried to, but the blood, as
thick as porridge, noved into his nouth and made hi m choke on the words.

Father McQuire's voice suddenly cane to himfroma great distance. "I'msorry,
but Jesus isn't in right now However, if you | eave your nane and your
identification nunber, and if you didn't desert Hi mand break your word to H m
He'll get back to you sooner or later. ..."

"Jimy!" It was Sister Margaret, floating there as radiant as al ways. She
reached out her hand to himand he reached for it, but when he touched her, her
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body began a rapid and | oathsone decay, until it was but a rotted, bloated,
obscene corpse, covered by nmasses of living, squirmng maggots that began to
drop of f her and onto nun

<Ji my! Jinmy! Cone out of it, Jinmy! |'ve done all that | can to mnimze
shock, but there are limts! You nmust wake up!>

"That's all | needed," he groaned in his horrible torture pit. "Even here
can't get rid of her!"

<C non, Jinmy, you bastard! Fight it!>

' 'Oh, shut up, Gystal" he npaned, but then he noticed that, when she talked to
him the horrors noved back a bit, the bl ood | evel went down.

<You jerk! You dumry! You asshole! You tookl a stun hit full in the chest from
cl ose range! You wake up and now or you'll go where you already seemto think
you are!>

She kept at him cursing, cajoling, threatening, and, slowy, feeling |ike he
was in deep ocean water and fighting his way to the surface, he finally came to
consci ousness.

"What . . . ?" he said aloud, still confused and disoriented, and not a little
bit shaken.

<You got shot, stupid! They left the null on the trail and he nailed all of you
with a heavy stun before you knew what hit you!>

"How | ong have | been out?"
<What do | look like? A clock? Pretty long, | think. Several mnutes.>
"How do you know what happened?"

<He cane up after he nailed all of you. Lankur wasn't all the way out so he had
to hit himagain. | didn't really see him but | felt his presence and / heard
hi m come up and heard the extra shot. >

Jimy struggled to a sitting position and groaned. This hurt, hurt worse than he
coul d remenber ever hurting in his whole Iife. He was shaken, too; the visions
of his deliriumwere still very nuch with him and seened very, very real

He went over to Molly first, not only because she was his responsibility, but
because he hadn't the slightest idea howto judge the condition of a Durquist or
a cynol, so there wasn't nuch he could do about themuntil they cane around.

At first he was afraid she was dead; there seemed even | ess than usual in that
pretty mnd. But when he pulled her to a sitting position, supporting her, and
kept sayi ng her name over and over she smiled slightly and began coni ng around.
Finally she opened her eyes, shook her head rapidly fromside to side, and
groaned at the sudden pain and dizziness. "Jimy? Wat happened?"

"W all got shot," he told her. "Cone on! On your feet! | know just what you
feel like, but the nore you nove around, the quicker it wears off."

He got her up, then | ooked next at the Durquist. The creature was linp, and, in
its environnent suit, flattened by total relaxation, he |ooked less like a
living being and nore |like sone deflated carnival balloon

"Durquist! Snap out of it and get in notion!" he yelled through the intercom
"Conme on! Up and at "em"

<Just a few nore mnutes. Mther,> the Durquist's mnd responded.
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"Mot her nmy ass!" the telepath snapped. "I may be host to a Morgh, but 1'Il be
damed if |I'm gonna be Mommie to a Durquist!"”

Feeling al nost back to nornal except for a headache and sonme tingling in the
extremties, Jimy and Molly tried to raise the Durquist, and at |east resulted
in shaking him Broad tentacles flexed, the eyes popped up, and the Durqui st
said, "I amreally beginning to regret comng along on this trip."

""Well, time to see if the one who talked us into it is still anong the |iving,
or whatever cynols are," MCray responded.

"Functional ," came an eerie, enotionless voice in the intercomthat caused them
all to I ook nervously around. "Restoring biologic interface. Checklist running.
Conpl eted. "

Tris Lankur suddenly sat up, nmen slowy got to his feet, but in a jerky,
nonhuman way. In the suit, the inmpression of not a human being but a nechanica
man was al nost absol ute.

"Well, 1'll be cursed!" swore the Durquist, staring. "He really is a robot!"

"I amdirecting biological interface manually," said Lankur in that weird,
mechani cal voice. "I amfunctional, but direct Iinkage to biologically stored
data not fully operable.”

"He got real problem" Mdlly commented needl essly.

Jimy couldn't help but think of his nightnare and of the netallic, swelling
brain of the pilot.

"Status reports on other units?" the cynol asked.

"We're all right—+ think," Jimy told hi m+t—whatever. "You're the one that's
worse for wear."

"Second shot produced sone tissue damage and el ectrical |inkage shorts," the
cynmol expl ained. "Essential data intact, but amunable to access Terran
simul ati on node. Pre-cynol nobde nenories, habit patterns, not present."

<Jeez! Lookit the way he noves!> G ysta commented. <He's a real wal king corpse
now >

Jimy found the sight of the cynol stripped of his humanity to be very
unsettling, but there were nore pressing matters. "How functional overall are
you?" he asked. "Can you nmke the distance? Can you fight if you have to and hit
what you aim at?"

"Full control. Linits and reflexive actions inpossible to predict, but no random
or uncontrolled actions will occur. However, sensory and tactile feedback to
brain is not functional at this tinme."

"You nmean you can't feel pain?" MCray asked him

"I mean | can feel nothing. But the biological unit appears to function as
direct."

<Uh- oh! > Grysta comrented. <Anybody bring any di apers? Ot herw se he's gonna get
pretty ripe real soon!>

As usual, Jimmy ignored her. "Durquist?"

"I't will have to do," the Durquist responded. "It is particularly painful for ne
to see himin this condition, since |l was with himfor so long, but, froma
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practical sense, it's far better than broken | egs or puncture wounds or the
i ke. What about our treacherous priests?"

Jimy did a scan.' ' Ahead, of course. | think they made real tine. Either that
or we were out a lot longer than Gysta thinks we were. Still, | get the odd

i mpression that they stopped sonmewhere ahead. If | were them 1'd want to get as
far away fromus as | could and as fast as possible.”

'Haste nakes for mstakes," the Durquist comented.' 'Let themstop and worry
about us for a bit. Still, | would Iike to close and see if we can find sone
shelter fromthis intermnable rain. How are you, by the way? Fromthe angle,
I'"d say you got the full force of the first shot."

"I dreant | died and went to Hell," the telepath said slowy. "Then | woke up
and found | was already there." He | ooked at the stiff, jerky body of Tris
Lankur .

<You sure he's still on our side?> Grysta asked a bit nervously.

The fact was, he wasn't sure any nore. He wasn't sure of anything except that
they were in the mddle of a mserable world of gl oomand constant, heavy rain,
and he didn't know why he was there or how the hell to get out.

Li stening to those omi present shrieks and noans, though, and still with vivid
menories of his dreans, he definitely decided that he didn't want to die right
now, no matter how mi serabl e he was.

"Let's close on them" he said at last' 'l want themto know we're there."

It took themless than an hour al ong the obsidi an-encrusted bl ack rock trai
before they were very close indeed. McCray clinbed al nost to the edge of the
trail and | ooked out at the great falls. Still, when Tris and MIlly both made to
keep wal ki ng, he stopped them "They're there. Waiting for us, nost likely," he
warned them "There's no cover for us down there on the edge of the falls,
either."

The Durquist agreed. "If there is sonme overhang or ruins right against the side
here; that's where |I'd be. Waiting for us to step out and be shot right over
those falls."

"This unit, MCray, and Durquist have two directional grenades each. Eneny does
not or it would have used themin first battle,” Lankur noted.

"But Modra's with them " the Durquist rem nded him "W'd get her, too!"

"No logical way to recover Mdra," the cynmol responded. "Probabilities of doing

so under this situation very snmall. Mdra now just nmakes the M zl apl an i nvaders
the strongest group. Logical to elinmnate themall. Advantage then returns to
us."

"But that's Mddra down there! Mdra!" the Durquist exclaimed, appalled. Even
Jimy MCray, the newconer, had problems with this kind of |ogic.

"Getting the bastards who screwed us is one thing," he said evenly, trying to
hold his tenper, "but | draw the line at the nmurder of one of our own."

"Wthout that action, a stalemate results and the Mycohl go on unencunbered by
default," the cynol pointed out. "W cannot proceed w thout being anbushed by
the M zl apl ani ans. M zl apl ani ans cannot proceed because we have a clear field of
fire fromthis point. A stalemate is unacceptable so long as a third enemy group
is involved and ahead of us. W have the neans to resolve the stal enate. Not
usi ng those nmeans violates all logic."
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"I't nmeans nothing to you that she's one of our own, kidnapped agai nst her will?"
Ji my pressed.

"The Exchange has approximately thirty trillion citizens. O those, close to two
point five trillion are Terrans. \Wat is one nore or less to the maintenance of
order and har nmony?"

"l assume that sane logic applies to us," the Durquist noted.

"Of course."

"This explains a | ot about the quality of life of the bulk of people in the
Exchange, " Jinmy MCray noted dryly, in the low, barely heard whi sper he
generally used only to talk to Grysta. "Gysta was right—you' re not on our side
any nore. Sonehow, | don't think you ever really were."

"Waiting is pointless. They are sheltered, we are exposed," the cynpl comment ed.

"Hol d, cynol —before you act!" the Durquist called icily, edging up to the nman
who' d once been his friend and capt ain.

"Yes?"

" "What is the basic phil osophical difference between you and your nasters and
the Quintara?"

"The question has no rel evancy."
"It does to nme. Very much so."

"Very well. The Guardi ans believe that the whole is far greater than the parts
that conpose it and provides the greatest good for the greatest nunber of
people. The Quintara believe that the whole exists to serve thenselves."

"Then, in the smaller sense, the team which is us, has interests that outweigh
the interests of a part of it, nanely Mddra. Sonehow, this 'part' sees little
practical difference to hinself in that attitude. | cannot allow what you
propose to happen.”

"You have no vote. | act by the authority of the Guardi ans thensel ves as an
of ficer of the Exchange. You elected to come with me; | did not order it."

"I amnot at all sure there was nmuch of a choice,” the Durquist noted,

"although, if there were, | would still have cone because the teamcane. Al of
the team M, MCray, even Mdlly, and, yes, Mddra. And | nust wonder when you
propose such a horrible violation of our codes if in fact there isn't still sone

little bit of Tris Lankur in there, perhaps the bitter, hating part,
rationalized by the nechanical part, that seeks not what is right, or just, but
revenge. She killed you, turned you into this, and now you would take her life
i n exchange!"

The vacant -eyed jerky body did not respond, but instead wal ked just to the edge,
where the path went steeply down to the bedrock bel ow. One of the Durquist's
eyes swiveled to Jimry MCray, who stared back at it and just nodded silently.

The cynol took instrument readings, totally ignoring the others behind him
"Range forty point two nmeters to the right, inside the cliff in sone kind of
cave or dwelling," Lankur reported to no one in particular. He reached into his
pouch and renoved a small bl ack object, which hummed to life and then enmtted a
hi gh- pi tched, steady, whistling tone.

The Durqui st stood, a bizarre caricature of a biped, and wal ked up right behind
the cynol. Wthout hesitation, the "right" tentacle swng back, then | oosed
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itself forward

striking the cymol alnost directly on his ass with such force that the man was
literally propelled into the air and came down a good four neters on the bedrock
bel ow.

They could hear the yells of the Mzl apl ani ans bel ow at the sudden appearance of
the cynol, and Jimmy, pistol in hand, wal ked up and stood next to the Durquist,
wat chi ng.

Lankur had | anded linply, like a rag doll tossed froma w ndow, but now, slowy,
he stood up and began wal king in that jerky, zonbie-like way a few steps, then
bent down and retrieved the snmall guided grenade where it had fallen

"Shall we just shoot the bastard and have done with it?" the Durquist asked.

"No, let themdo it," Jimy responded. "If they can't take himout, they don't
deserve to."

Below, in the cliff dwelling, Krisha had been idly nonitoring the Exchange team
that hadn't really paid nmuch attention, counting on her old instincts to flag
anything really dangerous. The cold hatred of the Durquist had masked sone of
his thoughts, and, while she alerted the others and knew sonething was going to
happen, she wasn't quite sure what. Tris Lankur's sudden arrival on the flat
rock bel ow was, therefore, only slightly less of a surprise to her than to the
others; by the tine she had sensed what was to happen fromthe Durquist's mnd
and cried out, it had al ready happened.

"My God! It's Tris!" Mddra cried, and then watched, suddenly horrified, as the
zombi e-1i ke notions of the animated corpse in and of itself reinforced Mrok's
fanci ful hypnotic scenario. An old pro with a natural fear of being around a
hypno, she'd believed, but never fully accepted, the visions of her conrades
being killed and their bodi es possessed. Now here was the proof of it, and
resol ved the |ast doubts in her mnd.

"That's a programuabl e grenade he's got!" she warned them "It'll blowthis
whol e place down if he launches it!"

"Then shoot, Mddra! Shoot! You've got the best angle!" Gun Roh Chin shouted.

She lifted her pistol but could not do it. No matter what the sight, no matter
what the horror in front of her, she sinply could not kill Tris. Not again.

Let hal bursts from Manya and Morok, who had a | esser angle but still a
sufficient one, struck the cynmol full on. There was a sudden, shattering

expl osi on that deafened them and brought down pieces of rock upon themas the
"terrible sound reverberated through the ruins.

The concussi on knocked Ji nmy backward into Molly, and they both tunbled in a
heap as a small black cloud rose fromthe bedrock ahead. The Durquist' nerely
flipped back to all five points and otherw se stood his ground, then slowy rose
again on two of. them Jinmy picked hinself up and nade certain Mdlly was al
right, then wal ked back forward to where the Durquist still watched.

There was very little left. The grenade had already left Tris Lankur's hands
when the bolts struck, but as its route was in the direct line of fire they had

gotten it no nore than a neter fromhim still in the air, and it had bl own,
ripping through the blue environment suit as if it were paper and then through
the still all too fragile human body, spraying bl ood and body parts all over,

even into the falls itself, as well as some |um nescent yellow sh fluid that
must have fed the cynol .part.

Eerily, the nmpans and shrieks and di stant screans that were such a part of the
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background noi se of this place that they'd al nost been tuned out by the others,
rose in volune for a while until they al nost drowned out not only the rain but
even the falls, before slipping back to their nornal |evels.

"Too bad we couldn't get his supply kit and power pack," Jimry MCray said
dryly, | ooking at the scene.

The Durquist was thinking along different lines. He was . . . renmenbering.

"He was a good man, once," the star creature commented. ' 'One of the best. He
clawed hinself up out of a stinking little ball of dirt where all they did was
wal low in the dry nud and sands and have as many starving kids as they could
before they died very young. He was wild, reckless sonetines, the taker of
incredi ble risks because that's how he rose to where he was, and he just never
under st ood that everyone else wasn't like him | think that's why Mdra never
consi dered bonding with him even though she | oved him She knew that, sooner or
| ater, he'd take one chance too many. | think she even married that other fellow
mostly to nake sure we didn't go broke and that Tris wouldn't |ose his ship. Now
it's over for him™"

<Aww . . . That's so sad . . . !> Gysta commented synpathetically.

Jimy MCray sighed. "Well, at least she didn't do that. Their telepath was so
startled at all this she dropped her guard for a nonent. Modra had a shot but
couldn't take it. Couldn't bring herself to take it."

"I amglad for that," the Durquist replied. "She will never accept that his end
came fromhis own immturity, which was necessary for himto survive and get
where he did, and not her direct action. Hi s ego just couldn't handl e a defeat,
even so personal a one."

McCray shrugged. "Well, it leaves us a gun short, and no matter what | thought
of his solution, he was right about the stal emate, and by saying that we're not
going to get Mddra back any tine soon, either. That quick peek | had at her
shows her expertly redone by their hypno; she thinks we're all dead and
possessed by denonic spirits out to kill themall. After seeing Lankur, there,
she's got no reason to doubt it, either.”

"It does nake things a bit conplex," the Durquist agreed. "Do you suppose we
could offer an amesty and anot her head start if they cleared the fog in Mdra's
head and sent her back to us?"

"How coul d we know?" Jinmmy asked him "The telepath's powerful enough to screw
up ny monitoring, and | sure wouldn't trust a hypno in ny sight They .certainly
haven't proven trustworthy so far, and our sentinents, no matter how genuinely
transmtted, may change, leaving themin the niddle."

<Toget her we coul d break that telepath and you know it,> Gysta put in.

He wasn't so sure about that But what if they could? That wouldn't get Modra
back whole, and it wouldn't break the hypno, which was his real worry.

Finally the Durquist said, "Wiy don't we just offer thema straight way out?
Modra is as safe with themas with us, and, so far, all our danger has been in
front of us. Let them keep her for a while and go. W' ve got the power
advantage, and | got the distinct inpression that the hypno's injured—that night
expl ain the kidnapping. | wouldn't bet very much on the chances of an injured
man surviving very long if they push on, tough old veteran and hypno or not, and
if the hypno goes, things suddenly beconme very much in our favor."

Jimy thought it over. "Just get rid of the roadbl ock agai n?"

"That's about it. | shouldn't Iike the thought of the Mycohl naking sone kind of
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deal with our horned friends unencunbered, then just sitting back and waiting
for all of us."

"All right—<+'ll make theman offer,"” Jimy said, and sent, <We can sit it out
forever or work things out now as a conprom se. >

<How do you suggest we do it?> Krisha asked him

<|'ve no love for sitting out here in the wet. |'ve had enough of it. W wll
backtrack for one hour. You nove out and al ong the way, or pick some way if you
haven't deci ded where to go. Then we head back. No tricks, no traps, or it's
war . >

<W¢ have an injured nman. He needs nore rest than he's gotten. Mich nore.>

<This is not a negotiation® Jimy responded. <Al grievances conmitted agai nst
us have been by you. W' ve done nothing to harmyou, and, indeed, we hel ped you
the one tinme you needed help. You repaid us with betrayal. W can hardly trust
your word to us that you won't shoot as we go past, now can we?>

Krisha found herself in a real dilema. Mrok was already back on the stone
floor asleep, and the better for it. She'd heard the coments about him and
knew that they were counting on Mirok's death and had no interest in hel ping him
to heal. She really needed to discuss things, but couldn't do it openly. To do
so woul d suddenly confuse Mddra, who thought her renaining conrades were denonic
bei ngs.

<Wait a monent. | need to talk to soneone, > she managed

"I don't think they're going for it,"” Jimry told the Durquist. He frowned,
thinking for a nonent "Grysta? Do you think we could manage enough power to do
what she does—at | east manage to block out the Durquist as well, and Ml ly,
too?"

<Why bother with Ml |ly?> Gysta asked him <There's got to be sonething there
before it's worth bl ocking out.>

"Because Molly has ears, which is why this is even a | ower voice than usual.
want a way where that telepath can't pick up a conversation between the Durqui st
and ne. Nor thoughts about it afterwards."

<HMmMm . . . Yeah, | think so. But howw Il we know for sure if we manage it or
not? Wth her block, | nean.>
"You |l eave that to ne. | can feel her probes and I'll know if she gets through."

He suddenly heard Krisha call himin his m nd.

<Sorry,> she told him <but that is no solution. After the Holy Father is rested
and better, then, perhaps. Until then, it seens to ne that you have no choice
but to stay up there and get wet. We know you won't nount an attack on us.

O herwi se, you killed your man for nothing. >

Jimy snmiled to hinmself. <Al right, lass. On your own head be what happens from
now on. At |east you saved ne two hours' futile walk.> He sighed.

"Grysta-*"—tet's try the block right now And maintain it until we no | onger need
it. No | apses or we mght all be dead."

<Uh—dead? |'mnot sure | like this.>
" '"Just do it, you little worml You were born to sit and rot, but " | was not!"

<Ckay, okay. Don't get so upset! Try it—ow >
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Bel ow, Krisha was startled to find that the blind spot where Jimy MCray was
abruptly widened, blotting out all of the Exchange team It was so sudden and
unexpect ed, and so powerful, she grew nervous. Wat had happened was sinply not
possi bl e, not without supernatural aid, which is what she believed increased her
own power. She felt by now that she knew McCray's power and linits as well as
any tel epath knows another, and here, suddenly, was this massive surge.

<She tried probing against it, attenpting to break through, but it was

i npassive, a wall of white noi se whenever she tried to read any of them She
| ooked over at Gun Roh Chin. "The eneny has suddenly gone dark on ne! |'m not
getting a thing! | don't understand it. but | don't like it."

Neither did the captain, weary as he was. "Wake the others and assune fully
armed stations,” he told her. "I still feel certain we have a | evel of safety,
but | never l|ike surprises or underesti mate an eneny."

The Durquist, too, was a bit surprised, but pleased. "No one can hear us?"

"Nobody. The trouble is, if she nounts a concerted attack against ne, it mght
weaken, and not even |I know how long | can hold this."" He stood and pointed to
the falls. "Use your magnification. You see those nmarkers there, kind of nubs

but a bit shiny, leading right to the edge?”

"Yes, | see them They look Iike the way to go, but it would be very conforting
to know there isn't a sheer drop there."

"Look over at the falls itself, just a tiny corner on this side before the
cascade starts. A sliver of atrail. I'mwlling to bet ny life onit."

"You propose going by then? How? I1'll not collapse that roof!"

" 'l understand that,'' MCray told him' "but I'mnot talking any kill. It
will, however,, be as risky for themas for us, if we don't do the figures
exactly right. Fair's fair. We're taking nost of the risk, and it's only right
that some of it be shared."

"Al'l right, then, what have you got in mind?"

After nore than an hour, things began settling back to nornmal in the

M zl apl ani an canp. There was only so nmuch tine you could keep yourself on the
alert, particularly when the only thing that had happened to cause it was the
eneny's sudden ability to block itself out.

They still had their hostage, and considering Krisha had overheard the entire
debate that had led to Lankur's ultimate death, there was little concern that
the remai ning eneny above would really try and wi pe themout. There was as wel |
the know edge that the only way through that was worth anything at all was right
to those falls and down, and that area was in perfect view of their guns.

Modra Stryke had suffered not at all from seeing Lankur finally blown to pieces;
i nstead, oddly, she felt nuch better, as if some |oad had been lifted from her
shoul ders. Tris was really gone; she was sorry about that, but it had been none
of her doing this tinme. Not that it really nattered about that; the inportant
fact was that he'd been killed in the act of trying to kill not just these
peopl e but her. If there was any clearer break with what was and with what night
have been, she couldn't . conceive of it.

She was al so getting to know the M zl apl ani ans; enough to know that she kind of
Iiked them as individuals, but found their value system their beliefs, their
very status disturbing. They were the nmpst ensl aved peopl e she had ever met, yet
they considered the enslavenent and the totalitarian nature of their honeland to
be free.
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Krisha in particular bothered her; the dark beauty had just about everything a
worman coul d want —+ooks, brains, capability—and here she was, a virgin priestess,
celibate, bound to a nonastic lifestyle except when defending the faith such as
now. It seened such a total waste.

At least they didn't try and convert her. She got the idea that al nbst any way
to convert was okay with these people, but that doing it by hypno power was
heresy of the worst sort. There was little likelihood they could convert her, in
any event; to do so with her enpathic abilities would nean automatic comm t nent
to the priesthood. She wondered how, if all the Talents were celibate, and
sterilized, priests and priestesses, they didn't run out of Talents. Discovering
that nost, including Mok and Manya, had been | aboratory-bred fromreproductive
material taken fromtheir parents at ordination, solved that nystery but didn't
make it 1 ook Iike a wagon she would ever want to clinb aboard.

Still, it was tough being an enpath in this conpany. They all believed; they
were all absolutely convinced of the truth of their faith and that their gods
sat on then- shoulders and directed their noves. Wen they prayed, particularly
together, the rapturous joy and total enotional conviction flow ng through them
was so overpowering it al nost sucked her inin spite of it all. That kind of
certainty, of genuine confort and joy, in a place and situation like this, was
dammed seductive. She was aware, too, that her presence disturbed them She was
a shade of gray trapped in the mdst of a group of people who saw only bl ack and
whi te.

Captain Chin was different, or at |east he seened so. The only one who was,
really. She would have guessed his prinmary occupation w thout having to be told
it; comercial skippers tended to have the sanme sort of | ook and manner no
matter what the race or nationality. He radiated the power that only those in
command feel; Tris had once had that kind of feel to him too.

And he was worldly. Over there, far from everyone el se, |eaning on the crude
cutout of a wi ndow and | ooking out at the rain, the glow fromhis second cigar
attested to that He al one had been outside the Mzl aplan before, to both Mycohl
and the Exchange. Only the fact that he was a null, unreadable except by the
nmost basi c of observations, kept the real Gun Roh Chin sonething of a cipher.
She felt certain he was totally loyal to his system and these people, yet she
wasn't at all certain he believed any of it.

She went over to him seeking sorme kind of confort in the dark, no natter how
different he m ght have been

"I can't understand why they don't use the other grenades," she said, |ooking
out. "We're wi de open here."

"I think they can't programthem properly,"” he responded slickly, glad he'd had
alittle tune to think of that one. "That's why the one had to expose hinself. |
think we're safe here. It's when we have to nove that we have real problens.”

" 'l know the others think that this is part of a real Hell, where the sinners
of the universe are sent. Do you believe that?"

Chin shrugged, but he was thankful to be off the subject of questions he had to
lie about. "Manya, and | believe Krish, now, believe it. Mrok does, too, deep
down, but he would prefer not to."

"And you?"
"What did your people think?" he asked, sidestepping the question

"Only Jimy MCray, our telepath, thought that way. He was a very strange little
man, too newto the crew for me to really get to know himthe way | knew all the
others. He was raised totally within one of the ancient religions of Ad Earth,
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and had pretty nmuch a tragic life, | think, and never really shook it."
"McCray," the captain repeated. "English? No. Irish?"

She was surprised. "That's what he said his background was. They have a coupl e
of worlds of their own, preserving very nuch their old culture, very pastoral,
I"mtol d—and very dull."

"You wouldn't like a little pastoral dullness right now?"

She smled. "Maybe right now M own upbringing was a little pastoral itself,
and | hated it. | was the youngest of eleven kids, and the only one who wanted
out of that life."

@un Roh Chin chuckled. "Eleven! That is one thing we Terrans do with expertness.
My own ancient culture was never very good at fighting. It kept losing wars to
conqueror after conqueror. But we retained our culture and we retained our own
belief in the superiority of that culture, and we bred and we bred and we
intermarried with all the conquerors and, with infinite patience, one day there
weren't any conquerors any nore. Just us and a few added fresheni ngs of the
genetic pool. Now all Terrans, no matter where their part of humanity wound up
and under what rule, have becone ny people. Not physically, but in the nost
basic sense. W can't interbreed with all those other races, of course, but we
can outbreed them W are already the largest single race in any of the Three
Enmpires. Did you know t hat ?"

"No," she admtted. "I hadn't realized that."

" '"Just look at the ones here. For your Exchange, there is you, this MCray, and
the late Captain Lankur. Here, it's Krish and nyself, and then there is the
Mycohl captain and the woman with him That's al nost half of everyone who got
here. You see what | mean? Gve us a few nore centuries and we will be the
majority of everyone in all three enpires. Now, in spite of we few here, the
bul k of Terrans are coolies—sorry, an ancient term The bottom of the | adder,
socially and politically. W grow the food, we haul, we do the other races

| aundry. One day, those races who now see us as little nore than a facel ess sea

of workers will have to deal with a weight of nunbers too great to ignhore or
suppress.”
"You sound like a revolutionary," she noted. "lIs that what you are behind your

mysterious wall?"

"Not in the usual sense of the word. What threat amI1? O yon? | nerely state
facts. It isn't really sonething all of us planned, you know, but you have to

| ook at the conpetition. Manya's people have an amazi ng canouflage ability that
hel ped protect them and raise them above all the others on their planet. Mrok's
people can fly. Savin's people were arboreal night dwellers who could be stil

as death for ages and had uncanny bal ance and even nobre uncanny eyes. We're
about the weakest, softest, |east able people to ever clinb to the top of the

| adder. We're no smarter than they are, even collectively, yet our sheer |ack of
attributes and our vulnerability has bred a race of survivors. G ven enough
time, we're the nost insidious threat to all the other races ever born. | fear
that when that finally becomes obvious to others, there will be pogrons in the
Mycohl and Exchange to trimus back to size."

"But not in the M zlaplan?"

He shook his head. "No, not in ny region. It's the religion, you see. It puts
everybody on an absolutely equal footing. Anbng ny people, we are sinply a
class, a state of incarnation, and to the Holy Ones who bring the Wrd and keep
the faith there's no difference between a Terran and a si x-1egged,
silicon-based, ammoni a-breathi ng Jabuk, so we'll not be barred from ordi nation
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or command or high office."
"Still, you never feel stultified? Cosed in by the rigid systenP"

"Not really. You have to know the history of ny people to fully understand that,
though. The thing is, |I've seen all three systens. They all work, but only ours
works with no master races, no rich and poor, no mmjor social tensions.
Practicality says that there are only three possible systens right now—perhaps
four if we count these denpons, and we can see their idea of society in the crude
pai ntings on these very walls. | consider the alternatives, and | amcontent."

"I don't think | could ever accept your system" she told himhonestly. "I've
never been in the Mycohl but |'ve heard about their systemand it's pretty ugly
overall. In the Exchange, if you're good enough, you can go all the way."

He nodded. "Unfortunately, very few are good enough. For the bul k of people in
the Exchange, life at the bottomis as bad as life as a Mycohlian drol; npbst of
the worlds are left to neglect or bled to death by the kings of transport and
trade. An evol utionary nonarchy is no nmore just for the masses than a hereditary
one."

She sighed. "Maybe, but—=

At that nonment there was a shrill, screanm ng sound, and then a trenendous
expl osion not far outsidel their dwelling rocked the place, knocking them down
and causing a lot of rock to fall fromthe ceiling all around them

"What =" Krisha and the others seenmed to cry at once, and just as they regai ned
their footing a second expl osion rocked them and knocked t hem down agai n.

Modra, certain that the denpbn forces were now coning to get them had her pistol
out and struggled to the windowto fire at anything out there that noved, but
there was at that nonent yet another expl osion, knocking her back again and
shaki ng so nuch | oose inside the cliff dwelling that parts of it threatened
col | apse.

Finally, with the third major explosion, it was over, and they struggled to the
front, all awake now, and peered out through the black snoke.

"They are making for the trail!" Manya shouted. "They are trying to pass us by,
| eave us here!”

Chin and Krisha ducked out their respective doors and fired a few wi de voll eys
into the snoke, apparently hitting nothing. The snoke was begi nning to clear
now, and for a brief nonment they saw the head of soneone, possibly Mlly, vanish
bel ow the rimof the falls.

"They have passed us!" Chin shouted. "To the rim W mght be able to knock them
off that path before they get under the falls and we | ose them "

Modra was confused. "Why woul d they want to pass us? Wiat is going on here?"

Mor ok, moving slowy, came up beside her. "CQbviously they have decided that we
are no longer a threat, child; perhaps our killing of one of them caused themto
pause and reflect. At any rate, they now run towards their dark masters." His
eyes seened to shine right through her even in the darkness. "That is the
answer," he said flatly.

Krisha and the captain had gotten about halfway to the rimof the falls when
they heard another whistling sound. Both inmediately started reversing

t hensel ves and, seeing they weren't going to nake it, flattened agai nst the
rock. The bonb expl oded/ just over the point where the trail nmet the rim
knocki ng sone of the rock into the chasm bel ow.
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"Captain! Are you all right?"

"Yes, Krisha, | have survived as usual, except for the bruises | will have
hitting this rock so hard and fast."

"How many of those bonbs do they have, anyway?"' she asked, getting to her feet.

"Quch! Judging from Modra's pack, |1'd say they've shot their |oad," he assured
her, then, suddenly, he stopped and smacked his right fist into his left palm
"How stupid of me! OF course!"”

"What ?"

"Modra! She's still got her two! We can blow themoff that wall even if they are
behind the falls!"

She sighed. "No, Captain. Let themgo."
"What ? But they're wide open right now "

' ' Captai n—Morok, too, has thought of this. He thought of it when the cynol
tried his attack on us. W could have killed themw th Mddra's bonbs at that
time. They were as vulnerable up there as we were inside."

" But —

"Captain, they are not sonething one can use without a bit of training, and they
require an Exchange suit to program Are we nurderers? Can we retain any noral
superiority if we, by hypno powers, cause Mddra to nurder her own peopl e?
Particularly since, as their telepath pointed out to ne, we, not they, violated
our word?"

"Un | see what you nean." He sighed. "All right, then, | suppose we deserve
this, in a sense. But | have the oddest feeling we're in sonme sort of race, and
we're |l osing."

"Funny. Their telepath said the same thing. The Quintara Marathon, he called
it."

Chin gave a dry chuckl e, calmng down. "The Quintara Marathon. As good a nane as
any. But, the fact remains, if we're in sonme sort of race, we started off first,
well inthe lead in this run to who knows where. Now we're third. About the only
way we can do any worse is to go backwards."

She nodded, well aware of that herself. "I guess we'd better get back and see
what the Holy Father decides to do now Mich of this is dependent on his
condi tion."

"You go ahead," he told her.' '"I'mgoing to risk a peek over the side, now
that I"'mfairly certain that there are no nore big bangs conming. | want to see
what sort of damage they did to that trail head. If they blew several neters
off, then the matter is academ c unl ess someone brought along a | adder or a
rope."

He wal ked over, still very cautious, then took a look. It wasn't great—for the
first two nmeters it was going to be pretty hairy going, with only a small part
of the trail width present.

Still, they weren't narooned—hot yet, anyway. He put his instrunments on and
tried to find them finally locating the group well down in the chasm far
behind the falls, and barely out of range.

He wal ked slowy back toward the cliff dwelling, only now starting to feel those
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com ng bruises, and found them huddl ed t oget her

"You cannot go, Holiness!" Manya was saying firmy. "You need at |east a ful
sl eep and could use far nore! Your body needs tine to repair itself!"

"Well, | cannot stay here behi nd—naot again," he responded. "I had to | eave you
once, but now there is no chance of ny catching you at a later date. W can all
use many hours of sleep, Manya, but | refuse to believe that a nere few nore
hours will do what two weeks in a hospital would. If we wait here nmuch | onger,
even the trail will be cold. W mght as well not be here—and only the gods

t hensel ves know how far ahead the cursed Mycohl are by now, |ooking for the best
deal fromthe denonic horde. If we do not go now, then why are we here at all?
Way did Savin die? No, we go—providing, that is, that the captain tells us it is
still possible."

"I't's possible, Holiness, but it won't be easy the first six or seven neters.
And with that leg ..."

"I will remove my suit again, and pass it down to someone who makes it to solid
footing," the Stargin replied. "Then | will do what | did before and fly to the
safer part of the trail, where | can then reclaimny suit and join the rest of
you. Overall, | am probably safer on that |edge than any of you."

Kri sha suddenly gasped, and all attention turned to her

"What is the matter, child?" Mrok asked. "I assure you that—
"No, no, Holy Father!" she responded. "I just now |l ost them Conpletely I|ost
them 1 get no sense of anyone else on this entire world except for us. No

bl ocks, no shields, no probes, nothing. They're gone"

@un Roh Chin sighed. "Well, naybe that nmeans that we are finally going to get
out of this dammable rain."

It had not been easy, but having had the Exchange team precede them down a trai
with no detours, it wasn't as difficult for the Mzl aplanian group to accept the
fact that what | ooked « |ike the end of the trail was some kind of trick. Still,
none of them stepped through the portal without a little heart palpitation and a
case of nerves

The great hall of the denobns gave them pause and did nothing for the nerves.
Once she'd established that none of the Exchange teamremained in the area,

Kri sha decided to waste no concentrati on and personal energy on shielding the
whol e group. Still, it was inmpossible not to get much the sane data as the other
tel epaths had fromthe assenbl ed and stored denoni c horde.

Modra stared at the design on each of the door panels. "MCray was right," she
comment ed. "Pentagrans."

"Huh? What's that?" the captain asked.

"That synbol. | don't know what the circle neans, but the five-pointed star with
the tips connected with straight lines is a pentagram or so Jimry MCray said.
An anci ent synbol that was supposed to keep dempons in, or out, depending on
where you were. And these gold light strips in the floor—+ can't nake out the
design, but 1'll bet it's not just ornamental. They thought that the geonetric
shapes sonehow proved to be barriers to the denmons. Some of the old ruins we
passed through early on had them"”

"Denoni c geonetry,"” Chin comrented, shaking his head in wonder. "Another rule to
file away. And maybe sonme neasure of protection if we can renenber at |east the
one shape."
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"Let's get out of here," Krisha urged. "I feel like they're all going to wake up
and start in on us any mnute."

Mor ok nodded. "She's right. If these designs are sonme sort of geonetric means of
i mprisonment, then we're breaking themevery time we stand in one or cross a
line. I have heard of such things. They are taught to exorcists of the
Inquisition. Let us get out of here.”

Modra nodded, feeling it, too, and also feeling that forbidding, alnost
overwhel mi ng sense of pure evil coming fromall around her. Still, she stared at
all the possible exits in the center. "Wich one?" she asked them

@un Roh Chin smiled and pointed down. "Sonebody didn't w pe their feet and
tracked up this nice, clean floor," he said.

It was brightly polished, except in one area, where there were clear inpressions
of treads fromboots fornmed by residue picked up on the trail.

He led, and they followed. It wasn't a consistent trail, but enough peopl e had
been through here that there were enough. "That one," he told them pointing.
"If we want to keep chasing them that is."

"W are chasing the Mycohl,"'
avoid them™

Manya reninded him "W want to catch them not

"Well, it's a good bet that everybody went through this one," Chin noted. "I
don't see any other trail so well scuffed up.”

"Let's go, then," Krisha urged. "They are beginning to wake up, and they al
seemto be thinking the sanme thing. They're saying, 'It's alnost tinme. It's
al nrost our tinme again.'" She shivered.

"Maybe this one will be a desert,'
t hr ough.

Modra suggested hopefully, and they stepped

The pattern was the sane as for all the other stations, including the denonic
pair in the center chanber.

<Wel cone, > they said to Krisha. <You are not the first to pass this way.>

<And none of the others freed you, | notice, > she cane back, bracing herself
for their assault.

It didn't come. Instead, they said, <It is of no inportance. It is al nost our
time again, when we shall rule and reign.>

"Sonmething is different,” she told the others. "They don't care if they are
freed or not. They act like they expect to be free without strings or deals
al nrost any nonent."

"I think | like that less than an attack," Mrok conmented. "I just can't say
why. "

@un Roh Chin nodded. "I have the feeling that we're m ssing sonething inportant.
Sonet hi ng we don't know, something, perhaps, we can't know, but | get the oddest
feeling that someone, sonething, is |aughing behind our backs."

"Well, if they don't mnd us going on, | don't see why we should |linger," Mbrok
sai d.

<CGo. We shall renenber you when our tine cones, and it will cone soon.>

Kri sha shivered and al nost beat the others out.
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They approached the other side of the gate with relief that, at |least, they were
finally out of that terrible, drenched, dead worl d.

They stepped out, and were all but overcome by the sudden stench of sulfur and
bri nst one.

FI RE BURN
AND CAULDRON

BUBBLE

IT WAS A WORLD OF DARKNESS, AS | F THEY WERE i nsi de sone inpossibly deep,

i npenetrabl e cavern, yet there was |ight enough to see-not from any sky, but
fromthe massive | akes of boiling, bubbling, hissing lava that formed snall

| akes within the darkness, occasionally spilling over and forming rivers of the
stuff.

Envi ronment suits closed automatically; air refresheners kicked into action,
clearing the outside atmosphere, thick with the fumes of hydrogen sul fide and
other foul -snelling conpounds, and the air-conditioning kicked in, mercifully
cooling themin a matter of mnutes fromthe sixty-plus degrees centigrade
outside tenmperature to a far nore confortable | evel

"This isn't good at all," Josef comented, |ooking at his power |evels and
conputing the drain rate to conpensate for this place. "Wat is your energy
readi ng, Kalia? Tobrush?"

"Thirty-seven hours," Kalia reported.

"Thirty-eight, give or take a bit, here," Tobrush added.

"Well, | get closer to thirty-five," he told them "It's taken us alnost forty
hours to get fromstation to station the |ast couple of worlds, and we didn't
have to face anything like this.

These suits were never designed for lava, and even if they held, the power
needed to sustain us inside would drain these things like water over that falls
back there."

"W could go back in," Kalia suggested. "Take one of the other routes."”

"We're going to have to," he responded. "I don't care if the denons can nake it
through in just those basic clothes they wear or not, it's a cinch we can't.
Desret h? What about you?"

"It is perfectly tolerable to ne here," the Corithian answered, "but were | to
have to go into the lava, | would dissolve. | would prefer another route
nmysel f."

"That settles it. Everybody back in. Quickly! W don't want any nore energy
drain than we have to have!"

They re-entered the station with sone relief, switching off the protection
circuitry, then went through the first cavern to the denon chanber in the
center. As they did, they stopped, dunbfounded.

The denons had turned around sonehow and were now facing them

"Tobrush? Ask them what's going on here," Josef called nervously.
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<You cannot back up this way,> the denons told them <No matter what, you will
have to exit as -you did. To return to the Dispatch Center, exit and turn to
your right, then proceed -to the station that you find there and enter.>

<You nmean—ence anyone is commntted to a destination, they are truly conmtted to
go there ?> the tel epath responded, appalled at the idea.

<Not anyone, no. But you nust. You seek the Keep, the City on the Edge of Chaos,
which is at the center and the boundary of all and of nothing. This is the only
way for you now. All other routes |ead to neaningl ess el sewheres. >

Tobrush reported this to Josef, who was hardly in a nood to believe them yet
dared not disbelieve them He didn't even bother to ask themhow far it was to
the next station; there was no way he could believe themon that answer, either.

"Past them and out!"” he ordered. "W'lI|l soon see if this is sone kind of trick."

They went into the rear chanber and out, and found thenselves in the sane, dark,
horri bly hot place.

"Anybody? We can't spend a lot of time debating this.”

"We are clearly in their power as to choosing our destination once we stepped
into the station," Tobrush pointed out. "W are going to wind up here no matter
what. We either canp out in there and wait for the suits to run out anyway, or
we try it."

"Tobrush is right!" Kalia responded. "If we are to die, let us die in the
attenpt, not in surrender! They are testing us! Wat is the purpose to a test if
you cannot pass it?"

"I agree," Desreth added. "W have al ways been at the nmercy of this system In
poi nt of fact, the distance between the second and third stations was only

ei ghty percent of the true distance between the first and second. It sinply took
as long because we had to fight and to rest. Now we are in the | ead, w thout
enem es ahead. If this is, perhaps, sixty percent of the distance, it can be
done in under thirty hours.”

"Al'l right," Josef sighed, internally groaning at the idea of even thirty hours
in this place without any prol onged rest, but knowing that it was necessary to
do so.' '"At least we are trained for this kind of forced march. The others are
not."

They turned left and started off. "The Exchange team probably has fifty or sixty
hours m nimum without having to do those battles," Tobrush noted. "And | keep
wondering if it gets worse fromhere. First unending nonotony, then unending
rain, then unending fire. | just wish there was better lighting here, not only
to recharge these suits but also to better see where we're going."

"Too bad we can't convert this heat," Josef comrented wi stfully.

Tobrush took him seriously. "There mght be a way to do just that, with sone
reprogranming," the telepath told him "The suits aren't really designed to use
it, soit would have | ow efficiency, but sonething is better than nothing, and
at worst it would take the pressure off the air-conditioning. I'Il work on it"

"Do that," the | eader urged. "You' ve got thirty hours to solve it. In the
meanti me, anybody see anything that night be some sort of trail?"

"Unlikely," Desreth cane back. "The black material upon which we walk is
basically rock granules, tiny pieces of obsidian, and vol canic ash and dust.
Anyt hi ng that went through a place as dynamic as this one is would soon have
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anything, fromtracks to trails, covered up."

"Well," Josef sighed, "we're on a rise between two | ava | akes right now, so if
we're going left, there's no choice of routes.”

' 'Yeah, but what if that |ava cane through and ripped out the route after those
denmons went by?" Kalia asked them

"Let's not think of that," Josef told her

Desreth was nore optinmistic. "This is a known, established route. They have a
station to it. You don't build things along consistent rules |like they do
wi t hout taking that into consideration.”

They all hoped that the Corithian was right. Conplex transport routes throughout
the gal axy were naintained not only by building themright in the first place
but al so by constant mmi ntenance. They'd seen little sign of maintenance
machinery along this route so far, and it had certainly been a very long tine
since a crew had been by.

Still, with nothing to do except keep fromsinking into or slipping down from
the very | oose gravel-like nound that was their only protection fromthe | ava

| akes, Josef couldn't help wondering just why this place—and the others, for
that matter—ere here at all. They reinforced his suspicion that the geonetry of
t he di mensi onal wal kways was not sonething that could be thoroughly planned. If
you wanted to go fromA to F, he nused, maybe that predeternined B, C, D, and E
whet her you wanted to go there or even should go there or not.

There was sonething oddly reassuring in that concept. It brought them down a peg
or two, in a way, to the level of other races, subject to fate and events beyond
their control. Different, yes; alien, yes, but, in their own el enment and under
their ow rules, far closer to their own kind than even the denons probably
liked to adm t.

"There certainly has to be sonme control or design," Tobrush comrented, reading
his thoughts. "Qtherwi se they'd be weari ng—and needi ng—envi ronnent suits of sone
kind as well."

He didn't like his nore confortable visions questioned. "Get back to your
programm ng and stop eavesdroppi ng," he snapped.

There were other things he didn't like that he preferred conventional theories
to explain—+f only he could come up with them

For one thing, where were the stars? He could accept that, perhaps, they were
traveling great distances through dinmensional folds, but at no point had they
seen any stars or, indeed, clear sky at all. In fact, there' d been no light
variations of any kind to even indicate rotation and revol ution around a star

It was always twilight on the dull, flat world; always daylight, but through
thick clouds that darkened the | andscape, in the wet one. Here there was nothing
but pitch-blackness overhead, as if the sky was not a sky at all, but sone kind
of bl ack-painted roof.

The | andscapes had certainly varied, along with tenperature, humidity, even the
gravity, to a smaller degree, but not the things that all his experience and
training said should be here.

And no life, either, at |least as they knew it; nothing, not a single plant or
ani mal except those silicon trees that might or m ght not have been alive at

all. Except for those ancient ruins and those wall paintings, in fact, there was
no sign that any life had ever been in any of these places, even in the distant
past.
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It was alnost as if they weren't on other worlds at all, but rather trapped
i nsi de sone vast, inpossibly huge set of nuseumtabl eaus, with the denons the
gui des and attendants.

"You seek the Keep, the City on the Edge of Chaos, which is at the center and
the boundary of all and of nothing."

Did they? Did they i ndeed? Was that all the way down, if "down" was the right
concept? And what did that denonic riddl e mean? And why had this farther-in
cl ass of denons, equally trapped, been far nore congenial and far |ess
obstructionist than the earlier ones? It was alnost as if the denons had
expected them They hadn't even tried to bargain or cajole or plead or demand
their freedom Wy not?

Was it because they no longer felt as if they had to do so?

He wasn't sure he wouldn't have liked to keep the adversarial conditions of the
first encounter; this was in its own way far nore worri somne.

"Sonmet hing noved in the lava pool to our right!" Kalia called suddenly, breaking
his reverie.

"I npossi ble!" he snapped. "It's over twelve hundred degrees centigrade in that
pool ! Besides, we haven't seen anything alive in this crazy place except trapped
denons. "

"l saw sonething, | tell you! | swear it! It was big and bl ack
"Tobrush? Desreth?"

"l saw nothing," the tel epath responded, "but | got the image fromher mind as
she saw it. It definitely |ooked |ike sonmething that shouldn't have been there.
Alive? | can't tell."

"Can we scan and cone up w th anything?" he asked, worried. In the Quiimsh, the
hol i est scriptures of the Mycohl, the demons were the masters of the el enents,
one of which was fire.

"Wth what?" the telepath responded. "Nothing in our instrunentation pack or
programmng is designed to ferret out life in that sort of environnent, and the
thermal s vary so nmuch in noving |ava that tenperature scans are of no use,
either."

"You ever hear of any kind of life that could exist under these conditions?"

"No," the Julki admitted, "but, then, until this trip, | had never spoken face
to face with a living denon, either."

"It is difficult to tell crusting fromanything else," Desreth put in. "I
suggest we not attenpt to solve this nystery but proceed with caution.”

"Not hi ng el se we can do," Josef admitted. Still, he would have preferred that
Kalia not be spooked at this point. Al it did was nake the npod cont agi ous.

Maybe, just maybe, he began to worry, being first in this trek to whatever was
at the end wasn't such an envious position after all. Not, of course, that it

made any difference—the odds of any of the others picking the same station as

they'd randomy chosen were pretty slim

That thought wasn't so conforting, either, even though their worst enenies were
just behind them If anything did live and lurk in here, there would be little
chance of sonmeone el se diverting their attention

Now they were all seeing things out of the corners of their eyes, just out of
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real sight. Even Desreth, who was enotionless, apparently fearless, and
certainly had none of the psychol ogi cal hang-ups conventional |ife suffered,
seened spooked as well. Every once in a while, the Corithian would suddenly stop
and whirl around, stare for a second, then go on w thout a word.

It was going to be a long, |ong walk.

"Sweet Jesus!" Jinmy swore. "We finally nade it! Hell itself, fiery pits and
allt"

< Well, you said you 'd take al nbst anything to be out of the rain,> Gysta
poi nted out.

"Shut up, Gystal" he snapped.

The Durquist was equally inpressed. "This is going to be a nmean one. Any sign of
the Mycohl ?"

"I"'mnot sure. Traces only. They nust be many hours ahead of us. |I'lIl respond to
a probe, but I won't initiate one. W night be lucky and not tip themoff that
we're here."

Mol ly rarely said nuch, but she | ooked around at the burning, bubbling, hissing
Hell and said, "This nmust be what fol ks on hot place live in."

It hadn't been but a week or so since they'd been working that place, via renmpte
units, but it seened such a lifetime away that neither Jinmy nor the Durquist
had really thought about it.

"Huh! | think not, Mdlly,'' the telepath responded.' 'But it's a good point to
keep in mnd. W don't know what's ahead, but we've seen sentient |life even
worse than this."

"I just did the calculations, and we're fine if the next station isn't any
farther than the past ones," the Durquist told them ' 'That's a stroke of |uck
in a place like this. The ones ahead and behind are a | ot shorter on power than
we are. Except Mdra, of course, and her suit power packs are inconpatible with
theirs. Still, | think we ought to press on and quickly. The footing here | ooks
| ess than great, and while the M zl apl anians can't afford nmuch of a battle,
they're crazy enough to do it anyway."

McCray understood. The only one with the eneny to their rear who could afford a
fight was Mddra, and that woul d place them at a deci ded di sadvant age.

They trudged al ong through the great |ava pools and through w de expanses of

bl ack granul ar sand-like rock. It was only when they cane to the necks, the
narrow and dangerous areas between two bubbling, hissing pits, that they saw, or
t hought they saw, novenment ami dst the blood-red Iiquid rock

"I see them" the Durquist told him having the advantage of independent eyes
that he coul d use, sonehow, to | ook both forward and to the side w thout |osing
his step or balance. ' "They're in there, probably quite a nunber of them but I
can't give you a shape. They're not denons, though."

"I"'mjust wondering if and when they'll try and attack us,’
worriedly.

Jimy said

"I"'mnot sure they even know we're here, or, if they do, it mght be because
we're letting sone of these rocks drop into the pools. They nelt, of course, but
it mght set up some kind of vibration that either attracts or disturbs them
You get nothing fromthenP"

"Not on the t-band," the telepath replied
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"They hurt,” Mlly said sinply.

The other two stopped, and Jimy stared at her. "Wat?"
"They hurt. That's all."

"Uh—bl ly. You haven't been sending to them have you?"

"Just when they be close," she replied innocently. "Just tell them we not bad,
we friends."

"You sent them synpathy for hurting? And how did they take it?"
"I't make them sad so | stop."

The Durqui st thought about that a nmonent, then asked, "Um Mol ly—they didn't
seem nenaci ng, or hungry, or anything like that, did they?"

"No. | don't think they want to hurt us if that what you nean. Not |ike the big
syns. Mdlly think they just want out, but can't get out. Hurt too nuch."

"Fascinating," the Durquist said, nostly to hinself. "I w sh there was some way
to nmake contact with them O course, they could just be aninmals of some sort,
wi t hout any sentience at all. Wat she said is consistent with that."

"Or lost souls, trapped in that lava for eternity,” Jimy MCray sighed.
"Not hi ng we can do about it, though. Nothing we can do to contact themand find
out for sure, either. It's very like the problemoff the Hot Plant, only without
a followup team W sinply have no conmon ground to establish communications
beyond t he enpathic."

"Well, at least we know they're not apt to drag us down, at |east not
deliberately," the Durquist noted. "And it's life of some sort—the first we've
really encountered, except our denons. Not life as we knowit, but life all the
sane. It may nean nore of the same down the pike here."

"What kind of life would exist long in a mediumthat was painful to it?" the
tel epat h nmused.

"Ch, you know Mol ly. They are probably quite confortable sw nmng down in that
stuff, but when they try and cone up

to this relative air-conditioning, barely sixty to seventy percent of water
boiling, it would be like absolute zero to us. They freeze and that hurts."

McCray sighed. "I hope you're right." He | ooked up ahead. "W seemto be aimng
to go up and between those two big hills. |I hope we don't sink in when we start
clinmbing."

"Well, at |least we know we're on the right track,"” the Durquist noted, |ooking

at the sea of small black rocks ahead. "That creature of theirs, the tel epath,

really plows up this stuff. | certainly hope they've picked right, since we're

pretty slavishly following them"

"I wouldn't worry nuch about that. | have a feeling these routes are |aid out
pretty consistently. Once you get the curve figured, it's sinply a matter of
keeping to it and following it around, or so it seens. W're closing on the
Mycohl, by the way, but not by nearly as nuch as |I'd have thought."

The Durqui st chuckled. "I suspect that all eyes are on their power |evels at
this point. You can do wonders if the alternative is |osing power, protection,
and cooling in a place like this."
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"The M zl apl anians are nowin as well," Jimy told the star creature. "I have
that block in back of nme, perhaps two hours behind, no nore."

"Well, they've got the sane problem which puts pressure on us," the Durqui st
noted. "I1've been thinking that third isn't a bad position in all this after
all. Onph! Tricky going up this slope!"

It was a difficult clinb; although the hills weren't terribly high, they seened
to be conposed al nost entirely of the fine rock particles, causing themall to
sink and have to really force thenselves to keep going. Mdlly, in fact, had the
| east problem for once her thin | egs and wi de hooves seened to spread her

wei ght better than the Terran or the Durquist.

Still, they all stopped at the top of the hill and | ooked down at a scene that
was bot h unexpected and chilling.

"There's a town down there," said Jimy MCray.

It was nore than a town; nore like a small city, and it certainly did not bel ong
there, both because it was so out of place on this disnmal, hot -world and
because nobody in their right mnd would build a town just down a slope from an
enor nous, bubbling lava | ake and on the edge of another huge cal dera.

And yet, there it was—a conplex of rectangul ar buil di ngs, apparently nade out of
the same gray and black rock, alnost filling the valley.

"What's that?' the telepath asked, pointing to a conplicated series of coated,
transl ucent tube and girder-like structures that extended fromthe | ake at the
top above the town down into a series of massive, w ndow ess bl ack buil di ngs
bel ow.

"Sonme sort of flunme," the Durquist guessed, then he had it. "It's an aqueduct! A
series of channels that can be used to maintain a controlled flow"

Jimy frowned. "A flow of what7 What's it for?"

"At a guess, |'d say the location is no accident,"” the Durquist replied. "The
coating mght have a nelting point well above the tenmperature of the | ava,

all owi ng sone sort of sluice to open at the top, allowing liquid rock to pour,
possi bly at varying speeds.”

"Way not just blow an opening in the crater wall?" the telepath asked. "It seens
rather ridiculous to think of people going to all this trouble to transfer |ava
fromone caul dron to another."

"You can be exceedingly dense at tines," the Durquist noted. "There's no outlet.
It flows into that conplex over there, which has no roof but many structures in
between. At a guess, | would say it's some sort of foundry. | will wager that
the buildings it can flow into contain nolds of some sort. The lava flows down,
the speed controlled so as to vary the rate of cooling, and into the nolds,
where it will quickly cool, probably with the aid of other devices. It seens to
us like the hard way to do that, but if you had a people who didn't find this
air tenperature particularly hot, you could nmake a great many building nmaterials
qui ckly and efficiently that way. Even statuary, although |I suspect that the

pl ace primarily nmade stone bl ocks, perhaps columms, and the Iike."

"VWho woul d do something like that? The denons?"

"I wouldn't try and guess. However, let's go down through there and see if there
are any clues. That does appear to be the route, anyway."

Wal ki ng through the city produced a sense of doubl e paranoia; the doors and
wi ndows, black as pitch, seened to represent all the nenace that their m nds had

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...arathon%202%20-%20The%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt (140 of 183) [1/19/03 4:39:52 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chalker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%620Quintara%20M arathon%202%20-%20The%%20Run%20t0%20Chaos.txt
i magi ned fromsuch a place, and there was the ever-m ndful |ava | ake above.

"The average Durqui st doorway is about one neter by two and a half," the

Dur qui st noted, |ooking at the buildings. "They can be vertical or horizontal,

of course, since it hardly matters to us, but they are pretty consistent in
form Your Terran doorways tend to always be rectangles, the higher edges
form ng the sides, because of your standard shape and bi pedal restrictions. Take
a | ook at the doorways of these huge bl ocks of apartments, which | assunme they
are. Workers' barracks, anyway."

They were essentially arches, two neters across by three high, but the side
wal | s had a very slight but noticeable outward curve built into themon both
si des about hal fway to the ground.

"Not the Quintara," Jinmy decided al nost at once. "Sonething el se."

"Very good. But |ook up there, that slightly higher building at the end of the
town. A bit fancier with the |ong stone colums—and apparently coated with the
same material as the sluice. The twin front doors are both rectangl es, about
three neters high by two across, |1'd say."

McCray nodded. ' "That was a denon house, then. The boss, nost |ikely. | wonder
if he coated the place out of fear that his workers mght just accidentally on
pur pose poke a hole in that lake up there? O if it was just precautionary?"

"Possibly both," the Durquist replied. "I wonder if we see here, in mcrocosm
what our future will be like if indeed the Quintara's 'tine' conmes agai n?"

Jimy felt a cold shiver at that thought. "Still, it's pretty primtive, isn't
it, for supposed dem gods with access to technol ogy we still haven't dreamed of
as yet."

"I think it is deliberately so. The nore | see of their works, the nore | think
I"mconmng to understand them at least in the basics. First, it's far easier to
control a popul ation where technology is kept strictly in the hands of the
rulers. On the whole, the Mzlaplan restrict technol ogy, | understand,
classifying it into various |levels, and you get only the level that's best for
the interests of-the Enpire. The nasses have next to none in the Mycohl, which
still uses a lot of hand | abor

that's just shy of slave |labor, leaving the conputers and air-conditioning and
such to the nobility, the mlitary, and the technocratic classes who work for
them The Exchange bans npbst robots and robotics where possible, prinmarily to
keep the teem ng nmasses enployed at sonething. | think the Quintara |iked their
subjects to be as ignorant and primtive as possible, but for a different
reason. "

McCray nodded. "Because they like it that way. They |ove playing God."

"They live to exercise power, to donminate, for its own sake," the Durqui st
agreed. "Why? | suspect it's the only thing they have. Wen you' ve got this nuch
power, this much know edge, playing God beconmes the only thing left to do. They
pl ay ganes with everybody, and they play the ganes for their own sake, their own
entertai nnent, their own pleasure. Isn't that what every god in any culture

you' ve known can be reduced down to? | seemto recall—didn't your owmn God get so
bored just creating pretty things that he created a worthy opponent ?"

"Uh, | suppose you could put it that way, yes." And for nillions of years it
seens |ike the opponent's been winning. ' 'But ours, at |east, had a reward at
the end for even the |owiest player who would do it His way and not the
devil's," he pointed out.

"Yes, in the end, that's the basic difference, | suppose. Al Durquist religions
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have gods of just about everything—every tree, every | eaf, every pebble and
stone, everything. There are so many shrines and so many things to pray to you
can't wal k without tripping. You keep at it, being holy and perfect, and you one
day becone a little god yourself, or so the system says. | never saw nuch reward
in becomng a leaf god or a stick god nyself, but they had power and you had to
be nice to themin any event because they m ght well have been your ancestors
once. If the Quintara live up to their |egends, they pronised none of that.
Serve them and you got rewarded here and now with conforts and power and such
cross themand they sent you slowy and nastily to oblivion. Not very pl easant,
but an easy enough concept to get across."”

<W get to fly between the stars and becone who we wi sh when we die,> Gysta
told him

The comment startled him "I never knew Morghs had a religion.” He m ght have
known, of course, but he'd never asked her about that or a |ot of other things.

<| decided not to wait. | wanted to fly between the stars now, and |I did. O
course, the price is that | can't find the Universal Consciousness, but flying
around lookin' for it didn't seemlike a nice way to spend eternity anyway. >

"Well, if we're right, they're bloody consistent with their inmage," the telepath
comrented. "Even the Mycohl version, which is nore benign, demanded human
sacrifice, if | remenber ny conparative religions. | get the inpression that

they nore admired the denons than really worshi ped them though. That may
explain why they didn't free the pair who tried so hard on us. It's a rather
common thing that slaves rarely lust for equality; what they really want is to
reverse their positions."

They passed out of the city, neither anxious to explore it nmuch for fear that
they might just find sonething.

"Just out of curiosity," the Durquist said, "how do you know so nuch about ot her
religi ons and denonol ogy and pentagrans and the like, McCray? If that was a part
of your religious education,, you rmust have been raised in a very strange
religion."

He smiled wanly. "All religions are very strange unless you' re raised to take
them for granted,” he pointed out "Let's just say that | had a greater interest
in such things in nmy youth than was healthy. |I've tried to get nost of it out of
my mind over the years, but it's all still there, and it seens to be coming in
handy at the nonent."

The Durqui st wondered about that but didn't want to press it. If and when MCray
was ready, he'd tell. Oherwise, it was none of the Durquist's business and he
accepted that. Still, MCray occasionally dropped his veneer of the old pro, the
cyni cal spacer, and reveal ed evidence of an education very nuch nore advanced
than the average spacer ever had, and in subjects pretty well off any practica
track.

Even Gysta didn't know his real background, as nuch as she knew about his

bi ochemi stry and ot her physiol ogical things. He'd never gone honme, and, since
she'd united with him he'd never run into anybody who'd known hi m before he was
a spacer. She had repeatedly punped him but to no avail, and she |oved himtoo
much to inflict the pain that mght bring it out of him

"W've closed a bit mare on the Mycohlians ahead,"” the tel epath noted, changing
the subject. "We're not close enough for me to read thoughts, but their telepath
and | coul d probably exchange nessages at this point. The M zl apl ani ans have
closed a bit on us, although not as much as our forward gain on the Mycohl."

"They're like us. No matter how far it is, we can't afford to rest. Not here.
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They' ve both got power problenms, and we've got enemies at the rear. | begin to
wonder if any of us will really make it. There are physical limts, you know.
None of us has had a lot of rest and even less solid sleep in quite a long tine.
I don't care how rmuch power any of us have; if we can't all find sonmeplace to

sl ow down, even stop, we're going to be in such bad shape it won't take a denon
to best us. Qur own bodies will get us first."

Jimy MCray nodded. "When | called this a marathon, | didn't think it would be
literally so."

Kalia whirled again, pistol out. "If one of those bastards sticks its head up
just once nore, |I'mgonna blowit clean off!"

"You will do no such thing!" Josef snapped. "For one thing, what nmakes you think
you can even tickle something that lives in boiling liquid rock? Second, we're a
| ot nore vul nerable than they are. What happens if you get themirritated and
they decide to start splashing that nolten crap at us? Your suit mght protect
you at the start, but we don't have the power or the tine to dig you out of the
solid rock that woul d encase you."

"Not to nmention the fact that any shots strong enough to even have a prayer
woul d do a nice job of wasting power, and, if they attacked, we'd be forced to

waste ours as well. If you want to conmt suicide so badly, just open your suit
and start wal ki ng around. Then we can use your power pack and renaini ng
supplies, too. I will not allow you to include us in your death w s