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One

Gnhosts are al most al ways nal evol ent and shoul d be
given a clear berth.

This particular ghost was over four kiloneters

long, a giant oval orbiting a planet circling a yell ow
sun. Only one kind of spaceship was ever built that

| arge: a generation-ship fromcenturies past, before

I gor Kutzmanitov discovered how to bend space right
around the laws of relativity. A large nunber of such
shi ps had been | aunched in the twenty-first century,
carrying everything needed to start a new col ony on
sone hoped-for Earth-like planet out there in the void.
Most had been crewed by nmenbers of political or re-
|'igious groups, searching for worlds of their own with
the dedication necessary to reach out across tine and
space, know ng that they probably wouldn't |live to see
the prom sed | and t hensel ves.

I punched up the silhouette on ny infornation

screens. The ship's conputer matched it-sonmewhat

to ny surprise, since these scouts don't exactly have
the master library of Lubriana on themas a Type

IV Generation Ship, |aunched between 2140 and

2165, probably by an Anerican or Wst European

group, conplenent at start-off between two and three
hundred "with at least five naster controllers in deep
freeze. As to the actual identity—well, the conputer
sai d that seven such ships of that nodel were |aunched,
and all were Utopians of one sort or another. Be-

yond that it couldn't go.

I punched in sone figures, curious as to how | ong
1
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the thing could have been parked here. The screen
told ne that it couldn't have been here nore than
fifteen or twenty years at the outside, perhaps |ess
than that.

That woul d nean that the odds were good that as
many as all five of the original nmasters would be stil
alive.

| sighed and turned to | ook at the blue-green pl anet
on ny port screens. | was paid to find Earth-1like or
Terraformable worlds; if this one was taken, then
there were no gold stars for Bar Holliday on this
stop. Seiglein Corporation hardly needed to go at it
with a bunch of Ut opians.

Even so, | would be expected to do a conplete

report. There was always the slimpossibility of a
profit in any discovery, even one like this, and while
I"d get a zero for the discovery |'d get pilloried but
good for failing to foll ow up.

I ni pped open the comunications lines and tried
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a scatter frequency that should have hit whatever
twenty-first-century comuni cations device they were

using. The little red light on the panel lit up, announc-
ing a lock, and | called the ship, not really expecting
an answer. Even so, there might still be sone people

on board—er a relay to ground. The ship was in
position for a relay if one there was.

"This is Seiglein Scout 2761XY," | called in ny
nmost prof essional manner. "Come in, generation-
shi p. Acknow edge, please."

There was only a hiss in return, and | repeated the
message several times until | was satisfied that the
store was enpty.

Well, next step in the manual was to go aboard

and check things out personally. | didn't particularly
relish this idea since the dammed thi ng was bi gger
than sonme cities, but regul ations were regul ations,
and Seiglein s regulations book was Holy Wit.

The air lock on the big nother wasn't conpati bl e,
of course. It wouldn't be. However, | was able to
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establish a magnetic link near the | ock, giving ne
only a meter or so to the lock itself, and | could play

with the frequencies until | hit one the | ock woul d

recognize. In thirty mnutes | was suited up, ready to
go, and had both I ocks open. | prayed their automatics
woul d still work; it would be hell to cut through the

bul khead to get in.

Only seconds after | cleared the big ship's |ock,
the door slid noiselessly shut behind me, and | felt

the pressure normalizing. | |ooked at the nonitor
strapped to the outside of ny pressure suit and saw
that the air was still good. That nade ne feel bet-

ter, and substantiated the argunent that the ship hadn't
been here all that |ong.

Well, they'd cleaned it out but good. Only the
remai ns of the hydroponics tanks and the ani nal
breeders and such were left. The roons were enpty
of personal effects the crew and passengers woul d
take with them and all was doom and gl oom

The lights still worked, though. As per regul ations
the standby generators were on so that there was the
possibility, however slim of a quick getaway for col o-
nists who ran into trouble.

There was no sign of anything like mutiny so they'd

made it intact. Things |ooked really good. | tried to get
at the bridge log to find out sonething about the crew
and its origin, but the controls were out of a nuseum

I couldn't figure out howto work the dammed com
put er.
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There was, however, the usual plaque. Every crew
mount ed one next to the ship's construction-data plate,
as if their new honme were now a hal | owed nati ona
monunent or somret hing. Wich, | suppose, it was—

to them

The ship's data plate said it was the Peace Victory,
built by Corben Yards on Luna from parts nade

in such-and-so U.S. A and Canada, |aunched July 21
2163—+rmybe the last of these babies, | thought.
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The commrenorative plaque was a little nore infor-
mat i ve, although not rmuch.

"Peace Victory," it read, "brings the Comrunards

to the place where they might found the society al
manki nd justly craves but cannot find under the fascist
governnents of Earth, no |onger hone. Fromthis spot
began the fulfillnment of mankind."

| searched my nmenory, but couldn't remenber any-

thi ng about anybody cal |l ed Conmunards. Comunufs

I knew—we had | ots of those—but Conmunards? A
variation, maybe? It was at times like these that | re-
gretted sl eeping through ny history classes all those
years—f the novenent had been big enough and rich
enough to fund a generation-ship they nust have been
menti oned t here.

Oh, hell, 1 thought. Conmunard cones from com

munity and common, meaning they were a group

soci ety of some kind, nutual cooperation and all that,
sharing all. Probably a damed dull bunch—al nost
certainly not a bar on the planet.

I made ny way back down the enpty corridors,

the soles of ny pressure-suited feet clanging in the

at nosphere that procedure said | still couldn't breathe.
I got lost twice and had to take advantage of a couple
of You Are Here diagrans etched into the ship's

walls to make it back to the right |ock

It was there that | saw a sign | hadn't noticed on
entering, one that nade ne suddenly a bit nore nerv-
ous and apprehensi ve.

On the door of the | ock somebody had used a really
hard tool or sonething to scraw a crude Don't.

Don't what? | wondered. Don't go? Don't follow?
O was it just sonebody's idea of a joke?

| |1 ooked around, but that's all there was. Tha
one lonely, crude Don't and not hing nore.
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Vell, | did anyway.
4
Two

Scouting is a lonely job, and I'"mnot the kind of person
who normal ly |ikes being cooped up and isol ated. Cc-
casionally, both at hone or on sone other planet, peo-
ple ask me why I'min this line of work.

It's really hard to explain. For one thing, there is
what | nust call, for want of a better term the flyer's
mentality. Something in ne loves to fly these things,

| oves to go out anobng the stars and see themthe way

no one el se sees them to poke into esoteric corners
nobody i magi ned exi sted, to experience sights others

see only in fictionalized dramas. Maybe that's it, too—
there's a little of the hero and the hamin every pil ot
I'"ve ever known, even the nmlk-run ferryboat peopl e.

And then, too, it's so dammed dull back hone. Now
they' ve got one's expected |ifespan up past three
hundred years, nore than two-thirds of it in near-
guarant eed good health, and the best free social ser-
vi ces around. Nobody has to work, and many don't.
They're bom live their lives in the same comunity
where they're bom in government fiats on the not
unconf ortabl e government dole, sitting around tal k-
ing about all the big things they're going to do and
never get around to doi ng. Those who do sonet hing,

who like to push buttons and things and peopl e around,
they're in the managerial governnent or in the nine
corporations that keep the resources flow ng, provide
the services, and thereby run the lives of just about ev-
erybody.

I don't know why | turned out different. Bar 31-
5
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626-7645 Holliday, raised in Seiglein's Total Care
Center #31 along with a couple hundred other infants,

was al ways different. Like all kids, | dreanmed—but
| dreamed beyond the tine of settling, of puberty, and
the dole. | guess in some ways | never grew up. |

was good- | ooking, athletic, never any problens with
the opposite sex, but | was troubled by things that
others weren't. |'mnot sure what—+ often think of
those days and wonder. One thing is that | was never
satisfied with anything other than first place in the
things that interested me—particularly sports. | was
conpetitive, no doubt about that. And the Seiglein
Corp. loved that kind of oddball, encouraged him
nurtured him until they had put himright where they
want ed him

Maybe that was it—here | was, out in the mddle
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of nowhere, |ooking into places nobody el se had
been before.

First.

To find sonme nore resources for the billions on the

dol e on the hundreds of worlds, to find nore worl ds

to house nore billions who would turn theminto nore

pl asti c pl aces.
That was a systenP

I don't know. Sonehow | always thought of Seiglein
and the other corporations as being in the vegetabl e-
growi ng busi ness.

Well, I wasn't a vegetable, or, if |I was, | was a
uni que ki nd of vegetabl e.

Qut here, the only one in charge of nmy welfare
and destiny was nme, the way it used to be in the
old days, the way |I'mconvinced it ought to be.

| fed the data on the Peace Victory into the scout's
computer and stared again at that pretty world out
there. Looked a lot like Earth was supposed to | ook
—+'d never been there, but 1'd seen pictures. Defi-
nitely the best prospect I'd ever found, and, dam
mtall, sonebody else found it first.
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Well, next step was to survey the place in prepa-
ration for |anding.

Those Comunards, whatever they were, sounded
like ripe candidates for Seiglein Products.

Still, that scramed Don't on the inside of the air

| ock bothered me. Sonet hing kept nagging at ne in-
side, and | decided that this one would be played safe.
Budget be damed, | was going to scout this place

as if there were nobody hone.

| set up and shot a survey probe down to the planet.
Hell, 1 couldn't even nanme it—-they'd already naned

it somewhere. Alittle less imortality for Bar Holliday
this tinme around.

The probe broke, |eveled off at about 10,000 neters,
and started doing a survey. The optics were quite good,

and the magnification was superb. | could find out
nost of what | wanted to know from ny command
chair.

The thing started shooting stop-franes every three
seconds, and | got a look at this world. It |ooked nice,
even sort of familiar. Four big continents with irregular
coastlines, huge blue oceans, vast plains broken by

| arge | akes and rivers, and a nunmber of tall nountain
ranges. Even spotted a few vol canoes, so the place was

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...20-%20The%20Web%200f%20the%20Chozen%20UC.txt (5 of 170) [1/19/03 4:45:37 PM]



file:/lIF)/rah/Jack%20L .%620Chal ker/Chalker,%620Jack%20L %20-%20T he%20Web%200f%20the%20Chozen%20U C.txt
still very nmuch alive and active

I hadn't seen any signs of human life as yet, but

that was to be expected. At this stage | wasn't | ook-

ing for people, and even if Peace Victory had been

parked for twenty years there wouldn't be very many

folks there yet, just sone still getting along on the stuff
fromthe ship, others living a primtive, self-reliant life
in the best spots.

The place was warny the south polar cap was

smal | despite calculations that said it was winter; in
summer, it probably vani shed conpletely. The axia

tilt was about nine degrees, not enough to cause severe
seasons anyway. The nountains in both hem spheres

had snow, though it was a little nore pronounced in

t he sout hern hem sphere.

7
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| shifted the probe to the comrercial spectrum and

whi stled. Lots of nice stuff down there still in the
ground—they sure had the resources for a nice little
wor | d.

Heavy forests in the north and south, but a broad
band around the center, about forty degrees on either
side of the equator, seened to be tropical savanna
broken only by the nountain ranges. North Pole tem
perature -4° C. South Pole -9°, not bad at all. Equa-
tor was hot—ever 50 degrees C, but the savannas
generally ranged from about 20 to a high of 29. Very
good.

They' d reached the | and of m |k and honey, all

right. | tried to imagine themas they first explored it,
probed it, realized what they had, and excitedly got
ready to found their perfect society or whatever it was.
If they had gods, they were definitely on their side.

| took a mid-savanna frame and held it, blewit up
in register until | could have seen a pinhead on the
pl ai ns.

Animals. Lots of them Dammed weird ones.

Took about two hours to get a really good, clear
shot of them wunblurred and in perspective, but when
| did | had to stare.

Now, |'ve been around a | ot of the unknown uni -

verse. So far we haven't found any alien civilizations
or really intelligent beasties, but the aninal and pl ant
|ife has been roughly logical. This place was so cl ose
to Terranormthat | half expected to see the usua

ani mal s—ost of the plants did appear variations of

exi sting types the environment woul d produce ac-

cording to evolution's |aws.
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But these—well, they | ooked like they'd been de-
signed by a conmttee that had debated what it was
to be and never really decided. The creatures were a
comprom se

Their heads were overlarge but sonewhat human-
ol d, although rough-hewn. Long, thick whiskers, |ike
a cat's, drooped down alnbst to the ground. Their

8
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ears—well, |I'd seen donkeys in zoos, and that's about
the closest | can cone. Huge, long, alnbst a neter

hi gh, and they seened to be able to turn themin-
dependently over at |east a ninety-degree range. Two
horns, fairly long, rose out of their heads above the
eyes, termnating in flat nmenbranes, purpose un-
known. The nal e's horns were grand—they curved

around once before straightening up again; the female's
were straight and slightly shorter. And those eyes—
weird. Jet black. No, | don't mean the pupils—the big
eyes were like obsidian, fromlid to lid.

Their bodies were equally incongruous. Again | have
to go back to Earth aninmals |'ve seen in zoos and pic-
ture books. The body was |ike a giant kangaroo's, com
plete with rmassive hind | egs which ended, not in big
feet, but in large hooves, |ike horse's hooves. Their
forelinbs were very long, since then: bodies put them
at an angle, but very horselike.

And all of this ended in a large, flat bushy tail
like a squirrel's, proportional to those bodies and fully
as | ong.

I put the probe on hold and started watching a

group of the beasts. They could stand erect, nmaybe
two neters or nore tall, resting on that tail, but to
wal k or eat they needed to be on all fours.

Did | say wal k? Well, they hopped. Damedest

thi ng anybody ever saw. They woul d kick off with

those hind | egs and go real fast across the plain |like a
kangar oo, then settle on those forelegs. They coul dn't
wal k as such—while the forel egs were independent of

each other, the rear ones were | ocked together, obvi-
ously had to nove together

Their genitals | ooked to be oversized versions of

the human type, but the femal es had no sign of
breast s—al t hough two | arge breastplates on both

mal es and fenmal es suggested that they m ght once have
had them Both sexes also had | arge pouches bel ow
those plates, both carried young in them Their bodies

9
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were covered by a greenish-blue fur, their faces a dark
br own.

They were herbivores for sure—they would knee

and start chonping with great appetite on various
plants. Flat teeth, a side-to-side chewi ng notion, and
| arge, flat tongues.

| stared at them for what nust have been hours,
wonderi ng what coul d possi bly produce such things.
What conditions woul d devel op them that way?

They had no hands, no tentacles, so they had no
tool s—yet they did have artifacts of a sort. | caught
a frame of something weird and blew it up.

It was a village.

Yes, a village, huts and all. Al nade out of some-

thing white and milky, like spider's web but | ooking
much, much tougher and stronger. These things |ived

in them

And as | watched, fascinated, | saw how they built
them There seenmed to be a flap in the tongue. They'd
pucker their mouths, and stick out the tongue, and

out would come stuff with the consistency of rope, but
i ke paste. They could build with it—very quickly, too,
I noted—and | couldn't imagine where the material to
make the stuff was coming from A byproduct of the
grasses they ate, maybe?

Reluctantly | turned ny attention to other aninal

life. It was there, of course—sone of it as strange-

| ooki ng as the herbivores, but nuch of it nore con-
ventional. Al around were birds, and insects, and
smal l er animals of various kinds. None | ooked quite
right, but none | ooked as wong as the chief creatures
of the plains.

The air check I'd nmade at the begi nning showed

the world to be nore hunid than Terranonn, but that
was about it. Nitrogen, hydrogen, oxygen there in nice
bal ance, just bel ow nornal —apst of the deviation be-

i ng extra hydrogen, which accounted for the wetter
climte—and inert gasses in essentially neaningless
fractional percentiles.
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I could breathe the stuff w thout disconfort, except
that it would probably feel like a wet blanket. No des-
erts of nore than a few thousand kil oneters, all on the
| ee side of nobuntains or on a few very hi gh pl at eaus.

| dropped the probe for a conplete sanple, then
sterilized it except for the little specinmen conpart -
ment. Once back, it was put through its paces in a
vacuum chanber, probed, prodded, and anal yzed nuch
as the col onists nust have done.
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The usual types of microorgani sm Nothing | ooked
t hr eat eni ng.

Next came the search for the colony itself.

I sent the probe back out, and did a conplete

habi tation survey. | found lots and |ots of those web
villages, and lots and lots of herbivores, but no indica-
tion of any human habitati on what soever. After al nost

a day and night in probe status, | hadn't uncovered

the slightest sign that human bei ngs had ever |anded

on the planet.

Suddenly that scrawl ed word crept back into ny
consci ous m nd.

I was about to scoot back to the nearest relay

station and get sone advi ce—and naybe sone heavy
scientific artillery—when | suddenly remenbered that
twenty-first-century ships used nuclear fuel. Wll, there
was a | ot of uraniumand such here, but if their ship

had | anded, repeatedly |anded, in a single spot | could
find it. | ran one last probe on that guess, and hit pay-
dirt.

The patterns were there, all right—big overl apping
circles of weak radiation, and an indication of a
smal | amount of something hot that was just about

what their power pack woul d be.

But no sign of people around anywhere, and no
sign of the ship that power pack should bel ong to.

| decided to get sonme sleep and conti nue when

was refreshed. A nystery was here, deep and unusual,
and | knew that the odds were that | shouldn't try it
nmyself. Even so, it's in nmy nature to try any problem
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If I could solve this one | would have nore Seiglein
feathers to add to ny cap. Here was a chall enge, and

I never could resist challenges.
I knew I'd go down in full suit and arnor to take
a | ook.

But why did ny mind insist on flashing that con-
tradictory scrawl ed nessage to ne as | nade that

deci si on?
Don't, it said.

The next day | sent down the bioprobe with a

nurd inside. Anurd is a small organismfrom one of

the Altarian planets that resenbles nothing so nuch

as a little rubber ball. That's about all it is, too—eh,

not rubber, but it's biochemstry, while strange, is sim
ple and the variables can be easily isolated. The things
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store in the deep freeze, too, and are susceptible to al-
nmost all diseases that night affect peopl e—ust about

the perfect |ab specinen.

The probe | anded near the radiation zone and

pi cked up sone soil and air sanples. The probe al so

| et the nurd drop, bounce, and then neatly caught it

again and popped it back inside. | imediately trig-

gered the takeoff sequence, and while the liftoff

friction sterilized the outside | ran the inner steriliza-
tion sequence so that only the tiny biological cham

ber, now suspended in a vacuum renmined fromthe

pl anet .

Once back aboard, the automatic |ab anal yzed,
probed, and poked here and there. It took about an
hour to give sone results.

The place was filthy with mcroorgani sns, of course,
but none of them seemed able to survive in the nurd.

Ni ce. And normal. Rarely do the organi sns of one

wor |l d have any real effect on those of another, unless
it's a lethal one. Only one organism which was al nost
unnoticed it was so m croscopic, seened to have any
compatibility factor at all with the nurd or with peo-
ple, and that was a very prinitive virus of sone sort.

12
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Bl own up several mllion tinmes, it barely showed on

the screens. It didn't die or run fromthe nurd' s cells,
but neither did it seemto have any effect on the little
ball-like creature. Like nost of its type, it resenbled a
smal | honeyconb. It did seemto be a fast grower—

could see little sprouts off the ends of the colony slowy
inch their way up what mght have been a fraction of

a mcron—yes, it was that mnute—and slowly forma

new little protocell. This was nmuch nore rapid than
anything |1'd observed before—dsually you can't see it
happeni ng, you just come back |ater and nore of them

have shown up—but after a few hours it seened to

reach the limts of its growh in the nurd and turned
dormant. There was no effect on the nurd' s tenpera-

ture, biochem stry, or other vital functions, so it was
probably safe for nme as well.

But then, that Comunard col ony woul d have done
much the sane thing, been just as careful, and yet—
where was it?

Everyt hi ng checked out, and so now came the | ast-
resort decision—turn for hone and help, or go on
down nyself. Something in ne said repeatedly that |
shoul d get out, but my stubborn, adventuring streak
took over. | had been chal |l enged her e—sonewhere

down there should be a col ony, thousands of people
by this time, maybe farns, roads, and the like. Even
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i f somet hing unforeseen had wi ped themout, there
shoul d be artifacts—shuttle ships were tough. Any-
thing that could totally destroy one would be so
damed obvi ous nobody woul d | and.

Wl l, they'd | anded. Down there. On that spot. Were
t hey hidden, perhaps? Underground? |I'd have to go
down to find out.

| surveyed the area again. A broad, flat plain at

the base of low, rolling mountains. There, two rivers
fornmed vall eys, came together in high grasslands, then
still shallow and rocky, began to meander into a fl ood
pl ai n.

A large herd of the inpossible herbivores was graz-
13
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ing on the plains, and the area was rich in other wld-
life as well. | decided that I would not try the patience
of those weird-I|ooking, grass-eaters; their |egs had
tremendous nuscl es, and coul d probably break every

bone in my body w thout any trouble.

The creatures continued to bother nme; they had no
right or justification in this setting. Sonething nagged
at the back of my mind, but | couldn't bring it forward;

sonmething 1'd seen that related to all this. | had to
let it sit, hoping it would cone out when it was ready.

I still had a nmystery here, and | didn't want to

chance those mcroorgani sns no matter what they

did or didn't do to the nurd, so | suited up and took

an ei ght-hour supply of air—t was all recircul ated

but the size of the initial supply and the filtrati on nade
the limts—and ny portapack, which would link me

with the conputer on the ship and its analytical facili-
ties.

I touched down on the plain near the spot where

the last of the nountains net the river. Aninmals scat-
tered, probably fearing the whine of the |large object
settling down anmong them nore than the object it-
self. | shut off the drive and noved to the air | ock,
feeling nmy usual extreme disconfort at suddenly hav-
ing full gravity again after a long period at balf-G

Here it was one G—o, not exactly. Alittle nore,
but cl ose enough. It was always a shock to ny sys-
tem though, to renenber suddenly how rmuch wei ght

it had been carrying for so |ong.

The outer |ock opened with a whirring sound and
lowered the little steps to the ground. There was no
danger in | eaving the door open; the inner door
was solidly shut, and the conputer would respond only

to ny own codes.
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The ground was soft, slightly nuddy, probably from

a recent rain. It rained quite often around here, and
the grass, a blue-green, was extrenely tall and vibrant-
| ooki ng.

I imediately saw why the native aninmal |ife had
14
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such tough skins, though—the grass bl ades were very
sharp, and would be a problemto anything without
protection. Near the base of the adult grass were
several slightly nunched tubers or growths the con-
sistency of potato or apple inside. Although they were
hard and not easily crushed, they were apparently an-
other part of the diet of the herbivores.

| stopped and | ooked around carefully. The in-
struments said that their shuttle had | anded, not once
but many times, near this very spot—yet there wasn't

a sign of a ship that had to be a great deal |arger
than nmy own not inconsiderable craft.

Not hi ng.

Sone of the aninmals had ventured back into ny

| andi ng zone. Their curiously humanoi d faces were up-
lifted, and sonme were sitting upright on their bushy
tails staring at me with those strange, all-black, glassy
eyes of theirs. They didn't nmake a sound ot her than

when noving around, but their |ong ears were obvi-

ously turned to ne and the funny menbranes on top

of their horns quivered slightly.

I had the distinct inpression that | was being
wat ched.

Suddenly feeling a bit nervous and overexposed, |
checked ny pistol for full charge. | nmade ny way
cautiously to the river, which broke the grasslands with
a line of trees and an orange-brown, sandy soil

The river itself rushed and gurgl ed al ong, perhaps
a kiloneter wide but only fifteen or twenty centineters

deep.

The feeling of being watched persisted; and

had been around enough to trust my instincts. | whirled
around and saw that the creatures of the plain were
following me, still looking at me with rather too nuch
intelligence and still maintaining about a fifty-neter
di st ance.

Near the river were other, nore nornal -seen ng
animals. One |ooked Iike a tiny nule, another |ooked

15
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sonething like a squirrel although it had a | ong snout
and was obvi ously semi aquati c.

Sonething that |ooked like a nmeter-tall hare skipped
rapidly through the brush, so comically | chuckled in
spite of ny tension. It |ooked |like what the big herbi-
vores shoul d ook Iike.

There was anot her ani mal, sonmewhat pig-faced but

with long, nenacing horns, and its nasty expression
proved a bluff as it ran squealing when | approached.
Insects of various kinds buzzed around, and there were
a few types of bird, although they | ooked nore like
|izards and seened to do nore gliding than flying as

they ate the insects.

Two things struck me: the lizard-birds were the

first carnivores |I'd seen on this planet, anywhere—
and, except for the buzzing of the insects, the rushing
of the river, and the runbling of a light wind, there

were no sounds.

The place reninded ne of a gane preserve, pro-
tected and well nanaged. Yes, that was it—a gane
preserve for npnpredators. But—f so, what kept the
popul ation in check? And who ran it?

I wal ked into the river, watching ny step on the
rocks the fast-noving water was sl owy pushi ng down-
stream and started heading up to the split. That
woul d be where J would start ny first town and center

if 1'd |anded as a col oni st.

The big herbivores didn't venture into the water,
but they did slowy pace ne al ong the bank. | could
see themtrying to sl owhop, or drag their heavy
bodi es al ong by the power of their front |egs al one.

There was a settlenment on the point where the two
rivers net, but it wasn't a human one. It was one of
the curious villages the herbivores built out of spit.
Closer up, it |ooked even nore inpressive—a broad
mai n street, a network of small buil dings constructed
with infinite care, many of them | ooking to be the
same kind of standard one-roomdwelling; a few oth-

16
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ers larger and grander, one even having a point and two
subsidiary spires

Sooner or later, | knew, | would have to face them
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but | preferred not to at this stage. | needed to know
nmore, as unaggressive as every animal here seened.
| stopped.

The herbivores bothered me for reasons other than

their looks. Al evidence said they were somewhat in-
telligent; the village looked as if it had been thought
out rather than built by instinct. Their actions toward
me seened intelligent, too. And yet—well, everything
I'"d ever been taught about exobiology said that wth-
out the ability to handle tools the evolution of a com
pl ex intelligence was inpossible.

But was it?

| seened to recall that back on Earth they'd had

sone kind of sea mammal, a dolphin | think it was,

with intelligence, |anguage, a |arge brai n—and not h-
ing but its nouth. But that ani nmal had devel oped in

a stimulating environment; it was soft |ike people,

had to live in a mediumthat could kill it as easily
as it could kill ne, and had |l ots of predatory enem es.
It had to outthink that sort of environnent or die.

No such pressures existed here. Plenty of food, fine
climte, no predators.

Then suddenly that naggi ng, pestering thought that

woul dn't focus becane clear. Those creatures were
designed by a coimmittee, a committee with very lit-
tle imagination. | had seen nost of the disparate,
component el erents of their bodi es—the horns, the
tail, the long ears, the hind-1eg arrangement—n terns
of other animals. | would probably also find an ani -
mal that built by spitting silk somewhere, and mar-
supi al s of various kinds all over. The forel egs were
based on the nul e.

Those creatures had been assenbl ed from pat -
terns drawn fromthe natural denizens of this world.

They hadn't evol ved, they'd been nade up

They were sonebody' s bi ol ogy experinent.
17
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It was hard to believe, | didn't want to believe it,
but there it was. Woever had done this was dammed
good if not overly creative. The col ony—those herbi -
vores were the col ony!

"Ch, ny God!" | breathed al oud, both in wonder

and in fear.
Thi s was sonebody's gane preserve, and if you

moved in you were incorporated into it.

| suppressed ny panic and thought things through.
Supposi ng these creatures were the col ony? They coul d
hardl y have popul ated the planet in the single genera-
tion they'd been here, even if they had a dozen
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young every nonth or two. No, the nunmber in this
colony was right, but where did the nmillions of others
across eighty degrees of latitude cone fronf

Maybe | was | acking part of the puzzle after all.

| decided to take the bull by the horns and go back

to the ship and try to face down ny curious but dis-
tant conpanions. Gven their intelligence, it mght be

possible to establish some sort of contact.

I made ny way back down the river and eventually
spotted nmy tracks on the bank. Com ng through the
trees, | was back on the plai n—and stopped.

There was a new nountain where the ship had been
| eft; consisting of the hard spittle web these creatures

spun, it rose in a huge dorme.
They had conpletely sealed the ship in the stuff

in the two short hours |'d been gone.

Thoughts of contact forgotten, | got mad. | didn't
|i ke being played for a sucker, and | wasn't going
to |l et anybody get away with it. | walked up to the
m | ky-white wall and pushed.

It was hard as a rock.
Wl |, okay, then, | thought, determ ned, | have

sonet hing that will go through a rock

Standing off to avoid any sort of beam splatter,
put the pistol on full blast and fired its blue-white

lightning at the shell.

| could see an area start to darken, a little snoke

18
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rising up. The stuff was tough, but it could be broken

Suddenly the pistol stopped firing. Puzzled, | |ooked
at it, and exam ned its charge neter. There should
have been a half-hour's worth in there, but there
wasn't. The neter was dead.

And, so, in fact, was the pistol. |I watched in hor-
rible fascination as the plastic corroded before ny
eyes. On impulse | squeezed and the thing crunbled
like so much pum ce

Mad and scared, | took out the portapack and told
the conputer to take off.

The portapack was corrodi ng before ny eyes as

| tried to send the codes. Wthin seconds it was
useless; within mnutes it was in the sanme condition
as the pistol

Suddenly ny suit felt funny, and it becanme hard
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to breathe. | knew what it was—the agent that had
nabbed the pistol and portapack was at the air-
filtration system Wthin another two or three m n-
utes at nost, | would have to get out of the suit, the
ah" woul d just run out.

| screamed in fury, rushed to that web-wall sepa-
rating ne fromny world, and banged ny fist against

the charred spot 1'd nmade. As | did so, ny gl oves
crunmbl ed, and ny hands were exposed to the outside

air, yet | continued to pound in utter hel pl essness and
frustration, making little cuts as | did so.

Nobody had ever beaten Bar Hol liday before.

19
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In about an hour it was all gone. | sat there in the
grass, naked, ny head in ny hands. Nothing renmai ned
of my own artifacts—all had crunbled to dust.

Sonething in me refused ttf admt defeat, even in

the face of such unknowabl e, unguessabl e power. What
coul d have caused the total destruction of my things?
Particularly so quickly and conpletely? A ray? Noth-
ing in the air surely—that had tested out pretty well.

O didit? The tests had al ways been reliable before,
sure, but they were still guesses. They tested only for
thi ngs man had thought of, had i magi ned or encoun-
tered in the past. The computers couldn't answer ques-
tions that hadn't already been asked. That was why
human beings were still sent out as scouts.

The trouble was, | thought grunpily, the humans
had forgotten why they were sent. | was a creature
of ny devices, ny nmachi nes—+ depended on them

utterly.

Now what ? | wondered. Do | join the col ony?
How do they do that?

And who were "t hey"?

I got up, suddenly feeling hungry. The grass was
the only thing around, but ny systemdefinitely wasn't

made to eat it. | thought briefly of suicide, but that
woul d be an admi ssion of defeat. No, | couldn't do
that+ couldn't give themthe satisfaction. | was

not defeated as long as life and thought renmained in
me, and | woul d survive somehow. But to survive
| had to eat.

20
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| looked at the tubers at the base of the plant, and
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with sone difficulty, | pulled one free. They seened

edi bl e-had a kind of nice, sweet taste, like a cross

bet ween a pear and a donesticated apple. Not bad,
although a little hard to chew. | al nost choked to

death on a piece a little too big, and learned that | had
to nibble.

Several of them went down, and they were won-

derful. The nore | ate, the nore | wanted to eat,

and | found nyself consuning themas quickly and

as greedily as | could find themuntil, finally, | was
so stuffed that | could feel the backup in my throat.

| awakened suddenly, as if froma dream and
realized what | was doing. For the first tine in

don't know how | ong, | thought of something other
than eating.
Wy ?

What had i nduced that incredible hunger in nme?
And for what purpose? It was clear that nothing on
this world happened by chance.

Then it cane to nme. Raw material. If | was to be
changed into one of the herd, then raw material was
needed to begin the conversion. | felt sure that |

woul d continue to be hit by starvation spells that could
only be satisfied by eating the tubers that would turn
me into raw material for themto do with ne what they
wanted to do

I 1 ooked around and saw many of the herbivores

wat ching me intently, and | thought | could detect
bot h synpat hy and sadness on their all-too-human
faces. Many of them nmust have gone through this
as well, | realized. They understood.

I wondered how nuch they understood? Did they
know, even now, what had done this to then?

| decided that now was the time to make contact,

if possible, but when | started toward them| felt
dizzy and eventually had to stop and sit in the grass,
which stung as | settled.

| felt strange, funny—ike 1'd never felt before.
21
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Not sick, really, but trenmendously tired, disoriented.
I wanted only to lie down in the grass and go to sl eep,

whi ch | did.

The crash-boom of thunder and the pelting of rain-
drops woke nme. | was still in the field, but the sky
was now om nously dark and a big stormwas al npst

upon me. | got up and decided to nake for the trees
near the river, a place that would at | east afford sone
shelter. | felt really good—not high, just excellent.
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sprinted for the trees, still conscious of the stinging
fromthe grass, and nade it just before the big del uge
hit the nowempty plains.

More or less protected by the trees, | settled back
and exam ned nyself. As far as | could see, | hadn't
changed in any significant way. | relaxed a little, glad

that | hadn't awakened a nonster.

So what had changed? | wondered. \Were had the
mass of tubers gone?

The tenperature had dropped dramatically with the
storm and | shivered a little in the chill, which was
bad only if contrasted to the tenperature before.

Suddenly | knew where sonme of the tubers had

gone—+ had to take a crap, badly, and | had to do

it au naturel. Well, it wasn't the first tine, although
in the past | had always had nore than cold water

to clean up with afterward.

The storm |l asted over an hour and then runbl ed

audi bly al ong down the plain for sone tine. The area
remai ned cl oudy, though, and | ooked a little threat-
eni ng, even though the tenperature and humdity
started to clinb back up with astonishing rapidity.

Soon | was perspiring all over, and | felt as if |

were covered by a thick, wet blanket. The situation
obviously was still too threatening for the herbivores.
Some of the other animals were out, but not them

After about a half-hour, | decided to make nmy way
down to the village. Before | could get started, though,
I was starving again.

22
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This time the orgy seened to | ast rmuch | onger

and included the grass as well as the tubers. Every-
thing seemed to taste wonderful, and it was a | ong
whil e before |I could get enough of it. Wen ny ap-
petite subsided | was so stuffed that | finally had to
spit out the remmins of grass-and-tuber nush from ny
mout h. Having learned ny lesson, this time | just sat
down rather than trying any activity.

I knew | was right about one thing, though. The

stuff that | was eating was to give the transformng
agent sonmething to work with. The fact that | ate the
grass was in itself renmarkable; the fact that it neither
cut the insides of ny nouth nor tasted bad at al

was even nore unusual. A great many changes bad

been wrought in ne, all internal

I wished | knew how | ong this nonsense woul d
take. Obviously | could do nothing constructive unti
the process was conpleted. | resigned nyself to it.

When | awoke the next tine, it was norning. |
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had sl ept through the entire night—er had | been in
sone sort of coma?—and the cl ouds were now bro-

ken, the warm sun peeki ng through. The plains were
again stirring with life.

Lying there, | wondered why none of the col ony

had yet cone to nme, tried to contact me. | was afraid
for a nonent that they couldn't, but, | asked nyself,
why shoul d they? To what purpose, as long as this
process was going on? Plenty of time later for introduc-
tions.

By this tinme sone of the changes were external

I was starting to grow body hair of the greenish-blue
hue | had noticed earlier, and ny skin was turning
darker and becom ng tougher. The grass no | onger

stung nme nor cut as it had. | had that exhilarated
feeling again, euphoric, sort of. |I felt neither hungry
nor thirsty, but |I made ny way back down to the

river, hoping to find sone spot which would give ne

a reflection.

Scouts, it was said, were picked because they al one
23
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possessed a thousand unique traits necessary to per-
formtheir duties; one, certainly, was the ability to
accept and adjust to alien experience, sonething that,
in this extreme circunstance, was surprising even ne.

I wondered sadly how nany of that doomed col ony

had taken their transformati on so calnly, how many

had, perhaps, commtted suicide or gone nmad. It nust
have been a horrifying experience, first to see all of
their possessions, their artifacts, dissolve about them
then to go through this slow, unconfortable process.

Still, | didn't have a clue as to who was behind the
transformation or how it was being done.

| searched the river bank for several hundred neters
until | found a small pool of water isolated fromthe
torrent by debris and still enough for a reflection.
When at last | |ooked, there were changes indeed. My
face had al ready begun to take on that broader cast,

my mouth was wi der, and, when | opened it, | dis-
covered that ny teeth were being replaced with |arger,
flatter ones. Alittle experinentation showed that |
could chew fromside to side. My tongue was much

| arger and thicker, a pale gray in color, and I could see
the rather large flap at its tip. My arms were | onger—
my hands canme down to ny | ower cal f—and they

seenmed rounder, nore sinewy.

Shortly thereafter that insatiable hunger cane and

I was off again. This time it was difficult to nake ny
arns bend to feed nyself, and | started taking in

huge gobs of grass and grabbing tubers with ny nouth.
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They were easier to eat now, and everything chewed
better, went down snoot her.

Again | slept, and when | awoke the sun was high
overhead, the plains teeming with life, nuch of it
wat chi ng me but naking no nove in ny direction

I tried to reach up to wipe the sleep fromny eyes

but found that ny arns would no | onger bend to that
purpose, only back. | |ooked at them and they were
getting to be thick, long, horselike |legs. My hands
were |unps, not quite hooves as yet but on the way.

24
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I was on ny side, and rolled over, getting unsteadily
to ny feet—all four of them The back ones only

moved in unison now, and | wasn't constructed quite
right to use themproperly as yet, so | could only
pull mnyself along unsteadily with nmy forel egs, down
to the river again, to ny still reflecting pool

Thi ngs were devel opi ng fast now, | saw. My

met abol i sm nmust be raci ng hundreds of tinmes faster

than normal. The only way this coul d be done was

by some variant of cancer, sonme nmutation inside each
cell of nmy body which, when conpleted, stabilized

and reproduced itself, discarding the old cells. | once
heard it said that the human body conpletely re-

pl aced everything but its brain cells every seven years.
My met abol i sm was enornously speeded up, | knew

—that woul d explain the euphoric feelings, the

constant fatigue, and the frequent spells of insatiable
hunger. Everything worked out down to the snall est
detail .

Well, they'd had a ot of practice.

My body hair and chest plate were conplete

now, | sawin the reflection, and ny face was now

fully that of the plains herbivore, although, curiously,
it retained enough of ne to be recogni zable. The ears
wer e taking shape, but seened unformed at this point;

there was, as yet, no sign of the honms or, | saw by
twi sting around, the tail.

Soon | was starving again, and it was back to the

fields. I was |Iike a robonmower; kneeling, face prac-
tically in the dirt, | gobbled up tubers and grass at
an amazing rate. | also gobbled sonme dirt and smal

pebbles, and it didn't seemto matter—n this state
I could think only of eating.

I awakened agai n near dusk, noting that it had
rai ned on ne. Everything was wet, yet I'd slept
through it all.

I was again on ny side, a larger bulk than |I'd
started as, forelegs and the like now fully formed. |
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found that the front hooves were not quite solid; they
divided neatly into thirds with sonme novenent possi-
ble. I could open to forma gap, then close on an ob-
j ect.

Not exactly hands, and neither could you grasp
everything nor use it nuch once you had it, but I
had sonme control. | was sure there was a reason

for it.

I got up on all fours. The hind | egs seened firm

and sure, and | decided to experinment a little, | Kkicked
of f and | eaped a good ten neters, but cane crashing
down, unable yet to steady nyself. It hurt, and

felt bruised and a little defeated, so | nade sure to
take it slow and careful thereafter. This running and
junping trick would take some practice

I couldn't walk, but had to hop, and it took a | ot
of spills before | could do even a slightly fast jog
without falling down. But | felt sure |'d have the
movenents down pat in a couple of days. | had to-

il would be the only way | could get around.

I was al so conscious of mnmy ears. | could feel them
—+ could feel alnost every part of ny body—and
could nove them even independently.

And | heard.

Voi ces far off in the distance, high-pitched and oddly
distorted, but | heard. There were a | ot of such
sounds—al nbst a cacophony of noise, inpossible to

sort out into its individual components.

Everything, | realized, nmade noi ses here.

That the ears were a |l ot nore sensitive than ny old
ones | had no doubt, but why had this been a world of
silence before? | considered that. Perhaps the sounds
were all too high-pitched for hunan hearing? | hadn't
really adjusted the suit for anything outside the hu-
man spectrum

It was too dark to see what | |ooked like, even if

I could get all of mnyself to the pool, so | decided to
wait until the next hunger bout before worrying about
it. I knew what | was going to | ook |ike when | was
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finished; | could only explore the body fully and | eam
its limtations when it was conplete. | practiced run-
ning. Still not much of a tail, therefore so nmuch for
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standing, but | could feel the beginnings back there. It
woul dn't be long before |I resenbled the herbivores in
this respect, too.

Al though | had no way of telling time, it took an
abnornmal ly long period for the next eating spell to
come on. Perhaps, near the end of the process, you
started sl owi ng down to nornal.

When next | awoke, it was still dark. Strange that
I could feel the warm sun on ny back as | got up,
yet | couldn't see a thing. Then it hit me:

I was blind.

There was no question about it. | could hear the life
teem ng around e, hear the rush of the waters off

in the distance, hear the wind and the flying things
over head, the insects buzzing about.

But all was darkness.

I stood still on all four legs, trying to get ny bear-
ings. As tough as it had been to run the evening
before, running blind woul d be inpossible. These peo-
ple couldn't be blind, | told nyself. | had watched
them novi ng, running, |eaping—and they built. It

must be sonme kind of change in the optic system

I thought desperately, renenbering the strange eyes,

Ii ke pieces of shiny, polished brown glass, that filled
t hem

The sounds were enornous; they seened to flood
in, confusing and consum ng nme. Even so, | could hear
Voi ces.

Yes, voices definitely, but how far off | couldn't
tell. Thin, reedy, high-pitched, but recognizable voices
at that.

A crowd of them all talking at once. It was a
nmob; there wasn't nmuch chance that | could pick any
one individual out.

I was conscious that the tail was in place now
| could wave it, bend it, nmake it freeze in any posi-
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tion. It was as long as ny body, and bushy. | was
conscious of a lot of insects buzzing around ne and
di scovered that the thing was an effective device for
brushi ng them away.

| wondered about the horns. | kneeled down and

put ny forehead al nbst to the ground. Yes, they were
there, but short, stubby, and, to judge from pressing
on them crooked. Not quite in yet.
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One nore time, | thought to nyself. One nore and

the job will be done. Once nore and I'Il be able to
join the group, find out what's going on, make plans
to free nyself of this curse

| stood there, trying to catch any part of the con-
versations going on around nme. The | anguage was fa-
mliar, and | did catch a few phrases here and there,
but it wasn't nmuch use

| wanted to call out to them but | decided to wait,
wait for the final steps of the transformation. It was
obvi ous that the herbivores were deliberately keep-

i ng away, but keeping an eye on me, until the process
was conpl et e.

Because | was blind and not able to do nuch of

anything, | practiced sitting up on my tail a few tines
and took spill after spill. Finally I managed it, repeated
it, didit athird tinme.

It produced sone interesting sensations once you

got the knack. The last thing |I'd been thinking about
up to now had been sex, but this standing up on hind
|l egs and tail made a forceful point.

As | said, | was extrenmely aware of every part of ny
body. Most of us aren't—we're aware of our various
parts only when we use them or abuse them Not this
body—you felt every nuscle, every nerve, every ap-
pendage. This included the penis, which in the four-
footed position wasn't nuch. Standing, the organ
proved to be an extrenely | ong bony tube, straight out,
and switched to the ejaculation position autonmatically.
Sex was obviously a stand-up affair here.

I could feel the heat of the sun shift a good dea
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before | started to get the glinmmerings of hunger

Eating blind using only your head and mouth is tough,

but the starvation inperative, present to this tine, was
m ssing. Tine, which had raced, now was draggi ng,

and | ate only to get it over with.

| didn't eat nearly as nuch this time, nor quite to
stuffing, and the process took some tinme. Even so,

when | felt full, that famliar tiredness cane on and
I knew | was fading out for what m ght be the | ast
tinme.

I looked forward to the rest, fearing only that |
woul d wake up blind stillL

29

"You awake yet, young fellow?" a high, nellow voice
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asked, concerned.

| groaned and stirred a little, forgetting for a no-
ment where and what | was. It was unlike com ng

down fromthe other sessions; | felt as if | had really
been asleep this time, and | was a little shaky and
achy.

| opened ny eyes, gasped, and shut them again.

"Ch, ny God!" | managed, ny voice soundi ng odd
to ny ears.

"It takes sone getting used to," the strange voice ad-
mtted. "You'll get the hang of it with practice. M ght
as well start—get to your feet and I'll help you."

I used the tail as a side brace and got unsteadily to
my four feet. Again | opened ny eyes and stared.

Once, as a snall child, | had experienced a kal ei do-
scope—you turned the thing this way and that and got
an ever-changing variety of strange shapes and col ors.
I'"d seen simlar effects done electronically by tele-
screen, too.

VWhat | saw was like that, only infinitely nore com
pl ex—and wi t hout clear borders. Some colors flashed
and whirled and spun, some stayed put, and there
were nore shades and hues than | could imgine, a
few so odd-looking that | could never have imagi ned
them before. What | saw was a series of fuzzy inpres-
sions, though, w thout formor shape.

"I's this the way you see?" | asked ny unknown
conpani on. "Lordi Wat does it all nean?"
30
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"It's actually a better systemthan the old one," the
other replied. "It's just that your brain isn't used to or
prepared to accept the different input. Look, want to
focus? Turn in ny direction now, and feel those horns

on your head. Feel then? Good. Now concentrate on

them "

| tried what the other said, and suddenly the world

expl oded. The col ors becane sharply outlined as odd,

di stinct shapes. | could count the bl ades of grass, see
the tiny bugs novi ng—ot as pictures, really. No, it's
hard to expl ain. Shape, size, texture, distance-al

there, yet not optically. It still |ooked strangely el ec-
tronic, totally unreal

The ot her, now+ focused on him seeing himin

three di nensions yet not seeing himat all. He | ooked

a pale blue, like a negative, though, and while | could
literally count his body hairs and see how | ong each
was, he seened to be drawn on a tel escreen which was
constantly holding only a brief inage and then being
conmpl etely redrawn.
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"No, it's not seeing," he commented, reading ny
wonder and puzzl enent. "You' re sending out thou-
sands of tiny pul ses per second fromthose nenbranes
on top of the horns, and these are being returned to
your ears and fed to the optic centers of your brain.
Move your ears to the side and you'll see."

I did as he suggested, and the sharp inmages faded

into color blurs directly in front of ne, and new i mages
started form ng at the periphery of my vision, with |ess
and less of the color in them Wen nmy ears were ro-
tated as far around as | could manage, the imges to
either side were uncol ored, stark electronic white
etched on pure bl ack

I brought ny ears back around, and the colorfu
i mgery returned to focus.

"The eyes are extrenely color-sensitive, far into the
ultraviolet and infrared," the creature explained, "but
have nothing for definition. That's provided by the so-
nar, which is nondirectional and works for a hundred
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and eighty degrees in front of you. Just turn your ears
to catch any part of the signal. That gives shape to the
colors, and gives you extrenely accurate depth percep-
tion. The only cost is in fine detail —you won't see

much in the way of small detail unless you focus

strictly on a small area. | probably look a solid blue to
you, yet when you stared hard you saw the tiniest hairs
on ny body to the exclusion of the whole inmage. You

can | ook cl ose-up or panoram c, but not both."

"This is incredible,” | managed, and it was. Things

| ooked strangely alien, artificial. Objects faded in and
out, outlines were Sonetines clear, sonetines shaky.
Interestingly, | could not see the horizon or the sky—
they renmi ned a dark bl ank agai nst which the shapes

and col ors were etched.

"Where's the horizon?" | asked.

"Doesn't reflect sound. You'll see everything that

you get an echo on; everything else just doesn't exist.
Don't worry—you'll get used to it."

"The grass was blue-green,"” | noted. "Now it | ooks
pi nk. "

"That's a food color," my guide responded. "The

colors don't really correspond to anything you' d have
seen with your eyes. Everything pink you eat. There

are subtle details you'll learn as you go al ong. For ex-
anple, blue is a nale color, green a female one. A
sorts of signal s—thousands of them In a few weeks
you'll know nmost by reflex or experience."

I shook ny head. Al of this bothered ne. Being an
ali en was bad enough, but being this alien was nore
than | could accept. It put additional roadblocks in the
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way of my ever breaking the bonds that held ne, of
beating the system | had the uneasy feeling that this
was the purpose of nuch of the design—+t net all your
basi ¢ needs, but severely linited any attenpt to break
out of the preordai ned social structure. Those col ors—

they built habit patterns.

"You're fromthe Communard col ony, aren't you?"
| asked the man, trying not to dwell too nuch on dark
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thoughts. | was in a trap, and rmuch needed to be
learned if | was ever going to break out.

The man nodded. "Yes, | am George Haspinol, one

of the masters for the trip. W divided up the place

into districts, tried to get things in at |east a rough so-
cial organization. It's worked, after a fashion, although
we' ve spread so nmuch now that | have no idea if all the
original institutions still exist. W' ve been here a |ong
tine."

"You saw ne cone in, didn't you? Why have you
waited until now to nmake contact?"

"Woul dn't have done nmuch good before. Wen you

st epped out onto Patnpbs you were already conmitted,
too late to back out. We knew what woul d happen

You coul dn't have heard us anyway—-so why bot her?
After you started changing, your body rate, tine rate,
and such were so altered that you were out of sync
with us. Wien | saw the horns start, | cane over and
kept a vigil. Plenty of time for talk now, anyway.
That's the thing we have the nost of here.”

"You called the place Patnos," | noted. "That your
nanme?"

The man's blue altered slightly to show sone eno-
tion. "OF course!" he responded. "You mean you
never heard of Patnps? It's in the Bible."

I nodded. | knew what the Bible was, but hadn't
ever read it. As | said before, |I slept through ny his-
tory cl asses.

George interpreted ny silence with the perception
that made him a naster.

"l can see, then, that Christianity's fallen in the
march of civilization," he said sadly. "Wll, it was in-
evitable. One of the reasons the Comunards left."

"So you were religious, not political," | responded.
"Wth the name Comunard |'d assunmed—

"Comuni sn?" he sniffed. "Well, in the purest
sense of the term yes. W shared nmuch of the sane
phi | osophy and goals, but differed with them on mat-
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ters of the spirit. Both dreaned of a world without
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want, violence, or fear, where all would have enough
and live in peace and equality forever. It's just that we
coul d never accept the promise of fundanental change
in human nature fromwithin; we felt that a change
could only conme through God's grace. Communismis
initself areligion, with holy books, a god figure,
prophets galore to interpret him and a heaven which
woul d conme from a sudden, mniracul ous, scientifically
unf ounded change in human nature. Qur changes, of
the spirit, were far nore |ogical and believabl e,

t hi nk. "

| kept |ooking around, testing out nmy new vision. It
was dammed strange in what it did and didn't give you,
and inits flexibility.

"So you cane here and got trapped,” | said sourly.

"Depends on how you | ook at it," replied the other
"Many of us believe that all of this is God's will, the
only way to attain the paradi se which we seek. In a
way, they may be right—topia nmeans no viol ence,

and none is here. Utopia nmeans no wants or needs,

and none are here. There is little pain here, the body
heal s itself quickly when injured, and death so far has
been an isol ated phenonenon. Many of us are happy

here, and praise God constantly for this life."

"Hrph!" | snorted. "That's the trouble with U opias.
When you reduce the ideal world to its basics, you find
it fits a herd of cows very well. Is this what man strives

for? To be reduced to a bunch of contented, grazing
animal s? | don't believe it. That's why | didn't stay
honme and rot on the lifelong dole; | had to explore, to
meet and beat chal | enges wherever they could be

found. That's humanity, / think."

Geor ge shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe not. Certainly if

nmost of civilization is as you say they'd be better off
grazing here on the plain. | make no judgnments, since
it's all academ c anyway. | canme to that conclusion

| ong ago, and you will, too, sooner or later. You're
here, like this, and you're stuck forever whether you
want to be or not."
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"I''"ll never accept that,”" |I told him "I'd rather die."
"Lots did try to kill themselves at the start, you
know," he said softly. "It doesn't work. They won't al-

lowit. Go crazy in any way and you get an instant
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| obot omy—there are lots like that out here. As you'l
find out, we're functional pets—property."”

"OfF whon®?" | asked. "Who's they?"

"Enough tune for that later," George replied. "A

the tinme in the world. I'mdelighted to have sonebody
fresh and different to talk to. Right nowlet's go on up
to the town and get you settled in. Can you run with
this vision? Just take it as slowy as you can and don't
try pushing it. I'll pace you, and try to guide you."

I tried running and found nyself sprawing tinme and
again. | couldn't get used to ny new vision because
movenent caused everything to be even nore confus-
ing and disorienting than it seenmed before. George
moved as effortlessly as a four-1egged ball et dancer,
and | envied himhis grace and bal ance. | wasn't sure
I'd ever get to that point.

But he was al ways there, always shouting encour-
agenment, and we eventually nade it to the edge of the
river.

Water was gold, like nolten |lava that sonehow

sparkled as it poured over ultraviolet rocks. The vill age
| ooked different now, too, the buildings a glistening sil-
ver as intricately constructed as the npbst conpl ex spi-
der webs.

"This was the first town site," George explained. "It
coul d have held the original six hundred easily, and we
actually got some prefab stuff up before things started
to fall apart. The earliest buildings on the point there
are patterned after the ones we built, even the church.”

So that was the building with spires, | thought. A
church. 1'd seen a couple on various worlds, but this
sort of organization came out of ancient history. But,
then, these were a people of ancient history, taking
centuries to cover what | had covered in nmonths. | was
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as alien to these people as we all were to normal hu-
mans—four hundred and seventy years distant.

"OfF course," Ceorge continued, "as the popul ation
has expanded, we have spread far beyond the origina
site—now very far beyond. There's only a few thou-
sand of us around in these parts, in three towns."

"A few thousand of you?" | gasped. "But you said
you started with six hundred! You can't have been
down twenty years!"

"That's true," he acknow edged. "But, you see, ev-
ery single one of the Chozen—that's what we call this
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particular animal we are—en this planet started with
the original six hundred."

I was stunned anew. "You mean—there were no

creatures like this on this planet before you | anded?
That's i nmpossible! There nmust be a billion of you
around on all four continents! Not in twenty years!"

George sat up on his tail and gave a shrug. "It's

true. When we surveyed, the largest |and ani nal

around was a large rodent, and the | argest ani nal pe-
riod was sonething resenbling an aquatic di nosaur

We split into four groups, centered on each continent's
best zone, to check where the best places would be to
start out. Seventy-five nmen and seventy-five wonen in
each commune, each with a whole continent to settle.

We had radi os and the shuttlecraft, so we could keep

in contact, we thought. Well, after we were all down,
the dissolution of everything started, so rapidly and so
absolutely that we couldn't do a thing about it. Then
the Change cane, and, if | can judge by just this col-
ony here, when we becane the Chozen only one in ten

of the men renmained a nale, the rest becane fenales.

In our case, seven of us renmined nmen; the rest, fe-

mal es—si xty-eight in all.

"Breeding i s—well, you mght say conpul sory.

You'll see. A fermale nates once every two years, |'d
guess, and always |lays six eggs—yes, don't start. W
hat ch.

"Well, five are always femal e and one nale. There's
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no infant nortality to speak of, and instead of the
usual ten to thirteen years, the young reach full matu-
rity in just two and start breeding. You can figure out
the result.”

It was getting |late as we approached the | arge

house, which, as |eader, George occupied. It was grass-
lined and stocked with tubers, and provided a confort-
abl e place to |lie down in. The Chozen rel axed by |ying
on their sides, feet out, | found. Very confortable.

My old pilot's mind did the arithnmetic. Let's see—
okay, there would be sixty-eight fenal es, seven nales,
so we'd nultiply the first litter by six and the rest by
five. That was 408 the first breeding cycle, two years
in. Now they all bred, and we'd get 2,040 by the end

of the fourth year. Ten thousand two by six, fifty-one
t housand by eight, two hundred fifty-five thousand at
ten years, over a mllion two by only twelve years, siXx
mllion at fourteen, thirty-one mllion by sixteen, a
hundred and sixty or so mllion by eighteen, and now,

at about twenty years, alnost eight hundred nmillion
fromthis one colony. Miultiplied by the four col onies,
the result was even nore staggering—ever three billion
of the Chozen on the planet. And the next cycle—
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Fifteen billion?

"I don't believe it," | whispered. "This world's about
right now. It can't stand any nore inhabitants. You'l
be out of food no matter what in just a couple nore
years, over the trillion mark before another decade!"

George nodded. "I know. The death rate's nostly
fromaccident, so it's rather low. Either that has to in-
crease dramatically in the next year or two, or there
has to be a lot of sterility suddenly, or we'll be up to
our tails in people with no increase in food."

"Starvation will return violence to your perfect
world," | pointed out. "The nost dangerous people are
starving people.”

37

Fi ve

In the next few days | |earned to handl e ny new body
and ny odd new sight rmuch better. The fact is, being
of the Chozen was not at all unpleasant, |ike suddenly

becom ng a child again. No cares, no responsibility, no
worries. Most of the Chozen were born this way, and

all but a handful were still children

The young grew to adulthood in just two years, but

they |l earned very quickly. Parents taught them speech
and as much el se as possible during the abbreviated

chil dhood. Even as adults, they respected their elders,
and listened to the stories of their heritage, their cul-
ture, and their ideals and faith. To all but a hundred
and fifty of the col ony, and those stretched damed

thin across the face of the continent, this was their
own, their only world, their only form their only life.
Legends, runors, and the |lack of manpower to fil

what little need for know edge of the old ways existed
were al ready causing trenendous gaps between old and
young. There were sinply too nany children, of ne-
cessity too spread out. Mdst were primitive savages,

with little or no hint of a link to humanity or civiliza-
tion.

They played their games, and life was fun and little

else. | could tell that even close in to this village and
George's guiding hand the | ast |inks were already
breaki ng. Two years wasn't enough to teach themtheir
past. Already the majority of the inhabitants were only
two to four years old, and far renoved from humanity.

In a century, provided—er, perhaps, even hel ped by
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—the inevitable toll of starvation, they would be so
alien, so sinple and primtive, that they mght as well
have no Iink with humanity what soever.
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In one way, the originals would have the advant age

in a fight. They'd know how to fight, would know

about violence and how to defend. But, of course, their
Christianity and pacifistic ideals would be shattered in
the process; they would have to give up their dream or
die for it. Either way, the process of dehunani zing
woul d advance.

| talked to a bunch of young ones, just coning on

two but already |ooking as adult as any of us. George
had two daughters and a son fromthe | ast breeding
cycle. One of the girls seened brighter and nore curi -
ous than the others, and | took a liking to her. They
call ed her GQuz—&eorge explained that after so many
kids he just called them sinple names he coul d keep
straight.

As | say, we were all children again, playing ganes

i ke tag and hi de-and-seek and such between bouts of
eating—a |lot had to be consunmed each day to support

our bul ks. Guz was happy and alert, and you woul d

have put her as an ignorant twelve-year-old big for her
age if you didn't know better. Even with a naster for

a teacher, though, she was one of the new generation.

"Ay! Bar!" she taunted. "No can run quick like
girl!"

I took the challenge and started after her; | was get-
ting better every day, sprinting probably twenty kil om
eters per hour, maybe better. It was a tenpting,
deceptive paradise, really—no cares, no worries, al

fun and ganes.

| did catch her and swatted her with my tail. She
st opped and | aughed, because she'd sl owed deli ber-
ately to let me catch her and knew that | knew.

After a while of such ronping about we ate our fill

of grass and tubers, then settled in for the ritual that
was part of everybody's day: people who knew each

other would settle down and preen and cl ean one an-
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other. Basically, the process involved one person's |y-
ing down, while the other went over him checking for
burrs, insects, and the like, and renmoved themwi th
tongue and teeth. Qur mouths secreted an antiseptic
saliva that heal ed rough and raw spots.

I took a couple of mnutes, then started doi ng her

"Bar?" she asked lazily. "What it |ike where you
conme fron? What it |like to be old people?" By that
| ast she wasn't referring to age, but to the human form
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"I'"'msure your father's told you all about it," I re-
sponded. "It is quite different."

"How?" she persisted, as all children nust.

"Wl I, we have hands. W can grasp things—hold

things," | tried to explain, realizing that "grasp" and
"hol d" m ght be hard concepts for a handl ess person

"W use tool s—things that are used to nake and

shape other things."

" \My?u

That age-ol d question seened a bit harder some-
how. Wy, indeed?

"Are people nore happy than Choz?" she asked,
filling the void of nmy nonreply.

I thought again, of the mndless mllions glued to
their telescreens and rotting in standard flats. | com
pared themto the happy primtives of the plains.

"I guess not," | replied carefully. "It's not a question
of better, only different."

"What kind of different?" she persisted.

I finished the preen. "Sun's going down," | evaded.
"Let's head for town."

She nmunched a | ast tuber and we hop-ran back to

the village. The fact was, we couldn't see the sun—
only feel it. Some of the groups further off were al-
ready worshiping the sensation as God's touch, 1'd
heard. Natural enough.

But the sun's rays were necessary for color refrac-

tion. At night it was sonar alone, a strange, eerie |and-
scape of white outlines against pitch-black, which
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could be extrenely deceiving. Best to be in a place
you knew wel | after dark.

No lights or fires illumnnated the town at night, but
the famliar, sinple surroundings were easy to nanage
with the sonar

After the kids were asleep in their own roonms | sat
down with George Haspinol again. It was the first tinme
in several days we'd had the chance to tal k; he was of -
ten out and around, telling his tales, teaching whom he
could, trying to keep the frail threads which tied the
| ocal community together from becom ng frayed

"How d it go?" | asked him

"I"'mwinning a few small battles,"” he replied wea-
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rily, "but I'mlosing the war. You know that. Guz, Gal,
and Rum are proof of it. My own children speak |ike
savages, and none of them can count past five. They go
through the notions for the old man, but soon they'l

be full-grown and | eave to stake out their own houses
in new places, have then- own families, which will |eam
even less of the language and culture. I'mtold that al-
ready the | anguage just the other side of the hills is
about eighty or so words, and so distorted you could
hardly make it out. They're becom ng the cows you

tal ked about, Bar—by nultiplication and geography

al one. "

| nodded. "But you know it's com ng, the hol o-

caust," | responded. "Even with the grass grow ng
agai n al nost overni ght, and new tubers sprouting al

the tinme, you' re hoof-deep in feces out there, and just
eating is a nmob scene." | had done a narrow- pul se
scan that day; on normal, or wi de pulse, | could
only three or four hundred neters before the sound

was too diffuse to return. Each of our pul ses was dis-
tinctive, individualistic—even with thousands of peo-
pl e pul sing you al ways were sensitive to your own. On
narrow, though, you shot your full wad at one spot—
maybe only a few neters wide, but it carried for a cou-
ple of kilometers. | never ran out of Choz to count, nor
could I count themall.

see
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"The water's rising, there's signs the winter snows
have nelted at last,"” he said evenly. "Breeding sea-
son is only weeks away, maybe less. It may be the | ast
one before the whole thing caves in."

I nodded, and shifted subjects. "George, you prom
ised to explain this all to ne. Wio they are and what
we' re doing here."

He sighed, and stretched out.

"It's—ell, you ran all sorts of tests before com ng
in, didn't you?"

"Sure," | replied. "Mre sophisticated than yours,
bet. And | found nothing."

"You didn't know what to ook for. Did you find a
virus, a tiny colony of sub-nmicroorganisns that built
honeyconbs at a fast rate?"

"Yes," | told him "Sure. They didn't affect the test
animals, but that's why | came in with full suit and
pack. "

He shifted slightly. "That figures. They didn't do
anything to our test animals, either—er, for that mat-
ter, us. We were extracautious, even had a small group
living here for a couple of weeks before we conmitted
the main colony. The things aren't nmuch nore than
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enzynes—si npl e protei n nol ecul es, apparently. The

only effect they seenmed to have was to replace many

of the cellular enzynmes. There was a slight narcotic ef-
fect at the begi nning, and we wondered about it, but
they were so firmy lodged that to kill themwould be to
kill the people. They didn't seemto do any harm and,
once they'd noved in, actually nmade the cells work
better, not worse. So, after a while, we conmitted.
Thanks to Fitzgerald we'd been subjectively aloft only
alittle over thirty years, and we'd linited reproduction
inthat time just in case the voyage would be a | ong
one. This planet seenmed heaven-sent, and so we com
mtted. "

"It's a sinmple virus, then?" | asked, incredul ous.
"But—all this is so planned."

"A whole new formof life," he replied. "It thinks—
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make no m stake about it. Wat sort of thoughts, only

God knows. Certainly too alien for us to understand.

But thought? It got into us, and within days had nu-

tated itself to adapt to our cellular structure. It fitted,
it worked—and it bided its tinme, didn't do nuch el se,
except maybe a few favors. It repaired and repl aced
damaged cells fast, it nade you nore alert, healthier

What gets nme is that it waited until we were all down,
supplies, everything, before it struck. It started on ev-
erything first—except the shuttle. It left that alone, for
sonme reason. Wien things started to fall apart, a cou-

ple of the colonists nade it to the shuttle, managed to
take off, made the Peace Victory. Wthout food to fue

the netabolic changes, the new organi sns couldn't act,

but the runaways were hel pl ess. They needed a | ot

nore people to run the ship, and nost of the supplies
they needed to |live were now down here.

"Finally, near starvation, they decided to cone

back, for better or worse. It was that or starve. W'd
all changed by that tine, so | got to see what it |ooked
like in others, and this time watched the creatures dis-
solve the ship with secretions of sonme kind."

"But why these shapes?" | nused. "Wy not just
take over people as they were?"

"Ch, some of it you can see right off," George re-

plied. "First of all, we needed to be strictly herbivores
so they coul d nmanage the food supply and we woul dn't

| ouse up their ecosystemby killing the other aninals.
Tools and artifacts threaten the ecol ogy, too, so you
take away hands. Tough, dark skin for protection

agai nst the grasses and the sun. The ability to trave

| ong di stances, so we'd spread out fast."

"But why the strange optical systen?" | asked.
"I don't know. My best guess is that it's multipur-
pose. The col or code elininates everything except
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what you have to know about to live and survive

Makes it harder to nmuck with the environnment, makes

it easy and convenient to live init. Also, they can in-
duce hornonal flows and guide themw th col or stimnu-
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lus. You already experienced sone of the things they
could do when they forced you to stuff yourself during
the Change. You'll see nore during the breedi ng sea-

son. They are in every cell of your body, and as |ong

as they understand the cellular function and its place

i n your schene—which they desi gned—they can in-

duce al nost anything. As for the sonar—+ suspect that

the pulse and return is sonething they can easily con-
vert to their own terns better than sight. After all, how
many eyes does a virus have?"

I nodded. A logical reason for everything, | thought.
Intelligent viruses—er, perhaps, a single organismwth
many parts. Surely one of them even a col ony,

couldn't do this alone. There was al nost certainly a
reason for every conponent they'd built into us.

"George?" | said suddenly, a thought striking.
"Umh?" he responded sl eepily.

"Anyt hing that smart has to know how to count,
doesn't it?"

"l suppose so," he munbl ed.

"And we're breeding fast to breed the hunmanity out
of us—but also to provide new hosts for the col onies
of viruses, right?"

"Un hum" canme the reply.

"George, they' ve got to know they're at the linmts
of their world's population.™

Suddenly his head lifted a little. "Lord! You' re right!
And they're nmuch too clever to let the situation really
get out of hand. That neans they have to all ow death

or no birth, have to!" There was new hope in his voice.

"I don't think so," | said, trying to think. "That
would nean limting their own expandi ng popul ati on
Now t hat they've got the means to do it, | don't think
they'lIl want to stop. No, there's sonething el se, some-
thing we're mssing." Another thought struck ne.

"They nmust know we're intelligent. They nust know
we think, reason. You know they coul d | obotom ze us
in a mnute. They have sonething el se up. O herw se,
why not just use their own ani mal s? Wiy us?"
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"I'"ve often wondered about that," he replied. "I

don't know the answer. | do know that they're fast
approachi ng a break point—+too many people, and the
bul k of the people naturally and nornmally a planned
creature of their own capabl e of reasoned intelligence
but culturally animalistic.”

"Then, if they can inpose behavior, and if the av-
erage person considers this nornmal, what do we have?"

"Organic robots," George said in a curious tone. "A
total nerging of the two life fornms with the virus in
charge. "

"But where does it go fromthere?" | wondered
There was no clear answer to that, and we could only
lie there, awake, trying to figure it all out.
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Tinme flowed on, and | tended to fit into the routine

exi stence of Patnmos. It's funny, but the human m nd

is distinctive not only for its reasoning abilities, but
also for its incredible adaptability.

Ship piloting, for exanple, is difficult to do. It's done
by nental commands that nust be instantaneous; |ife-
or-death decisions nust be nade at all tinmes, particu-
larly in takeoffs, |andings, and dockings. The first few
weeks in pilot simulation | crashed repeatedly; |

t hought | woul d never get the idea of conmmunicating

conpl ex instructions with nental nudges while watch-

ing sensor data and the like and interpreting them

Yet, within a nonth, | was not only doing all that
fairly routinely, but holding conversations with fell ow
trainees and copilots at the sane tine.

Patmos was like that. Here | was, after thirty-six
years as a human bei ng, suddenly a four-|egged hop-
pi ng animal that saw by built-in sonar, and yet, by the
fifth week doing so was as natural to nme as if | had
been bomto it. Visions, appearances of other crea-
tures that woul d have made nme | augh or perhaps turn
away, how seemred normal, even beautiful and sl eek.

Qur ability to adapt mentally to any situation is why
we got to the stars, why the Choz were here at all
Even so, the popul ati on probl em wei ghed heavily on

me, along with the strong and unshakabl e suspi ci on
that something a | ot darker than the nere transforna-
tion of a group of people into a new and alien culture
was at stake.
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Note that "mere"—+ndeed! How qui ckly one adapts!

When Ceorge's conpani on, Joanna, returned with

the other three of the last brood froman extended
visit to sone of her children fromthe past cycle, |
was crowded out of even the large | eader's quarters.
The tinme had conme to do sone poki ng about anyway,

I thought, and so |I left themand decided on a trip
over the hills to see what the situation was further
afi el d.

Following the river's course up to its source was
tricky. Less vegetation of the edible kind could be
found as you went up, and the plant growth rate
seenmed slower, nmore normal, than down on the plains.
This area | ooked nore and nore as if it were the way
the pl anet night have been before the virus inside us
deci ded to change all that.

As for peopl e—€hoz, that is—there were few, and

soon none at all. The air was chillier, too, the tenper-
ature droppi ng about a degree per three-hundred ne-
ters. The hills weren't tall, really, but the valleys were

deep and sheltered, sone nuch col der than the sur-
roundi ng hillsides or the plains—as nmuch as a twenty-
five-degree tenperature drop in places the sun never
saw.

The virus didn't like the cold, |I discovered. Cold

pl aces had a nenaci ng pal e yell ow, the danger color,
even when sonar showed no threat other than the chill
whi ch penetrated a bit into nmy thick, hairy hide.

When | persisted in going through such places de-

spite the color warnings, the virus tried getting tougher
I fought it off with difficulty. It was easier know
fortable, feverish at tines. Wen that didn't stop ne
the virus tried triggering the hunger mechani sm but

I fought it off with difficulty. It was easier know

i ng what was causing these things; the intellect wasn't
suprene, but it did help fight the inpul ses—hel ped ne
nmore than nost, since what | resented nore than any-
thing was the fact that such reactions were being im
posed.
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Seiglein Corporation inmposed. Its will was law, its
people were its property, possessions just like the build-
ings and the power plants and the ships with which it
controll ed the trade between hundreds of planets.

Scouts were the only senifree spirits left in Seiglein's
uni verse; that was the heart of why we were out there,

t he hundreds of men and wonmen who coul dn't stand

t aki ng orders.
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This is why | could fight the virus. Every once in a
while they'd hit on something that woul d work, turn
me, make nme do their bidding, but the same thing
didn't work twice. They controlled the cells, the body
fluids and functions, but they could not control the
mnd directly without destroying it.

It took four days to get across the hills, days of |one-
liness that were, for me, very satisfying ones as
proved to nyself that | was not anybody's property,

that | could still be me in this crazy world.

From a | edge on the other side of the hills I could
narrow pul se for great distances. There were rolling
hills on this side, nore trees, a network of |arger and
nore inposing rivers. Food-color was all over, and

was hungry after the sparse diet of nountain grasses.

As for Choz, they were present. | nade out the

slight silver of at |east eight towns too far to pul se,
showing up only as tiny blobs of the web-color to

nmy vi sion.

Gngerly | made ny way down the |ast slopes and

joined the large herd grazing all around. There weren't
quite as many as 1'd first calculated there would be,
and as | ate | considered this. True, | had seen only a
smal | section of this place as yet, but there should be
more according to my math.

As dusk approached, invisible to nme except for the

gradual fading of the colors, | headed for the nearest
town, hoping at least to find nmenbers of the origina
party, |ike George, or near-generation to those pio-
neers.
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As | hopped into the town—quite a bit larger than
the point—a young fenale cane up to ne.

"H wudja pop?" she asked.
"Huh?" | responded. "I don't understand.”

"Widj a pop?" she repeated, getting a little annoyed.
I could only shake nmy head and try again.

"l don't understand you," | said slowmy and care-
fully. "Are there any Firsts or Seconds here?" This
meant ol d-timers, first or second generation

She caught a little of it. "Fusts nap," she responded
in what was an obvi ous negative. "Sees Mara dere."
She gestured with her tail to a spot down the street,
but it was inpossible to tell where.

I thanked her, though she probably didn't under-
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stand anything but the inplied sentinment, and contin-
ued on down the street.

The town was getting crowded as the nmob retreated

to their hones for the night. They all seened to speak
vari ations of the gibberish the girl was spouting, and
coul d make nothing out of it.

| seened to renenber sone teacher saying that the

faster a species breeds and matures the nore it nu-
tates. Well, there was only one physical nutation here,
but the sociocultural nutation was obviously in ful

swi ng. The youngest generations were speaking a com
pletely different | anguage even this soon and this close;

| was fairly certain that it would get nore diffuse, nore
alien, the farther away | roanmed fromthe home of a
First |ike George

There was a large building at the end of the street,
simlar to the one at the point, although there was no
sign of a church. | decided that this nust house the
ranki ng menber of the tribe and went up to it, poked
my head in the doorway, and asked, "Anybody here
under st and what |'m sayi ng?"

There was a rustle, and | could sound three or four
al nrost grown younglings, one of whomsaid, "Widja
yerring ja?" in a decidedly nasty tone—a young nal e,
just starting to feel his strength.
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Suddenly a girl's voice said sharply, "Layrf, Mg!'"
and she cane to the door.

"I"'msorry," she said. "lIt's been a long time since
we' ve heard straight speech around here."

"Things are certainly different,” | replied apol oget -
ically. "I"mBar Holliday, fromthe point."

There was still enough light to note her radi ate sone
surprise.

"Hol l'i dayl You're the new one, then. The scout pi-
loti"

"News travels fast."

She shrugged. "News travels fast anywhere, although
it gets somewhat distorted by the time it gets to us.
Cone! You can share ny roomfor the night and tel

me everything!"

W went to the rear of the building, an extrenely

wel | -constructed one with at | east eight spacious com
partnents, and | stretched out tiredly on a very thick
mat of soft, broad | eaves that were much nore com
fortabl e than anything |'d experienced at the point.
And, of course, for the past few days |'d been sl eeping
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on rocks and grass, in the open

"l sound you need a preen," she said, and
grunted. "l1've been across the nountains, out of touch
for days," | told her.

She proceeded to do the preen, which was needed
much nore than 1'd suspected. Saliva salve or not,
sonme of the burrs and little insects were deeply im
bedded and hurt Iike hell.

Fi ni shed, she reclined on the nat and faced ne.

"Well, | guess we should start by conpleting the
i ntroductions," she | aughed. "Now that |'ve chewed
you to pieces and all. |I'm Mara, Second Mdther to

Gar-town here."

I thought for a nmonent. A Second, the first I'd really
run into. Seconds, CGeorge had said, were taught in-
tensively by their parents and were in many ways
human-cul ture, yet it was one generation renoved

They knew all the stories, the | egends, and had as
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much know edge as coul d be passed on to them yet

their only experience was of being Choz. She has never
seen the sky or the countless stars, | thought, nor held
anything in her hands, yet superficially she was as cul -
turally simlar to me as George

"Tell nme all about yourself," she urged.

I chuckled. "Not much to tell, really. W licked the
probl em of faster-than-light travel just a few years
after the Peace Victory was | aunched, and |'ve

been on the job the | ast several years discovering new
worl ds for humanity to breed into."

She sighed, and | could tell she was romantici zi ng.

"To go such di stances—+'ve never been further than
fromhere to the point nyself, where | was bom |['ve
been here | don't know how | ong—a dozen or nore
melts, anyway." She shifted slightly. "Tell ne—what
do they look like, these stars?"

I reached for an anal ogy. "You know how wat er

sparkles as it flows?" | tried, and she nodded. "I nmagine
just the sparkles, mllions of them against a field of
jet black, and you'll get sone idea.”

She tried but couldn't manage it.

"The people who |live out there—are they happier
than we? Better off?" she asked, remi nding nme of
@Quz's question.

There was still only one answer. "I don't know,"
replied. "Here all things are provided us and we are
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managed by an unseen intelligence. Qut there it's

pretty nmuch the same, only the intelligence lives in a
great city on a planet that is alnost all city, and every-
body knows who and what it is."

We tal ked for nobst of the evening, she full of
questions about things she could only inmagi ne but
never conprehend full y—a deaf person can academ
ically grasp the concept of nusic, but never experi-
ence it—thrilled to have sonebody exotic to talk to.
That she was a. bored worman was obvi ous.

"It's the breed," she explained. "Each generation is
nore than the last, and outnunbers the last. You can't
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teach or mnister to themin just the short tinme we
have. My own children are so different that | can
hardly relate to them anynore. The old ways, the old
beliefs, are going as we get nore and nore renoved
fromour Firsts."

I nodded. "I don't know what is being created here,

but it will be a different kind of person, surely, than
you and | can know or understand. O d George tal ked
about it at the point a lot."

"CGeorge!" she exclainmed. "I should like to see him
again. It has been so long, so very long. Tell me, how
is he?"

"Good, but kind of down in spirit, |like you."

"Yes, well, he is ny father, you know. It's natura
I should nmiss him"

Sure he was, | thought, feeling stupid. If the others
spread out as nuch as possible, and she canme from
the point, odds were good she was one of Ceorge's
first brood. "You ought to get back to see him" |
suggested. "lI'msure he'd like that."

Her voice seened strained, enotionally clouded, as
she said, "I-well, there's always children to see to,
and | couldn't see himw thout them"

For a moment | didn't understand, and said as
much.

"Well, ah, oh—+t's so very hard to know how to

say it. Father and the others, they were a Christian
group, you know. You've never been through the
Breed. There's no choice, no thinking there. Wen it
came on the second time, well, George was First Mle
and strongest. My children are his children and his
grandchildren. 1t's normal here—but he couldn't han-
dle it. It was against his beliefs."
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So that was it, | thought sadly. So nmuch for ac-
culturation. Incest was still a potent taboo, and George
had committed it, was afraid he'd do it agai n—prob-

ably had done it again. She'd inherited some of the
meani ngl ess, in the context of the Choz, revulsion that
her father and the other Firsts had felt.
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"That Just proves how nuch we cause our own

probl ems, and other's,"” | conforted. "After all, in a
human cont ext inbreedi ng causes probl ems. Sone,
anyway. But not here, not anong the Choz."

Where was that aptitude for nental adaptation

now? | wondered. Sone things were too deeply in-
grained in certain people for their own good. A |ot
of misery had been caused in this way.

"You still should go," | urged. "Wy not cone back
with me? It looks |like the kids in there can take care
of thensel ves."

"Maybe, " she replied. "We'll see."

| stayed maybe a week, maybe nore, in the town.

Mara was good conpany; always inquisitive, always
wanting to hear stories about nmy exploits, which | was
never at a loss for. She had several sessions a day
with different younglings, trying to teach them what
she could, but it was a hopel ess battle. Few stayed
long to hear her, and those that did were only mldly
curi ous.

I could take no part in these sessions. The | anguage
had changed too nuch. Wth each | esson she seened

to becone a little nore despondent, and a little nore
receptive to suggestions to sonething different, break-
ing free of the nold.

I liked her for that. She had a quick wit and an
insatiable curiosity conbined with a naivete that al-
| owned her to accept ny boastful stories uncritically.

But, npbst inportant, she was frustrated with this
dull and boring life, which was amazi ng because, un-
Iike me, she'd known nothing else and didn't quite
under st and what she craved.

On ny tours | also discovered that even though nost
of the last brood | ooked adult, they were really of
different ages. The Breed came upon people at differ-
ent tines although at regular intervals.

The next session of the Breed—after the inter-
regnumthat occurred only once for a short period
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every two years—was conming fast upon us. Sone of

the femal es were growi ng sl eeker, their color and tex-
ture brightening and heightening, and | could fee
strange stirrings within nyself as well. | had | anded,
it appeared, near the end of one cycle, and now | was
about to go into ny first.

The change was as apparent in Mara as in anyone.

It was an indefinable enotional tw nge inside. COddly,
the wonen seened aware of it only indirectly, by
observing the reactions of the nmales. Not all of them
turned nme on, just a small percentage. If one male

had to service five or nore fermales, it couldn't be
done in one cycle, which explained why there seened

| ess popul ation pressure than reason had dictated. That
did not alter the fact that this world was headed for
col l apse, only delayed it a few years

"Let's go visit Ceorge," | urged her one day. "Cone
on."
"But —Fhe Breed!" she protested. "It'll take a week

or more to cut south to the pass."

"Over the nountains, the way | came in, not around
and t hrough. "

She nervously scanned the hills.
"l don't know," she began hesitantly.

"Crmon!" | urged. "You' re bored and frustrated
here. You know it. This is a new experience, an ad-
venture, sonething different! Cone with ne. | know

he'd | ove to see you!"

Finally she relented. "I'lIl do it," she decided. "Wen
do we go?"
"How about tonorrow norning?" | responded.

| dreanmed for the first time that night. It was funny
—+ al nost never dreaned, and hadn't yet done so

here. O course, | probably had, but | never renem
bered any of them which amounts to the same thing.

This particular dream was one of those weird ones
you can never quite figure out, but it was filled with
the color green and with strange feelings, urges, and
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i mpul ses. Superinposed over it all seened to be a

bright violet netting, |ike a honeyconb, active, grow

i ng, reaching out, building, doing things. | seened to
run in and out of the violet netting, which grew around
me, trying to trap nme against that green field, yet there
were roughly rectangul ar holes through which I could
crawl and escape.

I awoke suddenly, feeling funny, as if ny nouth

were full of nush. | scanned the room Mra was stil

sl eeping, snoring slightly, and all was still and quiet.
I bit down, seem ng to snap sonething spongy as
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did so. | scanned the area ahead of my face and found,
to ny surprise, that | had for the first time secreted
webbing fromthe flap in nmy tongue and had sonehow

constructed a tiny web-wall, now hardening. | could
feel the stuff in the canal in ny tongue, |ike a piece of
chal k or stick yet still soft and flexible.

I lay there for sone tine trying to nake sense out
of what was happening to ne, before drifting off into
a light and unconfortabl e sl eep.

The next norning | apol ogized to Mara for the

mess. |'d built a low barrier between us, it seened.
She | aughed, made a joke about ny true feelings

com ng out in ny dreans, then explained to ne that
it was a common thing and easily corrected, if a bit
messy and hard to clean up

The webbi ng di ssolved in urine.

That concept wasn't sonething | would ever think

of, yet it opened up a possibility in nmy mnd that was
exciting: liberating nmy ship. | had gone out to that
field every day and seen that mound of webbi ng | ock-

ing it in. The ship was still in there, all right—+ felt
sure of it. | don't know why; it should have been
broken down with the rest of the artifacts. Instead, it
had been covered, shielded, and protected.

Two or three mnutes, that's all | would need. Two
or three mnutes and | could |ift off, even w thout
hands.

The Web of the Chozen

Then | recalled George's nmentioning that a couple

of the early colonists had nade it off the planet in
their shuttle. But they had been doomed anyway, of
course, since they couldn't get anywhere in the shuttle
and the big ship was beyond their managenent. Yet

the shuttle had been destroyed only after it proved a
threat. The virus hadn't been able to eat it away in
the tinme it took to take off, and space had killed the
virus clinging to the outer shell.

Why had the virus been so ineffective?

The arnor, probably. Spacecraft were nmade of the
toughest materials, not |like the sinple suits, prefabs,
and the like you' d nornally use.

But | didn't have a shuttle; | had a small FTL ship
that could be run not by mechanical controls but by
direct inmpulse fromthe brain.

Now | was nore anxious than ever to get back
Seven

The trip back was easier than the trip up. W had
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each other to help over the rough spots. The bugs
still didn't like those cold places, but with ne there
urging her on, egging her on, Mara proved to be as
stubborn and deternined as |.

As we made our way, both of us began changi ng. |

could feel it, knewthat it was she who was changi ng
and | who was reacting. Yet once the burning started,
it would not go away. Her green seenmed to get brighter
as | watched, becom ng nmore and nore intense; her
awkward Choz body seened to grow beautiful, sleek,
attractive, her every nove a thing of beauty. And
there was the scent—a snell that was subtle at the
start, but growi ng nore and nmore powerful, nore al-
luring, as time passed.

It was the Breed, | knew. |'d seen animals react
strangely when the females were in heat, and this is
what | was now experiencing firsthand.

"What am | going to do about it?" | asked her
plaintively. Until this started | had experienced no
sexual urges whatsoever, no attraction beyond a
platonic liking for another person

"The Breed is nornmal and natural,"” she replied
soothingly. "I counted on this in deciding to cone. W
will mate and breed before we reach the point and

this will ease the problemw th Father."

Stupid ne, | thought sourly. Being in space so |ong
cuts you off fromthe practical. Still, | didn't under-
stand why her cal cul ati ng response bot hered nme—+
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had certainly enjoyed sex with nmany wormen Td hardly
known, and this wasn't nmuch different. Better, really,
since the act was such a natural and normal part of

life on this world, particularly her whole life, that |
shoul d have just taken it in stride as | had the rest of
this strange experience.

Maybe | was overreacting because of the way al

this was being done—from outside, by automatic stim

ul us, inposed again. That antiauthority response again.
O, maybe it was just fear of not know ng what to do,
or what was to be done. | would have to depend on

her for that.

We were on the river course down to the point, |ess
than a day from our goal. Mara had puzzl ed over why
not hi ng had happened yet, the buil dup bei ng sl ower
than the normal pattern. On this world everything
happened according to the nornmal pattern

But now, today, this nonent, the waiting was over.

I didn't have to worry about how to do anyt hing;
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everything was all done for nme. She was suddenly a

bl azi ng green, overpowering, as was her maddening

scent. | couldn't think of anything el se, see anything
else. | sent out a pulse to her and she stopped. Sud-
denly I was | ocked on; the nornal pul sing becane a

st eady, overpowering screamdirectly at her, full force.
She stood there, frozen by it, as if hypnotized.

I noved close to her, swaying the sonic beam back

and forth rhythm cally, and she swayed to ny tune and
direction, expression blank, as if in sone sort of trance.
I forced the beam upward, up again, stroking her with
sound, and she rose, |eaning back on her massive tail

| eaning, |eaning further back than | had ever seen any
Choz go, alnost conpl etely doubl ed back, so that her
circular vaginal cavity was exposed

Then | moved to within a nmeter of her and stood on

my tail as well. | could feel ny own breathing, heavy,
rhythmc, and a tiny corner of ny mnd noted that her
breathing was in perfect time to ny owm. Everything
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was a conplete blur, a rush of urge and enotion, both
of us in sone sort of orgasm c fog

Suddenly she sent out a steady pulse to ne, stronger,
stronger, until her far-different frequency and ny own

were in alnost perfect tune. | edged close to her, fol-
| owi ng the beamlinking the two pairs of horns, and
then we were | ocked, linked together in that eerie tab-

| eau for who knew how | ong.

When, finally, that part was over, the whole process
was not. Slowy we noved in perfect unison, bringing
our bodi es back up, then forward. Her two homns
touched ny curled ones, fitted through the | oops in
m ne.

The sensation felt |ike an overpowering electric
shock. We linked in sone way, becane as one, noved

as one, saw as one, felt as one. | was both bodi es and
she was both bodies, yet there was no thought, no con-
sci ousness beyond the overpowering feelings.

Slowy she withdrew, and we turned and stood side

by side as one organism W noved to a clearing near
the river and, together, we spun a house. It was beau-
tiful, intricate, and cane from sonepl ace other than
our nminds, since | had no way of know ng how to do
this on ny own.

When we finished we lined the floor with | eaves and
grass, and went inside. She lay on the floor, on her
back, a position that was extremely unnatural to a
Choz under other circumstances, and | placed nyself
over her, penetrated again, and settled down atop her.
We nai ntained this position, unmoving, unthinking, for
what must have been days—+ later learned that it had

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...20-%20The%20Web%200f%20the%20Chozen%20UC.txt (46 of 170) [1/19/03 4:45:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%620Web%200f %20the%20Chozen%20U C.txt

been ten days!—wi thout thought, w thout any sensa-

tion but the overpowering one. Finally, |I felt a touch,
and drew back, back, so that | stood not over her but

in front of her. Suddenly, in front of me, the first egg
energed, a flashing, alnost blinding white and quite

| arge. Then cane a second, and then a third.

I waited, but no nore came. She sat up, and the
59
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fold or flap on her marsupial pouch seened creased,
part open.

I reached out with a forehoof, placed it over the

first egg, the three-part cleft opening just exactly w de
enough to go around the top half of the egg, and

lifted it slowy and carefully placed it in her pouch,
then the second.

Then the ritual was reversed, and | |eaned back,
openi ng nmy pouch. Wereupon she | eaned forward,
grasped the third egg, and placed it in ny pouch. W
both were lying on our backs, cradled on our own
bushy tails.

Exhausted, for the first tinme in ten days we both
sl ept.

60
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Mara was just coming in when | awoke. Her col or was
neutral green once again, and all the sensations of the
past ten days were a dimand blurry nenory.

| felt weak as | got to my feet, and a little dizzy.
She saw me and st opped.

"How are you feeling?" she asked, concerned.
- "Terrible," | responded. "My God! Do we go
through that every two years?"

"No," she said slowy. "/ go through it once every
two years. You—well, as often as every two nonths
until the next in-between tinme."

It made ne ill to think about that. Ml es would be
studs in this system we'd have to average one every
three and a half nmonths or so.

"Way do | have an egg in ny pouch?" | asked. |
could barely feel it there, but | was nonethel ess con-
scious of it.

She | aughed. "The eggs are neuter. The sex of the

child is determined by its hatch-place. In a few days
they will hatch, and attach to the inner wall of the skin.
That way they will be fed, and with the nouri shnent
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will conme the instructions on sexual devel opnent. No
one knows how—we have no way of know ng here."

"I - | began, then al nost coll apsed.

She canme over to ne, radiating concern. "Here!

Cone outside and eat. You have had nothing for a | ong
time and are very weak. After you'll feel a little sick
as | do now, but that is normal. Then, only then, wll
we tal k about the strangeness."”
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I managed to stunbl e outside. The food-col or was
overwhelmng and | started in. It wasn't the ravenous
hunger of the changing; in fact, | ate a little, then
stopped, then nmanaged a little nore. The sensation

was more |ike one of starvation, where everything | ooks
wonder ful but you feel sick when you face the food

about which you dream It took me about three hours,

and | still didn't feel right, but I was convinced that |
coul d manage no nore. | went back to the hut, stil
feeling weak, as she had warned, and sour as well.

Even so, | took tine to study the house. W had

built it together in the Breed, yet | still couldn't have
done anything so el aborate on ny own. Everything was

so much of a blur | had only vague nenories of its
construction, but | admired the work.

She heard ne approach, and canme out of the house.

"That's amazing!" | exclaimed to her. "The house,
mean. Did I|—did we build that? Did we really build

t hat ?"

She nodded. "If there is no house of your mate's own

webbi ng, one will be built. This is only the third tine
for me, but it's as good as any of them"™

| agreed. Still feeling lousy, |I lay down on the grass
near the house and stretched out as best | could. No
position felt confortable, but it was better than noth-

i ng.

"You'll get used to it," Mara said, coning over and
| yi ng down near nme.

And this, too, was strange, | thought. The whol e
thing—why it disturbed nme so. It was wholly animalis-

tic, instinctive. There was nothing of one's will involved,
nor of one's true enotions, either. There was no ro-
mance, no love, not even the sense of fulfilling a need

to conbat |oneliness that woul d nake sonebody use a
prostitute. No, the whole process was totally without
any inkling of humanity, and that's what bothered ne
t he nost.

I had to get the hell off this planet, or die. Not be-
ing suicidal, | would still prefer death to nmy current
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situation—and | marvel ed at how the ol der ones, the
Firsts at least, could feel other than this way as well.
But these were ordinary people, for the nost part,
realized. Like those of my own world. Al their needs
serviced, on the social dole. Even those who protested
wanted only a world nore Wopian, nore perfect. They
didn't have ny needs, ny fierce belief that only in
struggl e was man sonething nore than the aninals.

Modern hurmanity night as well be these docile ani-

mals, | knew. This is what the refornmers wanted, |ack-
ing only population control. A world without worries
over food, over war, over jealousy and hatred. A world
wi thout care or caring of any kind, including the caring

of one person for another.

A worl d where thinking was al so unnecessary, ob-
sol et e.

"What are you thinking about?" Mara asked, con-
cerned. "Your aura shows great disturbance."

"Just thinking," | replied. "And that's something you
shouldn't do on this world. There's no roomfor it."

"And is that true on your worl d?" she asked.

| sighed. "Not anynore. Not really. Those of us who
do think are either fitted into the corporate nold or put
in jobs like mne, where they're segregated from society

even as they serve it."

"I think | understand," Mara replied. "I often think
about what ny father taught nme. The col onists were

pi oneers, too, you know. They wanted to poke into

pl aces nobody el se had been, and to solve the problem
of setting up a new society on a new world. They-the
Firsts, | nean—always felt cheated that they hadn't
the chance to do that."

I nodded. My stonmach felt a little better, but | was
still |ight-headed.

"l can't understand why the virus lets us keep think-
ing. They've already denonstrated they can stop that,
by cutting through a part of our brain. Wy |eave us as
fully self-aware individuals at all?"

She shrugged. "Who knows what such creatures

63

The Web of the Chozen

think, or how they think? How coul d we ever even
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contact them or they us? Wiat do we have in com
mon? And what can we do about this life, anyway?"

Those were indeed the questions that begged an-

swering. O the first, | could only guess. They knew
we were intelligent, knew even howto cut that intelli-
gence off. They knew quite a | ot about us. | suspected
that they lived their own lives through us, saw what

we saw, felt what we felt. | suspected that was the rea-
son for the weird vision; this was the method by which
they, as well as we, could see. Optic nerves to neura

i mpul ses to the brain would not be enough. They could
neither interpret the signals nor get into the brain to
have theminterpreted

But sound—you felt sound. It was vibration, air
nmovenent. This could go to several sources

"It was a strange Breed," Mara said suddenly.
"Huh?" | nmanaged, breaking off ny reverie.

"Only three eggs. That has never happened before.
It's al ways six."

"Qur nmasters are smart," | told her. "They can

count. They see that we're breeding ourselves into a
situation where there won't be enough food for all. |
suspect this is but the first stage of a conpl ex change—
that they will eventually stop the Breed entirely, or
stretch it out, or introduce death by aging. It's either
that or some nust starve."

But was that the only possibility? | nused. Was it,

i ndeed? They reproduced through us; we'd been the
means of greatly expanding then: race. Could they give
that up now?

They'd have to, | told nyself. There was no ot her
way. They nmust have had to do it before, with the ani-
mal s here.

Suddenly | felt a shock run through me. The ani -

mal s!' They were a normal population! |If these crea-
tures could breed any living matter into anything else
and set the rules for the organism why hadn't they
done it to the others? This world was too normal, too
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ordi nary except for the Choz. That revel ation had been
what had been bothering me all al ong.

The virus could not possibly have existed on this
worl d much | onger than humanity. Nor, in fact, could
it have evol ved here—the kinds of pressures that woul d
cause such an intelligence to evolve just couldn't be
found here.

The nore | thought about it, the nore I wondered.
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That virus could not exist!
This world, the Choz, this system could not exist!

Not without violating everything we know about
evol uti on.

"Maral!" | alnost yelled at her. "I think |I've just
di scovered sonething!"

"VWhat are you tal king about?" she responded, not
sure of ny sanity. Truthfully, neither was |I.

"The only way—the only-way that virus could pos-

sibly exist on this planet is if it canme here with us!" |
blurted. "It's as alien to this place as we are. And if |
could get to those tapes in the Peace Victory | think

| can prove it."

| became extrenely excited though | couldn't put

my finger on the why of it. Sonehow, | felt, | was
nearing the solution, and only a few nore pieces of the
puzzl e woul d be needed to get everything straight.

Mara seened |l ess interested; although bored by this
worl d and anused by ny enotional outbursts, she was
unable to see the inport of them

I was convinced that another conversation with

George would put the last pieces into place, and | was,
therefore, anxious to be off. Since Mara had hel ped in
the building of the first unit of George's great house,
she could be as confortable there when the young

came as inthe little place we'd built.

ddly, she was reluctant to | eave, and it was sone
time before | realized why. First, she was still ex-
trenely nervous at seeing her father after all these
years, and even nore unsure as to how she woul d be
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received. Second, the isolated up-valley spot was her
first real rest away from people and the responsibility
her being a Second entailed. Returning to the nmass of
bodi es bel ow woul d bring back all the pressures. And,
finally, there was ne.

Not that | was a charming rascal and she was madly
inlove with nme. | doubt if soneone not a First could
concei ve of real |ove for another, unrelated individual
But, | was different—+ talked different, felt different,
acted different from anybody she'd ever known, Firsts

i ncluded. Even the Firsts had been ideol ogues; | re-
menbered CGeorge's telling me that sonme of the Firsts
thought this really was paradise and that all of the
changes and the like were God's will. | was the first
rebel on this world, the first person who refused to ac-
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cept with stoic fatalismwhat sort of a life was offered

Finally, | talked her into nmoving on, and we made

our way down the nountain the additional half a

day's journey to the point. It |ooked just as when |'d
left it, of course. There were a | ot nore houses out
on the plain; another village was building after the

| ast Breed, clearly.

George wasn't in, but | saw Guz, still not at

puberty but very close if her color was any indication
She told ne that George was at his favorite spot on
the plain near the river. The Breed was al ways hard
.on Ceorge, and he was often antisocial for weeks af-
terward

Good Christians just aren't nade for incestuous ha-
rens.

We spl ashed through the shallow river and down
the far bank, but, as we approached CGeorge's spot
under the shade of some spreading pal mike trees,
Mara sl owed and st opped.

"What's the matter?" | called, comng to a halt
and whirling in one notion. | was getting pretty good
at being a four-footed hopping aninal.

"I+ think you'd better go on," she said hesitantly.
“I''l'l join you—tater. After "
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Her voice trailed off, but | could see her problem

"Don't worry about it so nuch!" | chided, then
softened ny tone. "Look, you wait here, relax, graze.
1"l prepare the way."

This settled, it still took me a while to find George.

I could tell by his richer blue that he was with egg
hi nsel f, and through the col or canme an aura that

cri ed despondency. Even so, he |ooked up as | ap-
proached and seened to brighten as he recogni zed

ne.

"Bar Holliday!" he called cheerfully. "Well! You
made it over and back, eh?"

"That | did, George," | responded lightly. "Not a
long or a hard trip, but one with some new dis-
coveries and experiences."

Hi s tone darkened with his hue. "You experienced
the Breed, then."

I nodded. "That's some crazy way of reproducing.

There nust be a reason for it, but | can't think of
what . "
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"Probably takes that long to transfer the viral strain
within the egg," he said hi that clinical tone he sone-
ti mes adopt ed.

I thought for a minute. Yes, that sonehow seened

to make sense. Ten days—anyt hi ng coul d happen in

ten days considering that it had taken barely three to
reshape me. Something definitely went on during that
peri od—ot for the mating couple, certainly. For the
tiny masters within.

"George, | think I"'mclose to the solution of this
crazy ness," | told him

He | ooked startled by the comment. "Eh? You nean
t he popul ation thing? They seemto have sol ved that—
three eggs this tinme."

"No, no, not that. The whole puzzle. Look, it sud-
denly came to ne after the Breed that this whole

thing is nonsense. It makes no sense at all. The
world is too illogical, just as we are illogical. Let me
67

The Web of the Chozen

ask you—was there any di sease during the voyage
of the Peace Victory?"

He frowned, renenbering. "Wy, yes, there was,

come to think of it. Some sort of intestinal problem
Had a hell of a tine locating it and producing a
serum”

I smled broadly, knowing the answer to nmy ques-
tion as | asked it. "It was a virus, wasn't it, Ceorge?"

He | ooked puzzled. "Wy, yes, come to think of

it, it was. Hard to renenber these things—+t happened
so long ago." He stopped suddenly, seeing where the
conversation was going.

"Ch, no," he protested. "No, it wasn't anything
like our virus. Not at all."

"I think it was," | persisted. "No, not the formwe
have now, but an earlier strain. You know there's
al ways been trouble with viruses in spaceflight—
they reproduce so incredibly fast that minor forces,
radi ation and the Iike, can produce nutations that
woul d normally take nillions of years to develop."

"Not possible, though," he insisted. "W licked it.
We anal yzed sonme of the victins at the onset, fed
the cultures into the conputer, and out cane the se-
rumthat effectively elimnated the virus."

So there it was. The last link. Just a couple of
nore pieces and everything would fit.

"That ship's computer of yours—t's an antique
by ny standards. | couldn't even figure out howto
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turn it on. Tell me, George-was it self-aware? D d
you have self-aware conps in those days?"

"Wy sure it was," the older man replied with

pride. "Best machine built up to its time. A whole
new breed. W called it Mses, because it was | eading
us to the prom sed |land."

There was the | ast piece. | now knew where the
virus had cone from why it was here and why it
had done what it had done. | even had a fairly good

idea what it was up to now. The only renmaini ng ques-
tion was what | would do with this information. If |
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was right, | was close to devel oping the worst case of
paranoi a that anyone ever had.

Somehow this brought Mara to mind. 1'd totally
forgotten her.

"CGeorge," | said softly. "Mara's here."

Hi s head came up like a shot, and he was suddenly
tense. Then, very -gradually, he seened to soften, nelt
bef ore ne.

"Mara," he sighed, both sad and wi stful

"She mated with me on the way here,” | told him
"She wants to see you badly. She's been so |onely
over with the ignorant younglings."

"Mara," he repeated, his aura al nost msting.
tried to i magi ne what was goi ng through his mnd,
but could not.

"Do you want to see her?" | asked softly.

He seemed to regain control of hinself. He straight-
ened, became nore solid, dignified.

"Wuy, yes, of course | do. Were—where is she?"

"Not far," | told him "Wiit here—+'Il get her
And, renenber it's as hard on her as on you."

As | wal ked back | reflected how odd it was
that great things should seem small and small things
greatly magni fi ed when seen on a personal |evel

I brought Mara to him slowy, hesitantly. She was
shy, uncertain, nervous, and in the Choz culture al
of this showed.

They stood there, just |ooking at each other for the
| ongest tine, until, finally, he approached her, a riot
of enotional hues, and rubbed agai nst her tenderly.

I left, satisfied that that part of ny m ssion was now
compl ete
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As for me, | now had the puzzle sol ved but not
my course of action. What | did have, for the first
time, were choices, options, ways to go.

Slowy | approached the nmound of silver webbing,
a small hill on the plain. My ship—ay ship was in
there, perfectly preserved, still on, still functioning.

I knew that in a way the little masters of this
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world could not know. | knew it because technol ogy
does not stand still. | knew it because the conputer
that ran and guided ny ship was not a self-aware
machine |ike that of the Peace Victory, but a part of

myself. | could feel it, sense it as | grew cl oser

In there, too, | lived, awaiting the arrival of the
body so that | could take off. It would not desert ne
as long as it knew | lived, but we could not nake

true contact until | was inside, no longer cut off from
the mechanical link provided in ny suit pack. | stood

there, knowi ng now who had encased the ship so,
and why, and wondered what to do.

I glanced around the plain on spray beam at the

t housands of Choz quietly grazing, many talking in
the short-speech, others curiously silent. They were
wat ching me, | knew. Al watching ne. Wéndering

if this was the tinme. Wondering what | would do

even as | pondered the sanme thing—ot know ng, of
course, that | knew.

I need Ceorge, | thought, ny mind racing. | need
George with ne in the ship. Just George and ne,

al one. Once inside, once off-planet, we could tal k of
what had to be done, do what had to be done, face
the eneny down once and for all.

Slowmy, deliberately, | started back for the point.
70
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For the next couple of days |I |let George be happy—
and he was happy. Mara meant nore to himthan
anything in this crazy world, and she clearly needed
himas well.

Each day |I'd go back out to the plain, alone, to
graze near the ship and stare at it, sonetines for
hours. Often Guz would try and join ne. It was a

natural response. | nust be driving her crazy,
t hought; she was watching nme, not knowi ng what |
was thinking or doing. | shooed her off each tine.
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Finally when | could stand it no longer, | spent a
great deal of time nmaneuvering George into an iso-
| ated area where none were nearby. | did this on

the pretense of showing himsome interesting things
about the upper valley 1'd noticed on the way down.
VWhen we were far enough away fromthe point so

that | could scatter-beamno Choz, | stopped him

"George, | lied to you," | told him unashaned.
"There's nothing really new up here, no artifact."

"What's this all about, then?" he responded, curious.

"BEverything, CGeorge, everything. Look, with alittle
i magi nati on and a I ot of reasoning, | think I can
descri be what this whole world's about. You stop me
and tell ne when |I'm w ong.

"It starts,” | began, "with a group called the Com
munards, a back-to-the-Iand novenment based on
Christianity and sinple virtues, which attracted sone
peopl e with noney and sone, |ike yourself, who were
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a part of the technocracy, who realized how dehuman-

i zing things were becom ng. You decided, along with
others, that only a return to basics, a new start, on
a far world not polluted by our plastic civilization,
where the children and grandchil dren woul d have to
build a new world with their own sweat and | abor
whi | e being raised on basic, old-fashioned, down-to-
earth phil osophy untainted by our socialist order and
corporate syndicalism would save man from becom

ing |l ess than the machines that served him a vegeta-
ble in a velvet-lined cage."

He nodded, a half-smle on his face, but said
not hi ng.

"So you got together, sold everything you had,

and built and outfitted the Peace Victory. It had

what you needed, the latest in technology to carry

you to your new hone. But you didn't see, didn't
realize, that you carried with you a disease that was
at the heart of everything you despised in humanity.
You were raised with it, and onit, as | was, and

even rebelling against it you took it for granted, and
you becane a carrier.”

"You don't nean the virus," he cut in, sonewhat

di sbel i evi ng.

"Avirus, yes," | replied, "but not yet the one
that nowrules us. |It's ancestor

"Technocracy itself! Escaping fromit, you lived in
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it, depended on it. You had the latest in self-aware
artificial intelligence to nake sure your air was pure,
course was steady, food was produced. It even ninis-
tered to you when it was sick. You personalized it,
made it part of your own cause in its programr ng
You called it Mbses because it was to lead you to
the promised | and. But you forgot one thing about
Moses, sonething | didn't know until | tal ked about
your beliefs with Mara. That was the essence of why
you didn't realize all this yourself, years ago. You
were too close to the problem"”
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George sniffed a little derisively. "So what is al
this leading to? If you' ve talked to Mara, you know
the real Moses did indeed | ead his people to the
prom sed | and."

"Ch, yes he did," | responded. "But there's a foot-
note to that event. He, hinself, wasn't permitted to
enter. Just |ike your Mses."

The truth hit himsuddenly, with full force. "On!
Jesus God!" was all he could nanage.

"Moses was progranmed to be one of you. He was

your | eader, your guide, your protector. He believed
in his role inplicitly. But, know ng the end, know ng
his end, he felt cheated. Unlike your Biblical Mses,
he' d done nothing to incur God' s displ easure, nothing
to deserve dying at the nountains, |ooking down on
the promi sed | and but unable to enter, ever. Dooned
forever to | ook down, never to join in, never to reach
the place so tantalizingly close, perhaps even to be
tamed off, killed, for doing his duty as God and his
peopl e had assigned him"

George was al nost shaking. "Ch, Lord God! That
virus—that sinple, little intestinal virus. Mses nu-
tated it, adapted it, created the alien strain we now
have. "

"WAs Mbses deactivated?" | asked himcarefully.

Hi s head, drooping a bit, shot up. "I don't know "
he al nbst screaned. "l assuned—but, well, that wasn't
my responsibility.”

"He did what he was told to do, gave you just what
you said you wanted, although with machine logic. To
a machine, a being who is a truly alien entity with
our know edge, your description of Eden, of true com
muni sm and Christian fulfillnment, would be a herd of
imortal deer in a world with plenty of food and no
carnivores."

Least common denom nator, | thought sadly. A
mat hemati ¢ concept. Boil down every Utopia and you
73
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get that LCD—+educe man to the level of the herd
animal wthout strife, fear, hostility, or death.

Only boredom

"But why these forns?" George asked, voice crack-
i ng somrewhat. "Wy the Choz? Wy the enornous
reproduction rate?"

"VWhat's a conputer, anyway, George?" | asked, and

not waiting for an answer, continued. "It's an artificia
man-built brain. Yours is in the ship itself. It can't
ever come down. But it can keep contact through our

own senses. W see by reflected sound waves. Want

to bet that the Peace Victory's commruni cati on system

pi cks up just about everything? Maybe, despite mny
precautions—this | edge here, our isolation—+this con-
versation?"

The inplications of what | was saying hit him

"Yes, yes! It mght at that. So it sees what we see,
hears what we hear, lives its own material |ife—any,
many |ives—through us. And— he had it all now,
"perhaps it also transmts?"

| nodded. "All of thenmevery one except the

Firsts, which it is sworn to protect and confort and
listen to—are an extension of Mses. Not only did
Moses enter the prom sed | and, he becane the prom

i sed and. And, because he interpreted the scripture
and the goals of the group in his own, nonhuman,
machi ne-ori ented way, and because, as a ship's com
puter he has infinite patience, it's enough."

"Mara— Ceorge said hesitantly. "Her, too?"

"Ch, vyes," | replied, probably not as gently as
could. "Oh, that doesn't nean you've been talking to
Moses the | ast few days. No, you've been talking to
Mara, and Moses, if he chose, was experiencing every-
thing she was."

"But this puts a lie to whatever positive | can find
inthis world!" he wailed. "Damm himl Damm himto
hel 11"

It was the first time |'d heard anyone curse on this
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worl d, and the nobst vehenence | had ever seen over
anything. If nothing else, | had introduced hatred on
this world, hatred and revul si on.
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Finally, he recovered, and | ooked at me, al nost
pl eadi ngly. "Now what do we do?"

| sighed.

"He's finally reached the point where he can go no
further on this world. He's not very creative-stealing
bits and pieces of us fromthe native animals he him
sel f surveyed and anal yzed. At the start he nmde a

| ot of mistakes. The early first-stage incest, for
exanpl e. The escape of the col onists by shuttle. How
he must have feared they were on to him were coning
to shut himdown! But he played dead, and they

finally gave in. To seal everyone in, he destroyed the
shuttle. He's got some slight flaws, you see. He's play-
ing God, all right, but he's not omnipotent. He nakes
m stakes." | paused for a second, thinking of howto
expl ai n what was ahead.

"I think he's reached the turning point of socia

engi neering on this world. He's nost of the world, now,
and he's stabilizing the popul ati on. Through his contact
with the virus, he can programjust about everybody
except perhaps the Firsts. Probably intends a heavenly
host eternally praying and glorifying God, the end

vi sion of the book

"Now it's tinme to spread the holy attainnent.”

George was aghast. "But—-how?" he asked

"Through ne. My little ship can reach the Peace
Victory. A small colony there will be easily nurtured.
We can spread, invade other worlds, use the same
techni ques on a grander scale. He's going to be a

m ssi onary who can deliver, George, but he needs ny
ship."

The ol der man stood, deep in thought. Finally, he
asked, "Can he get it? Can he use it?"

| shook ny head negatively. "No, it's a different
animal, so to speak. I'msure he tried when | first
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boarded the Victory and found it inpossible. That ship
can't nove without ny conscious will to nake it nove,
and it is prepared against the alien will. It's a scout
ship, remenber. It's got to have those features or you
don't dare send it and nme out into the unknown."

"Then you have only to not activate it, and he can
do nothing," CGeorge pointed out. "At |east we can

contain the virus here."

"I"'mafraid not," | replied carefully. "I'm due back
in tw years. They'll allow one nmore, then send two
scouts out to track nme. If neither of those return,
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then sonme big guns will go out. And big guns are a

hell of a lot sloppier and nore ignorant in the face of
t he unknown than scouts. They'll come down, | ook
around, find things crazy, and do what | di d—take

sonme sanples and head for home and a panel of ex-
perts. They'|ll take the virus with them and Mses,
still very much alive, will find some way to follow
them directing the virus, seeing through the specinen
Choz. No, George, we can't let that happen

"The only thing we can do is destroy the Peace
Victory and Moses."

It had turned dark, but we hadn't noved from

our shelter up in the valley. It still got chilly here; the
virus didn't like the cold, and we were very unconfort-
able. Yet we stayed, and we didn't sleep.

"You could ramit," George suggested.

For the ninetieth time | shook ny head. "No, that
thing's huge. The conputer is at the core, arnored and
protected. Even if we severed the ship in two, there

are alnost certainly fail-safe systens that would all ow
it to rejoin, maybe even self-repair. |I don't know those
ships, but that's the way |'d build them and although
the people of your tine didn't have the know edge we

do now, they were just as snmart."

"I still don't understand why the damm thing needs
you at all," Ceorge said. "After all, it alnpost certainly
still has strains of the virus in storage,"
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"The virus, yes," | replied, "but nothing to work
fromor on. Nor, of course, would it be spreading the
Conmunar ds—ust the virus and sonme senbl ance of

its original people. No, Mdses wants us. And, | think,
the only way to handle this is to give himwhat he
wants. "

"Huh?" George sounded surprised, and waited for
me to continue.

"W've got to go on up there and face him George,"”

I told him "W have to convince himhe's wong, bad
for humanity, usurping God's role. Yes, that night be
the best thing—harge himwi th bl asphemy. W have

to talk himout of his power drive before he does sorme-
thi ng desperate anyway, or before ny rescuers arrive."

"What if we can't?" George asked grinmy. "Wat
t hen?"

, "Then we'll have to destroy him sonmehow. You

know the ship and Mdses; | don't. That's why | need
you. Besides, you're the only one | can trust. Are you
game?"

"Curse himto eternal dammation! Yes! O course!"
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"Don't curse him" | said softly. "Renenber—-he's
only a machine, just an inperfect mrror of ourselves.
W made hi mwhat he i s—the di sease, the cancer."

There was nothing el se to say, because that left only
cursing ourselves, and we were already cursed.

W stood out there, the two of us, |ooking at the
hill of silvery strands covering the ship.

"Whn't he stop us?" George asked nervously.

"No," | told him "Relax. Renenber, we're doing
exactly what he wants us to do."

This was the first time |I'd ever broken into any-
thing by pissing on it, but that was the way of this
world. The acids in the Choz waste dissolved the web-
bi ng, which was not very thick. | was afraid for a no-
ment that the two of us wouldn't produce enough to
melt the webbing, but we did. There was just enough
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of a hole to wiggle through, dowmn flat on the ground
and inching forward on forel egs al one, rear |egs drag-
gi ng behi nd.

Since there was no color for metal objects, the ship
stood out in sharp, yell ow on-black outline. W found
just enough roominside the cocoon to crawl around

to the air lock, which was still open exactly as |I'd left
it so long ago.

"I''"l'l have to go in first," | told George, "and estab-
lish alink with the ship. Besides, there's only roomfor
one of us, standing on his tail, in the air |ock at one

time. The lock may look a little strange, but it works the
sane as air |ocks have since time imenorial. Just

make sure you clear the grooves on the outside or the
outer door will chop your tail off."

I reached the lock, stood up init, and felt the link
with the conputer in the ship. Attuned to ny brain
waves and identity pattern, it would respond only to
me and as a part of ne as well.

The lock shut, and | al nost becane a victimof ig-
noring ny own advice. |'msure several tail hairs were
neatly sliced.

When the inner lock finally opened, | entered ny

honme and wonb of so long for the first tinme as an alien
The stark yellow and bl ack of the nonorganic interior
plunged ne into a world of mi st and shadow, only

sonar and nenory woul d be ny gui des.
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| felt the conputer link, felt the air |ock reopen,

and felt George enter. Then | closed the outer |ock,
pressurized, opened the inner, and turned to see a

somewhat conforting blue figure enter the cabin.

The place snelled funny and felt unconfortabl e,

whi ch was strange, too. | hadn't realized until now how
really acute nmy sense of snell was, ny ability to detect
t housands of scents and to differentiate individuals by
them The place snelled unpleasant, dry, netallic, an-
tiseptic.

Then, too, the tenperature and hum dity were set
for human-norm too dry and cool for Choz confort.
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"Hang on!" | warned George. "W're busting out
of here!"

There was a sensation of lifting and a strong bunp

as we smashed through the webbi ng and conti nued

to rise. The pressure was rather unconfortable. Then,
suddenly, we broke free, and the internal systens ad-
justed to one-G slightly heavier than we'd been used
to and built for but not all that disconcerting.

I imredi ately caused the thernpbstat to | ower to just

a shade above freezing. The tenperature dropped so
suddenly, in a single blower action, that it canme as a
terrible shock to us. It nust have been an even greater
shock to Mdses' viruses, suddenly in an environnent
where they didn't function well at all. W felt no pain,
only a terrible urge to do sonething. The whole world
glowed with the danger color, alnost a pleading.

And then rel ease.

For the first time, | felt George and | were in com
pl ete control

"God! It's cold!'" George nuttered, and we could fee
it even through our thick, hairy hides.

"Notice sonething, George?" | called to him al-
though we were very close. "Turn slightly! Look at
ne! "

"No color!" he gasped. "You have no color at all
We're strictly on sonar!"

I nodded. "The color was a controlling and program
m ng nmechanism Wth the virus at |east dornmant,
we're free fromold Mses!"

Instinctively | glanced at nmy screens and instru-
ments, yet, although | was sure they showed what |
expected to see, they were blanks to nme. The gauges
were all covered by plastic, the screens were two-
di mensi onal optical projections.
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| edged past George to the bank of dials and gauges

I knew blindfolded. | w shed that | could see them
see their display readouts, and be reassured, but |
could not be. I was flying blind.

Well, so be it, |I thought. This ship could fly, if nec-
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essary, without nme at all, so it would have no probl ens
doi ng what | ordered—providi ng nothing broke down.

"How |l ong until we reach the Peace Victory?"
George asked, shivering fromthe cold.

"Never, | hope,” | told him "W're not going there.

I had no way of telling you and being sure old Mses
wasn't listening in, maybe picking things up through
the virus strains in ny body. W' re heading for an

out post communi cation relay at the edge of clained
territory, about two days away. Fromthere, through
the ship, | can contact Seiglein or the governnent

and give themthe story. Then we'll blast the hell out
of old Moses!"

Ten

"I"mgetting something on audio,” | called to George.
"I bet I know who it is."

George was down in the |ower bay, usually ny
sl eeping quarters, trying to orient hinself to the in-
terior of the ship | knew so well.

"Mbses?" he asked nervously.

"Nobody else it could be," I replied. "Shall we hear
what he has to say?"

George was uncertain. "Are you sure you want to?

I nean, it's cold as the devil here but who knows
what's col d enough? He could be trying to re-establish
contact, to force us back."

"Probably," | agreed. "But if he could do it with
the virus he'd have done it by now He's pretty weak
at this point; we'll have to nake an L-junp soon
and that'll put us conpletely out of range. So let's

see what the old boy wants."

Opening audio required nme to work a coupl e of

controls. This was difficult w thout hands, but the
hooves separated just far enough to get around the
scanni ng knob. Switches | could throw, although with
difficulty, since the forel egs were designed to be feet
and provided only a linted freedom of novenent.

It took sone tine and trouble for ne to tune him
in. Finally, with sone whistling and popping, | got
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hi m|locked in. He had a strange voice, one of the
strangest 1'd ever heard. It was electronic, yes, but
it had a three-dinensional character to it, as if we
were listening to a recording of someone that had

The Web of the Chozen

then been processed to sound el ectronic. It was an
old man's voi ce—enotional, powerful.

"Pl ease! Please! My children! Respond to nmy call!"
it inplored.

| opened the contact switch. "Go ahead, Moses.
This is Bar Holliday."

"Why do you do this, nmy child?" the voice wail ed,
anguish in its every tone. "Wy do you separate your-
self fromthe oneness, run fromthe great fulfill nent
of God's holy plan?"

"It's not God's plan," | snapped. "It's yours, Moses.
You did it. You, alone. You usurped God' s powers,

his position. You are replacing God, Myses, comit-
ting bl aspheny."

Not bad for a sure-enough socialist atheist,
t hought smugly.

"No! No!" Moses protested. "I amonly the agent,
only fulfilling God's plan. What | do is God's wll.
If it were not Hs will. He would not permit ne to do

it; he would tell nme what to do."

"Bullshit,"” | replied. "That's the excuse for half the
deaths in human history, the wars, the oppression

More peopl e have been killed in the name of God

than for any other reason." | liked that—t was one

of the fewlines | renenbered fromny history

cl asses.

"But | kill no one!" Mbses responded. "No one
dies in the colony. | bring only peace, joy w thout
strife."

| sensed George com ng up behind ne and coul d
al nrost feel his fury.

"Moses, this is George Haspinol. | was with you
fromthe beginning. You are wong, Mses. You have
si nned. "

"El der Haspinol!" Mses exclained. "I do not err.

The goal s of your holy teachings and those of the holy
books are nost plain."

"Those goals were not for this life, Mses, but for
82
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t he next,'
stood. "

George replied sadly. "You have m sunder -

"l .cannot m sunderstand," the ship's conputer re-
sponded obstinately. "I am sel f-programm ng, and

think logically as you cannot. Al the centuries of the
Faith have awaited soneone who could properly inter-
pret them | amthat one, the final prophet—the arm

of CGod."

"You've killed them Moses," | put in. "As sure

as if you'd blown themup you' ve killed them You
killed their humanity, their past. You have nmade them
i gnorant animals."

"Ani mal s? No! Far greater than that!" the conputer
huffed. "True, to enter Eden one nmust be purified of
sin by bathing in the holy waters that take menory.
It is the only way, as the Bel oved Poet said. But
now—Aow they will be happy, taught to glorify God
forever."

I flipped the switch so that we weren't broadcast-
i ng.

"It's no use," | told George. "He's a fanatic. He

knows he has the right answers. He—hey! Hold it!"

"What's the matter?" Ceorge asked, al arned.

"Bl ess these sensitive long ears!" | yelled. "His
signal's getting progressively stronger, but | can't read
the instruments! He's been zeroing in on our signal

I have no way of knowi ng how close he is, so get
bel ow and brace yourself as best you can. |'m going

to L-junp just as soon as | can!"

Suddenly the fear was back, strong, and | cursed
myself for a fool. | had told Mbses where we were
fromour signal, and |I'd stopped, waiting for him
Moses coul d open the | oading bays and scoop us in,
and | woul dn't have the running-start power | needed
to L-junp.

"Braced?" | called nervously to George
"As good as | can be, considering," was the reply
from bel ow.
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| ordered straight-line acceleration to put sone dis-
tance between us and Mses.

Satisfied, | went down on all fours, bracing nyself
as nmuch as possi bl e agai nst the big padded chair into
which | could no | onger strap nyself, then ordered

the L-j unp.
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It's hard to describe the L-junp to anyone not well
versed in physics. The best way, | suppose, is to re-
menber that there are many nore di mensions than

the four in which we live, each with different prop-
erties. Depending on the intersection of those

di nensions by the outer hull of the ship, we would be
pl aced under a different set of rules, a different set of
physical |aws, while an energy cocoon would maintain
our own conditions inside. Wen |gor Kutznanitov

di scovered them by acci dent while studying the strange
properties just outside the event horizon of black

hol es—but, no I'mtoo technical already. Let's just
say that | nentally throw a series of relays and we
are suddenly exenpt fromrelativity while speed is

mul tiplied exponentially. It makes for quick trips,
weeks or nmonths to places you couldn't reach in hun-
dreds of years at sub-Ilight-speeds.

This would be a short junp, and | actually had

to decelerate to match what the ship's conputer told
me woul d be the right velocity in L-space to get ne
where | needed to go. W weren't that far outside
expl ored space. But it would take Myses eighty years
to get where we would get in eighty days.

Satisfied, | was al nost too conplacent as the ship's
conmputer warned of a great nmass closing on us fast.
Capture would be just a matter of seconds consi der-
ing ny deceleration

I forced the L-junp.

Al'l signs of matter in the vicinity, vanished. The
ship's sensors showed nothing at all now. |1'd nade it,
perhaps with thirty seconds to spare.

The junp itself is a jarring experience, a tremendous
bunp and bang. | heard George cry out; but the
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force, so routine when |'m strapped in nmy chair or
bunk was enough to throw ne off bal ance, and
crashed into an auxiliary instrunent bank. It was
armored, of course, and would survive. But ny ar-
mor was for lighter things, and | felt the sting of
several sharp edges cutting into nme, not deeply but
painfully. | knew that it wouldn't be |ong before
felt the bruises.

Such sensations were strange to ne now. There

had been little pain on Patnos, and the virus sawto
efficient repair of any damage in a night. But the virus
was inactive in the cold, maybe even dead now.

Carefully, | picked nyself up. My bushy tail had

broken sonme of the fall, but ny right rear foot had
been badly twi sted. | hoped it wasn't broken
"CGeorge!" | called. "Are you all right?"
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"I"'mgoing to ache for a week," he yelled back at
me, "but | think I'Il survive. You?"

"Cuts and bruises, and ny back foot's sprained.

Dam! 1'd al nost forgotten what it was like to fee
such pain, and when the shock wears off it'll be
wor se. "

George nade his way into the upper-control-room

cabi n.
"I wish | could look at it, but I'll do what | can,"
he said. "I was sonmething of a medic, you know,

al though I'mtwenty years out of practice. Lord!

Just did a narrow scan. You've got a couple of nasty
cuts there. Sone bl ood, but not nuch. Were do you
keep your nedical stores?"

"There's a nedicine chest on the wall just before
the door to the head," | told him "But—+ don't know
if the stuff will work on ne now. "

"Worth a try," was the reply. | heard himfunbling

a lot with sonmething, and deduced that it nust be the
pul | -and-tw st handl e on the cabinet door. It took him
several mnutes to manage it wi thout hands, and |’
never know to this day how he did it.

"Lots of stuff in here!" he called finally. The aches
85
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were really coining on strong now, and the bind | eg
was giving ne fits. "Wiich is the salve?"

"The big jar," | called back. "lIt's in a recessed
hol der on the bottom shel f."

"I see it!" he responded. "No way to pick it up,

t hough. Let me see. Hmm. There was silence for
a mnute nore. | felt some wetness on ny right
side, and knew that | was still bl eeding.

Then | heard himcom ng back up the ranp and
into the cabin where | lay. | scanned himand saw

that he had the jar in his nouth.

"How did you manage that?" | asked, curiosity
overcom ng pain.

He put the jar down on the floor and spit sone
stuff out of his nouth.

"l shot sone webbing on it, then ate the line in
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until | had it," he said matter-of-factly. "But it's too
big a jar to get ny hoof around. How the hell do we

get the top of f?"
| stared at the outline of the fat jar on the floor

and shook my head slowy. We tried with ne hol di ng
it between the knees of ny forelegs while he pushed,
then all sorts of things. Nothing budged it.

I | ooked up at George, and knew we were both

thinking the sanme thing. For the first tine, the very
first tinme, we were both admtting the truth to our-
selves. W weren't human anynore. This was a hu-

man shi p, designed for humans. W were entirely

different creatures.

"This isn't going to work, George," | said softly.
"W aren't equipped for it."

He nodded glumy. "Here. Lie flat on the floor,

hind | egs out, tail up on your back," he said grimy.

"Let me feel that wound."
I did so, and he ran his forelegs down until he

touched the | eg.

It hurt like hell, and I al nost screaned.
"Broken," he affirmed. "And you're still bl eeding.

Even the clotting factor is virus-controlled." He
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paused for a mnute. "How |l ong until we get to that
beacon?" he asked.

"Eighty days,” | replied. "I'll nmake it, somehow—
at |l east that far."

He was silent again for a while, thinking hard. Fi-
nally he said, "No you won't. You'll bleed to death
first. And the ship will take me back to base, where
I"l'l be a good zoo aninmal for somebody. | can't operate
your gadgets, you know. Besides, what am| to eat?
We'll starve first anyway."

I thought hard through the pain, trying to see a
hole in his logic, but I couldn't.

He was right.

"So what do we do?" | asked him "Go back to
Moses? You know we can't. And | can't break an
L-junmp once committed."”
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"I think we turn up the heat," he said calny.

"W don't know what that will do," | objected. "I
may have killed the virus. On the other hand, it may
be programed to nmake us do things."

He stood there a few seconds nore, then said the
words | nobst hated in all the universe, even nore
now because they were so very, very true.

"We have no choice," he said.

| ordered the heat turned up slowy, to give us at
| east a chance to return to the freeze conditi on—
qui ckly if necessary.

| felt the heat flow, and it was wonderful. The
tenmperature clinbed slowy in the cabin and, as it

did, I was tense, looking for nasty influences or signs
of change.

There 'were sone of the latter. The col or-sense
returned intermttently at first, then it canme on full
But that didn't hel p nuch—fust nade George a bl ue
tinged with the hue of concern mixed with that of
tenseness, probably like my own color. It showed
clearly that the virus was still very nuch alive
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"Feel any strange urges?" | asked himcautiously,
still in too much pain to tell anything nyself.

"I'"'mfeeling hungry," he replied. "And a hell of a
ot more confortable. That's all."

I chuckl ed. CGeorge was al ready picking up ny bad
habits. The preacher was doing some mld cussing.

"I'"'mgoing to increase the humidity," | told him
"Tenperature's Patnbs normnow, near as | can tell."

| brought the humidity up to a | evel that would be
stifling to a human but seemed nornal to us.

"Bl ood flow s slow ng," George noted.

I could feel feel the pain subsiding, had tingling
in areas which only nonents before had been seas of
pai n.

"Feeling a little sleepy,” | told him "The repair
gang's in all right."

"Go ahead,"” he urged. "I'll stand watch over both

of us.”

I slept.

Unable to | ook at ny chrononeter, | had no idea
how | ong |1'd been out, but the sleep nust have been
very deep. Wien | awoke, | felt excellent, refreshed.

There was no pain, although | could feel caked bl ood
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on ny fur.

| 1 ooked around. George had finally succunbed,
and was snoring soundly nearby. | let himsleep.

| didn't feel any different, | thought, checking ny-
sel f. Just well again. And hungry.

O was | different.

The question didn't disturb me as nmuch as it shoul d

have, | suppose. |'d already faced it the—ni ght?—
bef or e.
The body felt confortable, normal. | tried to re-

menber being in nmy human form yet although the
menory was all there, it didn't seemme, really. It
was |ike | ooking back at someone el se, sonme strange
creature 1'd once known and befriended, perhaps
even |iked.
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I 1 ooked over at CGeorge, sleeping peacefully, scan-
ning himslowy.

He | ooked nornal to ne. He was people.

An effect of the virus? | wondered. No, probably

not. | recalled people living on a hellhole of a world
only theoretically Terraformed. The snell in the at-
nmosphere, while not harnful, was revolting. | had to

wear an air mask. But the peopl e—born there, bom
with that snell as a part of their normal existence—
hadn't even noticed it. Even the old-tiners, bom off-
wor | d, had adapt ed.

I'"d seen cold worlds where tenperatures | could

hardly bear were normal, where people |lived and

| oved and worked without a thought. Man had col o-

ni zed a hundred such worlds, nost of themvery differ-
ent fromthe world he'd cone from Even Earth—

recalled the extremes of clinmate and altitude that they'd
said was there. People who always |ived near the poles

on the ice cap. People who |ived at el evations so high
that other nen couldn't even breathe confortably.

We adapt. That's why man has survived and spread
and dom nat ed

W adapt even to another form | thought. Take
toit as if it were our own.

If / felt this way, what of George? How | ong had

| been nonhuman? Three nonths? Four? For him

it was twenty years, twenty years renoved from hu-
manity.

| took a look at the strangely and cruelly forned
alien creature sleeping over there, and | knew that |
was an alien, too.
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The virus was an anal og of a mechani cal conputer

of course. It had been programmed and it would fol -
low in that program Even here, cut off completely
from Mbses' influence, it continued to do its job. And
with that realization cane the added know edge that,

if Mbses were destroyed as he nust be, | would spend
the rest of my very long life as this creature.

O would it be along life? | wondered suddenly.
89
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VWhat were we to eat for this trip—and back? No
grass and tubers here. | considered our predi canent
for a moment. How woul d we have eaten on Mses
ship? Wuld | have ferried soil and seeds up there?
The place had been cl eared out, and he needed or-
ganic material to work wth.

Suddenly, curiously, | had to go to the bathroom

It was the last thing | needed—to get enptier—but

| sighed and rose, trying not to make a clatter with
my hooves as | went downstairs to the head.

When | got there, | discovered another problem The
head was snall; obviously. It needed only to be a
little place to sit. For a man to sit.

I just didn't fit intoit. For one thing, even getting
myself in ass-end first, | couldn't get over the seat. My
rear ained down between ny | egs

The pressure was becom ng unbearable, as it does
when you gotta go and have to hold it, and | |ooked
around anxiously for sonme place to put it. | was stil
consi dering ny probl em when nature forced the is-
sue, and out it cane onto the floor, |oads of it.

When finished, | turned and | ooked around, as
ani mal s sometines do. Using the inplanted instincts
of the virus, |I did what all Choz do, and spread it

out thinly until it covered quite a space. Stopping

to think, | considered that this was going to be a nessy
trip—er would be, if we had any food to nake nore

wast e.

Maybe we did, | thought suddenly. The probe stil

held the original soil sanple, that part of it not used
in analysis. There would al so be the inevitable grass
containing its tiny seeds. Virus-controlled, it grew al -
nost overni ght, replenishing what the Choz of the

field consuned the previous day.

Again the effort took sonme work. | had to operate
controls not designed for nme in order to lift the probe
core to the plastic, vacuuminsul ated vi ewi ng case.

I knew it was there, heard it click in despite not be-
ing able to sound it. Now |l just had to get it into this
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at nosphere, into the ship proper. This was a probl em
since the case was designed to keep it out.

I hamered at it with ny foreleg, but it only went

"thunp, thunp, thunp against the hard pl asticine bub-

ble. First of all, |I could only lift my forelegs, and they
bent only inward. No pressure could be exerted by

t hem except when wei ght was on them

The run! | thought suddenly. Those big, powerful
rear legs with a kick that could propel me many me-
ters across the plains in one | eap

I turned, ainmed as best | could, and, bracing ny-
self on ny forel egs, kicked hard. Again! Again! And

agai n!
The noi se woke George, who called out to ne in

concern
"No problens!" | assured him hoping that was true.
I told himwhat | was trying to do

Back at it again. Kicking blind, I bent in a good
deal of the side as well, but | didn't care if a few
cabinets |I could no | onger use got smashed.

Suddenly | had it, heard it crack and shatter.

| turned, and the probe stood exposed anong shat -
tered bubble fragments. It was partially open, so no

probl em t here.

George cane down, and the two of us struggled to

get the big ball, now open slightly on invisible hinges,
out and onto the floor. Dirt and some grass fell out.
The pinkness was al nbst too nmuch, but, with wll-

power, we nanhaged to get the stuff to ny fertilizer

pat ch.

The rel ease of tension being what it was, George
had the sane problemas | had had and added his
fecal matter to the field

We spent an agoni zi ng day and ni ght, consuned

wi th hunger, checking on the patch constantly. Noth-

ing else was on either of our nminds. W could see that
the virus was still there, and that it knewits job. Sone
of it, too, would have been in our fecal matter, and it
woul d, we hoped, know our need.
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The process began, accel erated, and becane fas-
cinating to watch.

The material grew all right, formng a patch of pink
on the floor, but not nearly enough for the two of us.
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As we watched, it increased its growh even nore,
devel opi ng at speeds far beyond anything nornmal, dy-
ing, falling, and providing nurse material for new
growt h

The virus was doing to the little sanple what it had
done to change nme—speeding up cellular division to
an enornmpus rate, using the new organic natter to
create nore.

"Where does it get the energy to do that?" | won-
der ed.

"Fromthe lights," George replied. "Just |ike our

plants get it fromthe sun. It takes that radi ated energy
and converts it to matter. W're going to eat again,

Bar!"

I was wat ching ny forner bedroom and | ounge be-
cone a jungle.

"Yeah," | replied, still glum "So now how do we

stop it?"
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St oppi ng the process proved easy. | could still contro

the lights and their intensity. Wien we'd spread the
hunus around and gotten a pretty good patch grow

i ng, enough to feed us and some left over, | turned
down the lights. The grow ng sl owed. Wthout that en-
ergy, the virus could do only so nuch.

Sone experinentation established the proper I|ight

level. W had to get water to the plants, of course, but
that proved fairly easy. W just cooperated in working

t he washbasin, George holding the tap down. | would
then lap up the water but not swallowit, and spit it
over as much of the field as | could. | kept the hum d-
ity at al nobst maxi mum so the soil renained reason-

ably noi st.

And, as the days went by, we helped by fertilizing
our own field.

To human, civilized nmnds this all mght sound

grot esque, disgusting. But we were starving, for one
thing, and, for another, we were not human and we
were close to the earth. Al of this was a normal and
necessary part of existence.

Only four days out | started feeling strange. First,
there was the additional notion in the vicinity of ny
stomach; occasionally | would feel bruised down
there. Then, too, | seenmed weaker than normal, much
nore so than could be explained by past injuries.

I nentioned it to George and he | aughed.
"Sure! You've just been working and worrying too

much to notice or renenber. Look, scan my pouch.”
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I did, and it seenmed enlarged and irregular. On
inmpulse | did the same to nyself. Yes, what |'d feared
was a growmh was there, only this was the first tine
I'"d noticed that George's condition matched ny own.

"The eggs have hatched!" the ol der man | aughed.
"Remenber? You got one in the Breed, |'msure. So
did 1. W're going to be papas in a couple of days!"

Sonehow | 'd just forgotten that experience, or over-

| ooked it anyway. Now the evidence becanme too nuch

to ignore. It wasn't exactly being pregnant, but it was
cl ose enough.

I remenbered Mara's description of the Breed's
af t er mat h.

"Hey!" | protested. "It was supposed to be out in
eight to ten days! It's been longer than that."

"Probably the freezing," George guessed. "Renmem

ber, we are not independent organi sme—we exist in
synbiosis with the virus. Turn off the virus and you

turn off nobst of the processes it controls. Humans have
gene patterns to direct this sort of thing; we don't. The
virus replaces the genes, the DNA in the cells—or, at

| east, their function."

| nodded. It didn't bother me as much now that the

i nvisible partner was no | onger controlled by an out-
side intelligence. Left alone, the reconstructed nutated
virus was doing what its own DNA and RNA nol e-

cul es directed and no nore—which did give rise to a

di sturbi ng thought, though

"CGeorge, what if sonebody el se knew about our
viruses? Couldn't they take us over?"

He shook his head. "I doubt it. Renenber, there's

nore to this than just know ng about the things. You
have to know what to tell themto do, and, nost im
portant how. And, of course, they were designed to
Moses' specifications. | suppose it's possible, though,
with a lot of tine and a | ot of guinea pigs."

Thi s concept gave nme pause. "Ceorge, there's
a whol e pl anetl oad of guinea pigs back there once
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Moses is destroyed. W m ght have added a new
winkle to Seiglein Corporation's repertoire.”

He considered this for a while. Finally he | ooked
up at nme and said, seriously, "Bar? Do we dare do
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what we're doi ng?"

Thi s question bothered me as well, but | knew the
answer .

"You know we do," | told him "This is the |esser
of two evils. After all, we know what wi |l happen
eventually if we don't. W don't know how t hey'l
react. W can only hope they'll blow Mses and | et

us run the planet."

Four days later the children energed. Not all at
once, just the head first. Wth no horns—thank good-
ness! —they had the preprogranmed col or-sense and
hearing but little else. Even so, when | ate, junior

| eaned out and ate as well. George's energed not a
day after mine, |ooking identical according to ny
senses.

George was the expert here, and | followed his
exanpl e. Even while the young were in the pouches,
their education began. It consisted nostly of George,
then ne, saying words |like "food" and "eat" when

the kid was in the proper position or doing the thing
we | abel ed.

We | abel ed everything. After a few days it got to be
a habit, and it seened to work very well

M ne grew fast, and wei ghed exceedi ngly heavy on

me. In short order he could no |onger retract com
pletely into the pouch, was always head out, then head
and forelegs. This forced ne to go on all fours all the
time; it was too awkward to bal ance. My only sol ace

was that George, who'd done this many tinmes before,

was having the sane probl ens.

Al t hough m ne had been the first to energe,
George's was the first to drop, and he sighed with
obvious relief. The kid still had only small nubs of
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hons and no real vision, and so had to be guided
around; but the little guy was devel oping with the
rapidity that only the Choz coul d experience. Twel ve
or nore years of growh and devel opnent was bei ng
done at six tines normal speed. You couldn't actually
see them grow and devel op, but every day the kids
changed.

M ne dropped the day after George's, and we dis-
covered why it'd taken so long. It was a fenale, and
femal es were smal | er.

"No doubt about it," George said after turning the
kid over and | ooking to nake sure. "You're a rea
freak, Bar. But it figures. Renmenber, Moses expected
you to return to the ship: you're the only one who
could; the only one who he could be sure of; and
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you're the only one he had particular control over
when changi ng. "

We under st ood, now, how Mbdses planned to build
up his population while carrying his seed to distant

stars.
"It's a wonder he didn't nake ne female, |ike he
did sone of your original crew, " | renmarked

"No, he thought it through," Ceorge replied. "You
only need one nale, you know, and you were the only
one he was certain would come to the ship, the only
one able to cone."

We named George's boy Ham in the older man's
one-syllable tradition and, | found out, fromhis holy
book. My daughter he talked ne into calling Eve,

since she was worman out of man, some story fromhis
book agai n.

It was okay with ne. | wasn't used to being a father

The children were a wel conme additi on nonethel ess,
since it helped jamthe seem ngly endl ess days in
L-junmp. No two Choz, even the Seconds, had ever
gotten so nuch attention, or so nuch teaching. Both
were already mniature versions of full Choz, and
speaki ng sentences after a fashion by the tinme the
eightieth day rolled around. Ham and Eve had been
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so much of an experience, and so wel cone a diversion
that we'd thought little of the ethical problens and
possi bl e consequences up to now.

A war ni ng buzzer sounded through the ship, signal-
ing enmergence fromthe junp in ten mnutes. It was

so strange an intrusion, and we were so divorced from
any real sense of time, that it took ne a nmonment to
realize what it was.

The kids ran to us, fearing the new, unknown sound,
unusual |y harsh and irritating to our fine-tuned, full-
range heari ng.

"I't'Il be another big bunp," | warned George, and
turned to the kids. "A big bang is comng," | told them
softly. "It won't hurt, but it can toss you around and

hurt you that way."

This time we had a field down bel ow with soft
grasses, and we lay down in it, bracing ourselves and
the ki ds agai nst one anot her.

The buzzer sounded again at regular intervals. |
counted them of f.

"Ten . . . nine . .. eight... seven ... six ... five ..
four . . . three. . . two . . . one . ." Bang! The whol e
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shi p shook and shuddered, and we bounced around a
good deal, but even though we all slid toward a wal
we were ready for it this tinme and able to break the
fall. The kids were scared and crying, and we com
forted themfirst.

That done, | checked the conputer. W were stil

some di stance fromthe beacon—+'d had to guess fast
on the junp—and we proceeded toward it in norm
space. | could already hear it—er, rather, the com
puter could hear it and send that information to me—
a constant, wailing tone, very distant.

It took us two days to reach it.

I knew the beacon well, since |I'd placed it there
last tine out. And the one to which it sent as well —
and the one before that. This was ny territory, had
been for ten years.

The beacons were unmanned out posts in the dark,
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giving a horning signal, even living quarters for a |ong
period if rescue was what was needed. And, they could
shoot a message cylinder, passing it on down the |line

in L-junp to the next station, at velocities rmuch faster
than any human coul d st and.

Such a nessage would reach a Seiglein station in a
matter of hours. The tine | ag then woul d depend on
how qui ckly the message was decoded, interpreted,
and an answer fornul ated by hi gher-ups. An i medi -
ate reply would be plus or mnus seven hours, so it
woul d be a long conversation and | was sure there'd
be many questi ons.

Now, suddenly, the old nerves were com ng back

"What do | tell them George?" | asked, concerned.
"And how nuch?"

He chewed on his |lip a nonent.

"I've been thinking about that the |ast few hours,"
he responded slowy. "W have to tell themthe truth
WIl there be a visual ?"

| nodded. "It's automatic."

"Ckay, then, you tell themeverything. Spare no
details. Make it as dramatic as you can—you're living
proof of the truth. But |eave out nme and the kids—
we' || stay back here in the ship."

| looked at himstrangely. "Bad feeling?"

He shrugged. "Call it caution. Alone, you're no
threat. Four of us—ene a femnle—that's a threat
Thi nk about Eve."
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I saw his point and agreed.

The conputer automatically connected to the bea-

con air lock, and | could hear the thrumm ng of nobtors
as the atnosphere was rel eased from storage and the
pressure was equalized. Finally, the air |ock opened,
then the outer one, and | hopped, hooves clattering
agai nst the bare ribbed netal floor, into the beacon
station. There was no col or, there being no organic
material other than ne in the place. | scanned and

qui ckly discovered what | was | ooking for

The broadcast consol e was hard to manage. For
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one thing, there was a fixed, padded chair in front of
it with positioned mcrophone and caneras. | wasn't
built to fit there, and | had to squeeze in as best |
could. Furthernore, the controls | acked the identifying
mar kers that woul d have shown ne which was which

| didn't get into these things nuch and they changed
them every once in a while. The | abels were there, al
right. They were just flat printing, and | couldn't read

t hem

The problemwi th the chair, the m kes, and the
control s caused me to have probl ens just reaching the
panel, and ny hooves certainly didn't make for easy
adj ustnent, even when guessi ng which control was
which. | knew there was even a picture diagram for
those unfamiliar with the equi pment, but, again, I
couldn't see or read it.

Finally I got everything turned on, hoped ny posi-

tion and the controls were all right, and reported in,
telling the story briefly and as best | could. Then it
took some nore tine to find the transmt switch, and

two tries to hit it. | was wondering if | blewit, when

I felt a shudder go through the station as the projectile

was ej ect ed.

The kids wanted to explore the new place, but |
was | eery as to how rmuch was bei ng broadcast and
recorded, and kept them out.

We ate, played with the kids a little until it was
time to go back to the beacon station. The little shud-
der and bunp told ne that a return nessage had

arrived.
Fourteen hours, | thought. It had no neaning. Tine

had no meani ng anynore.

Well, 1'd guessed right on transmt, so | tried the
conpl enentary control that just had to be Receive—

and it was.
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"Beacon 1458936-YL," came a human voi ce—the

first human voice |'d ever heard as a Choz. It sounded
harsh, throaty, unpleasant. "W have received a bl ank
message cylinder fromyou. Please listen and foll ow

99
The Web of the Chozen

our instructions, watching the screen to do as we do,
SO we can receive you properly. If we do not receive
a message fromyou within fifteen standard hours we
wi Il dispatch a ship, never fear."

I cursed under ny-breath. Wat could | have done
wong? | wanted this over and done with.

The pictorial exanple was usel ess, of course, but the
voi ce instructions were quite conplete. | went through
t he whol e procedure with them and found that | had
done it all right. Ch, maybe the | evel was off, but, if
so, it was on the high side

Then, of course, | understood. First, not being able
to see anything except by sonar, |1'd neglected to turn
on the canera lights! Second—well, why no voice
transm ssion? | shook my head and went back to

CGeor ge.

"I don't know," was all the help he could offer
"Unl ess—+mybe our speech is different sonehow. "

"OF course it is!" | sighed, and cursed nyself for a
f ool

Qur speech was entirely ultrasonic, of course. The
whol e story was on the cylinder, all right, but the men
at the other end didn't have the playback equi prent

to get at it. The recording range was designed for
human speech and compressed to fit the storage re-

qui rement s.

I thought about the problem and thought about it

sone nore. For numerous reasons | didn't want to

nmeet that rescue ship, which, in any event, would be a
good half a year away unl ess they had sonebody

cl oser. Three nont hs anyway.

"I can't understand how Mdses coul d hear us,"
George noted. "After all, didn't the same linmtations
al so apply to hinP"

"No," | responded. "He was picking us up directly,
receiving us by his own transceiver from our nunber-

| ess internal, biological transceivers. W eventually got
himwith a radio and just assumed he was getting us

the sane way."
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Then | had the solution. The ship's conputer was

alnmost literally a part of ne. /( had its own voice, of
course, for broadcast at a beacon station when the
pil ot was dead.

| scanned the conmputer logic and told it what |
wanted. It conplied with a direct link into the station.

The only trouble was, | couldn't be on visual in the
station and tal king through the conputer in the ship.

So, of course, we sent George in to smile for the
canmeras. They woul dn't know the difference.

Once again | told the story, again | made the om s-
sions about nmy own famly here and about my own
feelings of literal alienation fromthem | needed
Moses destroyed, and only they could do it.

After, we ate a little, then slept. Schedul es were for
t he humans, and the beacon

The second return nessage was quite different, and
an hour |ate.

"Hol liday!" said a voice that sounded terrible, evil,
monstrous to me. "This is—to put it nmildly—-hard to
bel i eve. That—that creature is now you?" It broke off
a monent, then continued. "Wll—ae will certainly

send a force out! That an old conputer—well, it's

hard to accept, but there you are and there this story
is."

There was anot her pause. | was troubled by a cer-
tain slight famliarity in the voice even though it
sounded so strange.

The voice—a wonan's, | realized—onti nued.

"Well, now, we'll proceed to the beacon i medi ately
and fromthere to this Patnbs to solve this, er, situa-
tion. Wait for us."

For Seiglein to take possession of their new pets?
Not rme.

Suddenly | recogni zed the voice. It had once
sounded sweet to ne, even pretty, although that was
hard to imagi ne now.

It was O ag 4516 Brosnyak

| tried to visualize her, remenber her as she was
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when | wal ked out on her two years before. That
was somehow hard to do. WAS even nenory a victim
of this process? | wondered.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...20-%20The%20Web%200f%20the%20Chozen%20UC.txt (80 of 170) [1/19/03 4:45:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%620Web%200f %20the%20Chozen%20U C.txt

Oh, | remenbered what she | ooked like, the whole

rel ati onshi p, which we knew was only a between-

m ssion thing. She bel onged too nmuch to the Corpora-
tion, and | belonged to no one but nyself.

| dismssed the nmenory as uninportant. The reply
was inportant, and we worked it the same way.

"Good to see you, Oag," | began, trying to sound

as human as possible. "Yes, the first intelligent alien
manki nd has made contact with is nme. Look, | want to

see all this go down, and | want to be there after to
tal k about what will happen. Pardon nme if | remnd

you of our talks about nmy faith in anything, nost of al
the Corporation. You have the coordinates. I'll wait
another fifteen for your reply, then, no matter what it
says, I'moff for Patnos. Don't be so shocked, either,

at the way | |ook. Look at the people's faces in those
apartnents near your office, staring into their Crea-
tivisions, nunching their nutritious food cubes. At |east
sonme of these people still talk to each other, and watch-
ing grass grow is at |east as constructive. See you."

| signed off, and George pushed the transmt but-
ton. | felt the shudder, and knew the capsul e was off.

We went through another entire eat-teach-eat-sleep

cycle before there was a reply. This tinme it wasn't O ag
—+t was sonebody hi gher up. Another woman, but she
sounded even nore nonstrous and evil

Must be a Seiglein, | thought acidly.

"Al'l right, Holliday," the stranger said, and | w shed

| could see what she | ooked like. "You win. Your psych
profile and record indicate that you are as crazy and
as antisocial as scouts usually are—that's why you're
out there, and we're here, and you're in this nmess | ook-
ing like that."

Pig's ass, | thought. If any of those toadies fromthe
Cor porati on had been on Patnos they'd be singing
hal | el eujahs with Moses and loving it now But, of
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course, that was the other reason why | was out here
and they were back there.

"Now, we recommend that you do not get too cl ose

to the Peace Victory before we handle the matter. Af-
ter all, if what you say is true the conputer can regain
control of you. You will be our check that the conputer
is dead. The PV was nade by Mackl ock back on Earth

and we don't have all the plans and information on it
we'd like. It was a long tine ago."

| smiled. | didn't get out here to go back the fool,
thought. | would be there, and we'd all be in the
freezer.
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I'"d neglected to tell thema few other things, too.

"You are getting the Cruiser Courrant under Gerald
Alois Seiglein himself, along with two destroyers. After
the PV is destroyed, approach and stand off the

Courrant and we will attend to you."

That was it, the end of the nessage.

And | didn't like the end line at all

Li ke hell | was going to come under those guns!
Particularly not for second grandson Gerald Al ois
Sei gl ei n.
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Twel ve

We |aid off about two-thirds of the way to Pat nos.
Actually, | was in sonething of a bind, since | had no
clear time sense and didn't dare stick near the beacon
nor go back to the vicinity of Mdses. Fortunately, the
timng mechanismfor the L-junp was adaptable as a
stopwat ch of sorts, and ny own cal cul ations said that
if Seiglein were coming he would be com ng from
Altara, his fanmly's private little fiefdom and that
woul d take one hundred ninety-seven days.

There was no hurry. We used the tinme well in teach-
ing Ham and Eve, and we were very careful in the way
in which it was done. This was, after all, the first tine

two Choz Seconds or later could be taught off-planet,
inisolation, and it was a gol den opportunity to tel
themthe right things.

One thing, for sure, was to avoid the initial ms-
takes of the Comunards. Shocked by their new sta-

tus, they had taught the Seconds as humans and had,

in the process, painted sonething of an idealized view
of the older race, the race with hands, with choice in
sex, with optical vision—hatever that was. Not having
experienced it, the young naturally had fantasized it

i nto sonet hing narvel ous.

O course, these attitudes had been passed down as
much as the rapid breeding would allow, |osing any
correspondence to reality in the translation, becom ng
ever nore inflated.

Those who'd seen ne | and, the Seconds, Thirds, and
so on, had felt sorry for nme, pitied ne for being trans-
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fornmed into one of them a god suddenly stripped of
power and position and cast anong the damed.

That explained why | got a lot of respect and little
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resi st ance.
These children wouldn't be |ike that.

We were determ ned that they would accept them

selves for what they were, a different species; that they
woul d regard man as an alien race, different, certainly,
for that is what alien nmeans, but not better nor worse
than they. W were careful to tell them of the col ony

of Patnos as a history of a new race, not the remains

of a discarded old one. They were not hunman, they

woul d never be human. The humans were those fol ks

Over There somepl ace, the funny ones who depended
entirely on machi nes and didn't have some of the

wondr ous things that the Choz had.

The process worked well, really, although it was
unsettling to see themso receptive fromthe start and
grow so quickly toward adul thood. Unlike hunman ba-

bi es, they were al nbst reasoning recorders (the better
to nenorize scripture, eh Mises?) who absorbed al

that we threw at them And, in our tiny, closed envi-
ronnent, they took all we said at face val ue, having
nothing to conpare it with.

The only thing we couldn't really convey was the

deep appreciation of and feeling for nature; they had
never been off ny ship. That would cone later, the joy
of discovery of the freedom of the Choz on the plain.

George and | often wondered what woul d have been

the colony's fate, shape, and health now if they had
started with the Seconds like this and had this sort of
close, intimte, nonent-to-nonment relationship with
every Choz child during the formative first two years.

And, finally, as all good things nust, the buzzer
warned ne that it was tine. The old, nervous gut feel-
ings were back. The fear was there, that nanel ess,
shapel ess thing that was in every thinking creature at
one point or another: fear of the unknown.

The whole future of a race woul d be deci ded soon,
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we knew, and there was no clear way to predict how
these things would go. How woul d Moses react? How
woul d Sei gl ei n?

In the interimwe'd also been able to selectively
grow and partially bale some grass as cushions; the
L-junp woul dn't be as nuch of a threat this tinme out.

"Are we going to Patns now?" Eve asked ne, ex-
cited and anxi ous.

I nodded. "Yes, | hope so. Eve," | responded as
cheerfully as | coul d nanage.
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They remenbered the previous L-junp and needed

no coaxing to get into cushioning positions. | triggered
it, and we managed to get through it with only m nor,

qui ckly heal abl e brui ses. Hooves, it nust be noted, hurt
as much when jabbed into you as netal abutnents.

| also had to warn them about | owering the tenpera-
ture. About 1°C felt safe enough, but it would al so
sl ow down our food supply. | hoped we woul dn't have
to worry about that for long. | cooled us down just
bef ore energence and nade sure that we had a full-
grown crop in our |ounge garden

The col d and excitenent nade us ignore any prob-
lens with the bunp out of the junp this tine.

| set the ship's scanners on full around. W were

still some distance from Patnpos, too far to spot it, but
I woul d have picked up the human force's signals if

they had arrived. They hadn't, and | had to consi der
how | ong we could exist in this cold, unprotected con-
dition waiting for them

I took a nav fix and found that we were probably
within Moses' receptor range. | quickly headed us out
of there after putting some nore di stance between

us, set the sensors on standby so that | wouldn't be
caught off guard by the conputer again.

"How long do you think it'll be?" Ceorge asked ap-
pr ehensi vel y.

I shook ny head. "I have no idea. |If Baby Seiglein
is true to form he waited until he | oaded his pet press
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and Creativision crews. If the boy cones out of the re-
treat, it's to full bands and fanfares."

Ham | ooked over at nme. "You don't |ike themvery
much, do you, Bar?"

"The Seiglenms?" | responded with a snigger
"Hardl y!"

"No, no," he replied innocently. "The humans."

I'"d picked it pretty good at that. Three days | ater,
sensors picked up three objects enmerging fromthe
L-jump in mld disarray. This was all to the good. —we
were mserably cold, had gotten little sleep, and our
cautious nibbling at the now dormant grasses and
tubers only nmade us hungri er

The t hree shi ps—+two standard navy vessels and a
monster that could only have been the Courrant—
qui ckly arranged t hensel ves into standard formation
and headed toward Pat nos.
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Nervously | tried to guess the Courrant's range. The
little babies |'d cut ny teeth on, but the nonsters were
few and far between and |'d never even been on one.

"I wish we could see what was going on," Eve com

pl ained, and | agreed with her. There was little | could
do on that score—despite the fact that it sounds |ike

it to laymen, the link with ny ship wasn't by some sort
of telepathy; rather, it was a synmbiosis in many ways

as conplete as that between the virus and the Choz.
Through its sensors | could follow the ships as dots on
a screen; the imges were fed directly to nmy brain. But
that would be it.

"Well," | murnmured. "Maybe you can't see, but you
can hear it." | opened up the comruni cations channel s
on the Seiglein frequency.

to Channel 161, B mode . . ." cane a tinny,
unpl easant voi ce. "Repeating this recording: To Bar
Hol liday. You are to switch to the battle frequency.
Turn to Channel 161, B nbde . . ." canme the full mes-
sage, which started to repeat a third tine.

I switched, one of those operations requiring a man-
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ual resetting of four dials, and, with hooves, terribly
tough on the mddle dials. | nanaged; when you know
the frequency and channel you're starting fromit's
easier to count the digits than to nove the wheels.

| chose a million kilonmeters to trail them This was
outside the range of just about anything |I'd ever heard
of short of a robomssile—and |I'd have a small tine

lag in communications. Well, that |ag would be enough
for an energency L-junp if | spotted anything hurled

at us. | set it up, randompattern, to activate just in
case.

Scouts were the expendabl e property of Seiglein.
I didn't think he'd do anything rash, but you never
knew.

"Hol I i day here on 161," | called. "Tracking you,
task force."

"Affirmative, Scout Holliday," cane the reply—
Oag, | noted with anusenent. Sonething had finally
pried her out of that velvet cocoon

The star the Patnosians called Christms was now

visible, and, with adjustnments for my scope range,

could pick out the planets, particularly the all-inportant
nunber four, Patnos itself.

"I intercepted himbetween planets two and three,"
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I warned them "Stationary orbit. However, he has ful
nmoti ve power and he chased nme nicely. Watch it—+
don't think anybody's built a conputer like that one

si nce. "
"For which we can all be thankful," O ag responded,
a touch of nervousness in her voice. | smled inwardly

at this; about tine sone of the desk jockeys found out
what being human was really all about.

How | woul d have | oved, this once, to have scanned
her face and aura!

We approached cautiously; the wide scan field of the
Courrant al nost reached ne, as far back as | was. |
saw it as little ripples on the screen

Either Seiglein had a good captain or he wasn't a
bad admiral .

108
The Web of the Chozen

"Not hing so far,'
her every word.

reported A ag, tension building in

I laid off and they made a conplete circuit of the
orbit. Wen they reappeared on the other side of
Christmas still alone, | knew Mbses wasn't there.

"Doesn't nake sense," George said to ne. "I can't
i magi ne that he'd desert themlike that. He has too
much of a sense of responsibility for the colony."

I nodded. "Agreed. He's here sonewhere, and he
knows we're all here. | think he's just feeling us out.
VWhoops! Wait a minute!"

"Large UHVO closing fast, three o' clock," cane a
crisp mal e voi ce—ene of the destroyers, al nost cer-
tainly.

I checked. It wasn't Myses—too snall for that—

but it was a large chunk of rock, a small planetoid,

and it was fast, like it had been shot froma great can-
non. It closed rapidly on the fleet, which didn't budge.
Their energy shi el ding was al ready depl oyed.

"Locked on," cane another, different male voice.
"ol "

A strong beam like lightning, |ashed out fromthe
bow of the Courrant, striking the object squarely. It

reacted as if it had hit a wall, then split into severa
smal | chunks thrown by recoil in all directions but
forward

The charge hadn't been strong enough to conpletely
destroy the rock, but it had done the job. | calcul ated
the trajectory of the pieces, found none would cone

cl ose enough to worry about, and pronptly ignored

t hem
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"They just shot the rock away," | told ny three anx-
ious listeners in the downstairs | ounge. "That thing was
al most two kil ometers around and he just pushed it

away. There's a lot of power on that big baby."

"I wonder how much?" George nused, nostly to

hi nsel f. Then he called up to ne, "Hey! Bar! Were
do you suppose the thing cane fronf"
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"Jillions of themin space," | responded. "Could be
just chance.”

But | doubted it.

Instantly | was replaying the previous scene, revers-

ing trajectory on the object. From Pl anet Si x—no,

near Six, really. Too close not to have been affected

by the giant gas ball's gravity if it had been that close
on its own.

I knew that the task force had al ready done the
same thing, and saw them nove out.

"It's Moses, testing weaponry," | reported to the
Choz. "He slingshot the thing around the planet."”

"What's a slingshot?" | heard Eve ask, and George
expl ained the termin context w thout ever telling her
what a slingshot really was.

"He's four kilometers long," | murmured under my
breath. "Dammitall, he can't hide forever."

But he wasn't there when they got there, and there
was no telltale energy trace to show where he'd been

Wiere the hell was Mses hiding?

Sei gl ein nust have been thinking along sinilar |ines.

I heard A ag say, "Ckay, we're sure it was a slingshot
at us, a test. Deploy and root himout. He's got to be
so close in to the planet that he's beyond our sensor
pi ckup. "

They broke, the huge Courrant standing off station
while the two destroyers did a sweep. | watched as
one rounded the big planet, waiting for himto energe
around the other side.

"Nothing yet," cane the first nale voice. "Still |—=
Suddenly the transni ssion was cut off.

"Deputy, Deputy, do you read? Cone in, please!
Report!" O ag pl eaded.

There was sil ence.

"MacAl ester, rendezvous with Courrant," cane the
sudden, terse order fromthe nother ship. The re-
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mai ni ng destroyer broke off and joined up with the
big ship, about a kiloneter off the big one's screens.
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"Does that mean they | ost one?" CGeorge asked in-
credul ously.

"I think so," | replied al nost absently, mnd gl ued
to the scan.

"But how is that possible?" George persisted. "Mses
isn't armed!"

| sighed. "He's got a nouth," | reninded the old
Choz. "He tried to swallow us. | think he gobbled up
the destroyer. |If he did, they couldn't use any weap-
ons without blow ng thenselves to bits as well."

"But couldn't they tal k?" Eve cut in. "I mean, why
can't we hear then"

"I don't know, honey," | responded honestly. "But,
like | said, there's never been a conputer |like this be-
fore or since."

"Bar! We've lost Deputy!" Oag called to ne.

"I heard," | told her. "I warned you about this son
of a bitch.” Quickly, |I told her and the MacAl ester
what | thought happened.

"Well, then, they'll get a signal to us sonehow and
we' |l have him" she said confidently.

"Uh uh, OO" | responded drily. "Think about it.
What woul d you do if you spotted the bastard now?"

"Zap him" came the coldly determ ned answer from
the MacAl ester captain on our party line.

"Right," | responded. "So if it was you in that thing,
woul d you broadcast? You sui cidal ?"

They all considered that.

"So he's got hostages, then," Oag said at |ast.

"Maybe," | told them "Maybe not. He's snart

enough not to count on anybody holding fire just be-
cause sonme of our own are there. No, he's got sone-
thing potentially nore valuable to him"

"What do you nean?" al nbst everyone, including
t hose bel ow on ny ship, asked.

"He still has the primal sanples of that virus, re-
menber," | said softly. "He's got a nice little chem ca
bank for making a lot of it fast. Right now I'Ill bet
the Deputy's covered with it. They're anal yzing the
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metallic structure, the composition all the way down to
the atomic. They're feeding all this information to
Moses, and Moses is figuring howto eat his way in-
side, to the nmen and women on that ship. How big's

the crew?"

"Thirty," she replied.

I nodded. "Thirty trained and know edgeabl e peo-
pl e and Moses—hell, he'll have a field day. Don't
forget the Comunards."

There was silence this tinme, as they considered the
inmplications and didn't |ike what they were thinking.

Suddenly there was an override. "Admiral Seiglein

here to all crewon all units," canme a voice that sounded
slightly weird and stupid to nme but probably did to

them too. Jerry Seiglein suffered from pernmanent ado-

| escence in sone things.

"Look, the longer we let this thing sit, the better off
that conputer will be," he noted with a logic that sur-
prised ne. Maybe he did have sonething on the bal
after'all. "Holliday? Could he figure out how to oper-
ate the Depaty once inside?"

| considered it. "Doubtful,” | told him "Even if he
could reason out the controls, there's the m nd-key,
you know. He can't get into your thoughts, only into
your enotions and muscle reactions."

Seiglein didn't hesitate. "Holliday, fear's an enotion
So is claustrophobia, at least it can be physically in-
duced. Besides, military ships can't be on m nd-lock—
sonebody el se nust always be able to command in an
energency!"”

And he was right, | realized suddenly. They were
open nechanicals. |If Mses could figure out the con-
trols, he could lock into the control conputer and use

it.

"Admiral, is Deputy's construction on the nolecul ar
| evel simlar to ny ship?" | asked.
"l dentical," came the reply.

"Then you'd better get himnow, " | warned. "He
had al most three nonths to study this ship. He al-
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ready knows nost of what he needs to know, and he's
inside now Admiral. Al he's trying to do is neutralize
the crew and figure out the controls."
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"Cl ose group!" Seiglein ordered, and | knew this
meant that both ships were now under the bridge com
mand of the Courrant. | was glad | wasn't on the
MacAl ester.

The destroyer noved out ahead of the bigger ship
but not too far, and they both noved slowy across

the face of the gas giant in tight formation. | started
adjusting my own ship to keep themin view Then,
suddenly, so quickly that | couldn't follow it until it
was over, | saw the quarry.

But whi ch was the quarry?

The smaller Deputy, its blip slightly irregular from
norm shot out and collided with the MacAl ester, while
the huge bul k of the Peace Victory plowed through

the energy screens of the Courrant stemfirst, crashing
into the larger ship. The bul k was not equal; the Cour-
rant, large as it was, was barely a quarter the size of
the PV.

The radi o was bedl am

The Courrant had a gash in her side; not fatal, but
they would take a few precious mnutes to get every-
thing strai ghtened out.

"Infidels!" roared Mbses on Channel 161 via the
smashed Deputy.

"Children of Satan you are puni shed now "

And, with that, | watched as the Peace Victory na-
neuvered nore tightly than | woul d have believed pos-
sible for such bulk, the front bay open now, swallow ng
both the crunpl ed renains of Deputy and the still in-
tact but out of control McAl ester. Then, suddenly,
there was full boost and he was off nmy screen

"Courrant! Courrant!" | called. "Oag! Wat's your
situation?" | had never felt so hel pless: tiny, unarmed,
and threatened. | opened screens w de, not wanting a

huge shape to add ne to its collection

George and the kids clanored to know just what was
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going on, but | had nmore inportant things to find out.

Finally there was a crackling and | heard Seiglein's
voi ce. It sounded even nore strained, cracked—and
furious. "Holliday! W'll be fully operational in about
one nore mnute. We've got a |lock on the Peace

Victory but our drives are danaged. He knew j ust

where to hit us!"

"Can you L-junmp?" | asked him
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"Affirmative," he replied. "But we've lost too nmuch
fuel for a sublight pursuit and he's headed out-system"”

So Mbses was meking tracks with his prize, |
t hought. Abandoni ng us, abandoni ng Pat nos.

Ironically, the Courrant couldn't go slow enough to
gi ve chase. They had enough power for in-system work,
and probably enough reserve for an L-junp, although
they probably woul dn't nmake the second beacon be-

fore they would have to call for help, being unable to
mat ch proper velocity for a full junp.

I felt the Courranfs extraordinarily powerful scan
beans | ock on ne, even at this distance. | realized
that in the excitenment of battle |I'd noved inside the
seven- hundr ed-t housand K mark. And the Courrant

was now nmovi ng—ovi ng slowy toward ne.

| started noving back, using nmy greater speed.

"Bar!" a shaken O ag called. "Don't nove away! W
have to Iink up now"

Even receding, | felt the aimng pul se from Courrant
as the weapons systens | ocked onto ne.

"Please, Bar!" Oag called. "I want to see you again.
Tal k over old times. W want to help you. Bar. Don't

nove away."

Four robomi ssiles fired, and | tracked themat a lit-
tle over a half-million K and closing fast. | made the
energency L-junp.

The screens bl anked.
114
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George and the kids grunped a little about the
bouncing | had given them but they cal med down

when | told themthe reason. | wasn't feeling too great
mysel f, but | had managed a brace of sorts

"But why would they want to kill us?" Ham asked,
genui nely confused and di stressed.

| considered ny answer a nonent.

"Because we're different, Ham that's why. People
fear anything that is different. They don't know us,
and anything they don't knowis a threat to them"

"Pat nos," George put in, voice cracking. "Wat wll
they do to poor Patnps?"

"I don't know," | replied honestly. "W'I|l have to
find out, of course. Renenber, the one thing the

pl anet's people don't have is nobility. They're stuck
there." That Seiglein would not harm Patnos because
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of the Choz' |ack of space-flight was a ray of hope
that | wanted to believe, but couldn't, quite. Maybe
if Moses had been destroyed, yes, but—ow? And

with the Seiglein tenmper?

I had junped only an hour, so we were still fairly
cl ose when we energed, although too far to receive
real-tine radio signals. | could still nake out the sys-

tem but just barely.

George cane up behind ne, and |I gl anced around
at him

"So what do we do now?" the ol der man asked
"Wait," | replied. "The only thing we can do. G ve
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Seiglein a while, then go back and check. W can't
make any plans until then."

"You don't think they'Il wait to blast us?" he re-
sponded nervously.

I shook ny head. "Doubtful. Baby Seiglein's had

a nasty taste of Mdses and he can't count a hundred
percent on the old boy staying away, although |

think he will. He's exposed now, and slow-he'll run

the better the distance, the less |ikelihood of being
found. As for the Courrant, the shields helped a little
but the ship is damaged, and leaking a little fuel

They' Il junp for the beacon as soon as they can to
save thensel ves and perhaps cone back later if they
want . "

"Can you tell when they |eave?" Eve asked, curious.
My routine link with the ship was nysterious to all of
them it gave nme sone power they could not share.

"I'"ve set the energy detection screen, so when they

junmp 1"l know if it's anywhere within half a light-
year. There's a | ot of energy used when you jump,"
I told her.

A few cycles later, the ship signaled for ne to cone

to the bridge. | was surprised; although ny tine sense
was shot, it was certainly a | ot sooner than |I'd expected
themto junp.

They hadn't. The energy bursts were too snmall for

an L-junp, and too regular. These signals were com
ing fromwithin the system and |I'd never inny life
experienced anything quite |like them This made ne
nmore nervous, and edgy too.

The pul ses stopped after a while, but the energy

burst was still there, though | essened a bit. It puzzled
me all the nore, since the nature of the signal was

more like those 1'd gotten fromsuns at great distances.
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Alittle later, well out-system | perceived the
L-junmp. It was a big one; Baby Seiglein was taking no
chances on Mdses, on nme, or on not reaching the bea-
con before his conventional -space fuel ran out.
"They're gone," | sighed, but didn't nove to junp
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us back right away. Sonethi ng nagged at me, sone-
thing told ne not to go, not to return, to stay, to do
anything but return to the Christms system

George sensed ny hesitation.

"We've got to go, you know," he said softly. "You
have to do it. Bar. Conme on, let's get it over with."

Finally, that nagging fear still within me, | made

the junp.

It took another hour to bring us in-system | amvery
conservative in ny junps, always. | don't want to risk
even the astronomically small chance of w nding up

in a sun.

The ship's radiation deflection shields snapped on,

a procedure which is automatic but which startled ne
nonet hel ess. That shoul dn't have happened this far out,
I thought, nerves getting worse.

We cl osed on Patnos, but not too close. | stopped
almost fifty thousand kilonmeters out. But if the sen-
sors weren't broken, | had seen enough.

The radi ati on count was off the scale for the planet,
the surface tenperature averaged over 500°C, nuch
hotter in spots. There were no ice caps, nothing.
couldn't test the atnosphere without probing, but the
instruments indicated it wouldn't be anything fam| -
iar.

I think | screaned. The others rushed up to ne,

tried to calmme down, tried to control nme. | was

wild; | resisted, | kicked, | spit webbing, | smashed
into things. It took all three and several mnutes unti
I could control nyself, and | |ay exhausted on the
deck.

I thought of them all—&uz, the point, Mara-al
gone.

"What happened?" George asked calmy, slowy,

soothingly. "Just relax and tell us."” | think he already
knew the answer. | tried to get ny breath; | was

sobbi ng and ny chest was heaving nadly.

I couldn't speak. George understood, saw ny aura,
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and said the words for me. "He's killed them all
hasn't he?" he prodded, a sadness that was genuine
yet sonehow clinical in his tone

| nodded. "That bastard!" | stopped a mnute.
"No, George, / killed them / brought Seiglein here."

George softened even nore, the clinical tone gone.

"No, Bar. They were as good as dead with Mses
anyway. You took the only way out. You did the only
thing you coul d. Besides, that was a joint decision—
I was in on it, too, renmenber. W knew the risk, and
we took it."

I could only think of that world, of the greenness,
the hills, the rushing river—and the billion or nore

Choz.

"I must say | expected sonething like this," George
continued. "l resigned myself to it. You were blind
not to realize what would happen. Bar. If it hadn't
been for Eve, here, | mght have stopped you, but I
couldn't. Not really."

I didn't follow his reasoning. He knew? Knew and
didn't point it out to nme?

"Ch, CGod! How | hate them " | spat. "Al of them

Any race that could do this, wi pe out a whole planet!
And they must have planned it ahead of tinme! They
used dirty weapons not seen for centuries! They had
to get themout of storage, along with the nmeans of
firing them They nmust have dropped the whol e nu-

cl ear bonb stockpile down there! Nothing will ever
live on that planet again! We're the |last of our race,
George! The last!"

"Snap out of it!" the older man bristled sharply.

"I'"ve lost far more than you! You have been one of

us less than a year. Bar. One Breed, and always in
control! 1've been one so long | can hardly recall what
it's Iike not being one. Those people down there—

many were nmy own children, ny associates! Wat

have you | ost except your pride? Except the egomani a?
Nobody ever beats Bar Holliday! Ha!"

His diatribe was cruel and acidic and was just what

The Web of the Chozen

I needed. | struggled to ny feet, furious, but, once
up and facing him the two kids staying discreetly
back, | cal med down.

This was George, dammtalll George! And he was
right.

| 1 ooked over at the children. Hell of an exhibition,
| thought suddenly. Hell of an exanple, too. They
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coul dn't understand death, had never faced or experi-
enced it. They had | ost nothing but a promise; this ship
was their world, and we were the only people they'd

ever known.

| sighed and rel axed.
"Are you all right?" Eve tried, concerned

| nodded. "I'm okay now. Don't worry anynore.

But don't forget, either! Never forget the humans and
what they did to our people! Never be too big, or

too grown, or too civilized to show rage, enotion

care." | stopped, feeling the rage building up in ne
agai n.
"W all love you. Bar," Ham said softly. "W're

one together, all of us.”

Love, | thought. Hadn't heard nuch about that in

a long while. Not ever, really. One of CGeorge's terns.
Humans al ways equated it with sex. But not George,

I thought suddenly. Never George. There was a kin-
ship anong us four, | realized, that went beyond

the biological. W were a famly, and we cared.

"We're not the last. Bar," George said in that earlier
softer tone. "W're the first. Again. Renenber what

| said about Eve? | knew they'd bl ow the planet,
really. They had to. Qur very existence is a threat
to them The virus. Bar. It's not stable. It's pro-
grammed to maintain a Patnos condition. Al we'd

have to do is expose themto us and they'd be exposed
to the Patnos condition. They were doctors out to
kill an infection. They failed—they got the bulk, but
Moses and we are still at large. They'll be back for
us both, with full guns blazing, sparing neither man-
power nor expense.
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"Look—Mbses understood. Al he had to do was

breed a | arge nunber of us and | and us on sone

ot her planets. A passive invasion. No matter what
happened to the invaders, the real invaders, the virus,
woul d be | oose. It night take years to breed fast
enough, but eventually it would take over. W nds,
flying things, the very microbes in the air. As fast as
humans could find a toxin the virus would change into
sonething slightly different with the sanme result. You've
seen how fast it can stinulate cell growh. |nagine
how fast it could breed, the imunity it could devel op
to al nost everything!"

| stopped. | hadn't thought of any of this, really.
But CGeorge—&eorge was a lot of things, that's why
he'd been a master. A biologist by profession, really.
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| looked at him "That means we're flying tine
bonbs for the human race," | said in wonder.

"W sure are," George agreed. "And with Eve ap-

proaching maturity, in a few months there'll be nore
And still nmore later. And not all that much later, ei-
ther!"

That brought anot her thought to m nd.

"George, what's going to happen when breedi ng
starts?" | asked him "I nean, we can handl e naybe
a dozen here, no nore. This ship should be good for
years, but it just doesn't have the room"

"Can we find somepl ace el se?" he suggested. "Af-
ter all, this is a ship outfitted for that purpose, and
you're a scout trained to carry out such a mssion."

"The odds! The odds, Ceorge!" | protested. "First,

not nore than one in a hundred systens has pl anets.
Second, no nore than one in a thousand has the nost
basic planets in the right positions. Not nore than one
in a hundred thousand has the kind of planet we need.

It mght take fifty years or nore to find a good one."

George frowned. "Seens to nme that's poor odds.
How many scouts are there, anyway?"

"About two hundred,” | replied. "About half out >
at any one tinme. But, you see, Seiglein' s people are
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equi pped to Terraform suitable planets. One in five
to ten thousand can be Terraformed, even have an

at mosphere added. W have nothing to do that with
aboard!"

George considered this. "Sure we do. The best agent
there is if the place is anything anybody can work with,
has anyt hi ng organic. Renmenber how we grew a field

out of a small pile of manure? And you've still got

|lots of those little things in deep-freeze."

The nurds, | thought. Yes, they would carry the
infection, and the seed.

"But the problemis, Ceorge, that it would still take

a lot longer than we've got,-" | pointed out. "Not only
that, but | couldn't use my screens or ny spectrometric
equi prrent. We'd be flying blind."

"Then we need to buy nore tine," George re-
sponded. "We have to have the tine to breed, the tine
to look, and the tine to try and nove things nore in
our biological favor."

"What do you mean?" | asked, hope rising slightly
in nme again.
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"Well, if you can solve the first problem sonehow,

I think, with your help, we mght be able to use your
conputer to solve the second. Renenber, you've got

an entire biological |aboratory here to test out new
pl anets. You're not a biologist—so that conmputer of
yours nust know a hell of a lot about it, can do nost
of it. If Mbdses can create and program these viruses,
then we can, too!"

Nobody beats Bar Holliday. Problens are chal -
| enges, and chal | enges nust be net and conquer ed.

I threw nyself into the work. | was a fanatic. The
bonbi ng of Patnpbs had cut whatever cords still bound
me to humanity; | was totally an alien now, totally di-

vorced fromthem totally dedicated to the revenge
that | knew nmust cone.

| considered the nost pressing problemfirst, think-
ing on it for several cycles. Were could we get extra
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space, undetected, to breed? Were could we go,

what could we find that would serve, at |east tenpo-
rarily? Not a human pl anet, surely. Those wretches

woul dn't be above nuki ng another one, if that would

get the whol e batch. And, although they had sone

pl anets that we couldn't use, ideal conditions for them
approached ideal conditions for us.

In the neantine, | assisted George with the work on

the virus, which was strange; | had the conputer |ink
so | had to be the one to arrange everything, yet in
many cases | hadn't the slightest idea what was going
on. George had forgotten a lot, but he still knew the
questions to ask, and the computer, to ny surprise,
knew t he answers. George was right—the conputer

had all the biol ogical know edge necessary, better than
Moses because it was nore up to date.

Qur lack of conventional vision was the worst prob-
lem We couldn't view slides or the like. So | worked
on that with the conputer, trying torig a systemso
we could "see" what was goi ng on. Wat we nanaged
wasn't great, but it would do: a sonic code, that the
conputer would translate fromthe dots that nade up
the pictures. The systemwasn't fool proof and it was
sl ow goi ng—since the sound |imt gave us a top-to-
bottom scan but no stable image—but it worked well

enough.
I still hadn't any real idea what we were | ooking at,
but to George it provided the |ast valuable tool. | had

some training in interpreting slides and speci nens,
enough to do ny job. But the bulk of the work on a
new pl anet was al ways done fromthe readout of in-
formati on fromthe conputer when | got back. | had
been able to identify the virus in the initial Patnos
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survey, but woul d have been unable to conbat it or
understand its nature.
Not so with George. He was |i ke one of the kids,

happy, playful, alnbst overjoyed at his work. More-
over, Eve showed sone interest in what we were do-
ing, so he had a hel pful pupil as well. As for ne, |
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foll owed much of what he was doing, and | earned a

lot, but it was boring and repetitious work, with little
gain fromday to day. Had | not been necessary to the
job, I would not have been part of it.

And yet, it was | who had the nost pressing prob-

lem | had only a year, no nore, to devel op and

execute a plan for some place to expand. | had to as-
sume the worst, that Eve woul d produce the full six
eggs, putting ten of us in the scout ship. W night
handl e ten, but that would be tough and crowded, and
the food supply would be iffy. But in a sense they, too,
woul d be tine bonbs for us—+wo years to leam to

mature, to grow and become people. Ham and Eve

were real people only six nonths after they were bom

The deci sion would have to be nade by the end
of the Breed; we'd have to smash the eggs, or, at best,
kill them as soon as they energed fromthe pouch

| could cheerfully have killed Seiglein, or dag, or
any human, but | didn't think | could kill a Choz.

also didn't think, even if we could, that it would

be best for the start of a newcivilization to found it
on nmurder for expediency. So the problemhad to be

sol ved, and quickly. Even a year sounds |like a |ong
time, but it would take tine to get anypl ace.

One thing was sure: the future had to start in the
rear, back within the human worlds. If | struck out
for unexplored territory, we m ght get |ucky, m ght
find a place. But the odds were too great, and,
once there, we would be too far to turn back. The
deci sion would, in a sense, be forced.

All my life | had resented forced decisions, so
junped long for the human worlds, trying to find an
answer .

What, after all, did we need?

Space—space for a growi ng popul ation, at |east at
the start. Not a planet, no. That wouldn't work. And
we hadn't the tools or technology to build our own
pl ace, nor the hands with which to build them

And then, one day, heading back, it hit ne.
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There were, last | knew, a hundred and four human
worlds. On a big map, they would be a small group,

but distances were deceiving. The cl osest ones aver-
aged fifty light-years apart, except for the eight that
were in paired, multiplanetary systens. The furthest.
averaged over three hundred and fifty.

It took a lot of commerce to connect those worlds,

to supply themwith what they |acked fromthe core
factory worlds. Lots of freighters, some al nost half as
| arge as the Peace Victory, noved regul arly anong

them They had nminimal crews—+two to five—and they

had open computers.

If we could take one—f, sonehow, we could take

one—e woul d sol ve the i medi ate problem But,

how did a ship wi thout weapons, a fly speck next to

one of the huge freighters, capture it? Especially with
two adults, one of whom had never done anything
underhanded in his life, and two naive kids? Wth

no hands or weapons except their own bodi es agai nst

t he humans inside?

124
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Ship's sensors showed a | ong shape approachi ng—al -
most two kilometers. | stood there, nervously w shing
that there was some way to know what the ships
carried. A cargo of robots or an automated nmachi ne

shop woul d be very handy; a billion synthetic steaks
or spare parts for Creatovisions would be worse than
usel ess.

"Thi s one?" Ham asked, nervous but excited.

| studied the scene. "No," | responded. "It would

be nice to take it, but a ship that big has to have a
crew of five or so, maybe even a passenger section. W
can't afford that."

Reluctantly, we let the long little world we needed
coast on by and. watched it braking for docking orbit
of f a new and nanel ess planet that was still being
Terr af or med.

I chose this area because it would have the nost
traffic and the least mlitary. Not that the mlitary
was very |l arge—there were no nore than three ships

the size of Courrant, and perhaps two hundred or

so snall er vessels. There was no need for a large
force, since there was social stability. The people as
a whole were so vegetative that they would revolt

only if the system broke down conpletely. The crea-
tive ones, the bright-eyed kids raised by the corpora-
tions and the state, were, for the nost part, turned
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into dull, plodding, uninmaginative cogs in the corpo-
rate system The system ate ninds, consunmed them

but while it was dull and staghant it was not threat-
ened.
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In fact, the nilitary's mgjor enploynent was in

| arge-scal e construction projects; it existed only be-
cause a power structure never quite feels confortable
wi t hout one, and because of the theoretical threat of

an extraterrestrial, nonhuman civilization that night

be found soneday, but which had never materialized.

Until now.
Now, the four who posed that threat sat in a tiny

spacecraft hidden by sone of the natural debris al-
ways floating around near a solar system waiting to

pounce.
Several hours passed, but, the Choz have infinite
pati ence and a poor tinme sense.

Anot her ship showed—still too big, too form dabl e-
| ooki ng.

Finally one came along that met our specifications,

but it was followed too closely by another. Tim ng was
everyt hing here; the energence point fromthe L-junp
was, as is standard with babies this size, quite a dis-
tance fromthe target solar system Qut of range of the
routi ne system sensors, really. W needed one, alone,
with no other ship in the vicinity that could pick up

cal | s.

Seven nore passed and were rejected as tine went.
Finally, the traffic eased up. Cbviously a |arge ship-
ment was going in; this had been sone sort of a con-
vVoy.

We waited patiently, knowing that we could afford

no m stakes, knowi ng that a ship would eventually
come that was right. And one did—a smaller ship,

|l ess than a kilometer but nice and wide, like a great,

fat arrow.

"This is it," | warned the others. "Places!"

I kicked in the automated distress call on ny ship,
using less than a third strength. This had the ad-
vant age of reducing the risk of others hearing it. O
making it seemlike nmy power was down to those who
did hear it.
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The freighter heard it. It started to slow, | could
see the energy brakes cone on.

"This is the Nijinsky calling ship in distress," came
a female voice. "Conme in, ship in distress."

"This is Seiglein Scout 3167," | replied through
the conputer, using a nunber just a little higher than
the corporati on was now using. "I amjust back from

sector scouting and | have had an accident."

Silence for a nmonent, then she asked, "All right,
Seiglein 3167. Have you any notive power? Can you
make it to our |ock?"

"l believe so," | responded. "I was injured in the
crash, though. Do you have a doctor aboard?"

"Negative on the doctor. We are a freighter, and
there are only two of us aboard. However, we can
adm nister first-aid until we get you to the nedica
station on Loki . . . W are hom ng on your signal
Mai ntai n your present heading."

Luck was running with us; 1'd judged the ship and

crew exactly. As inportant as the ship itself was the
fuel it held; nmy little ship used only a small bit for
in-systemwork, and had a reserve, but it could tap
the fuel supply of the big one without restricting the
Nijinsky''s capabilities very nmuch. Like taking an eye-
dropper's worth froma billion-liter tank

They cl osed rapidly and soon | ocked on.

"I'"'mtoo hurt to nove through the lock," | told
them "You will have to cone and get ne."

"We're on automatic now," N jinsky replied. "Com
ing aft."

We |owered the lights to mininum we didn't

need them anyway, and kept themon only for the
plants; you couldn't turn off the upper deck and | eave
the lowers on. To the hunans, it would be al npst

total darkness.

George was positioned against the wall near the

air lock; | was pressed against the wall facing the |ock,
but quite a bit back. W had practiced this maneuver
several times on each other but there was a strong
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under current of nervousness now that the real thing
was upon us.

Ham and Eve hel d back; they couldn't spin web

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...20-%20The%20Web%200f%20the%20Chozen%20UC.txt (101 of 170) [1/19/03 4:45:38 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%620Web%200f %20the%20Chozen%20U C.txt

yet, so they waited in case we mssed or things went
wong. Then they would have to nove fast to save

us. | was counting on the total |ack of aggression in
human society; there being no threat, they would be
expecting not hing untoward now.

The | ock opened, and | could see two figures hesi-
tate, then start through. The dunm es weren't wearing

spacesui ts!

"Jesus! His power's gone. It's dark in there,"
warned the first figure, the woman |'d spoken with on
the radio. "Watch your step!"

"Ri ght behind you, Marsha," responded anot her,
al so a fenal e voi ce

Wien the first one was inside, we waited, notion-

| ess, for the second to cone through. Since we could
talk in frequencies they couldn't hear, | gave running
instructions: "George, get the second one as soon as
she clears. Ham Eve—+ don't see any weapons, but

be ready. On ny signal... Now"

"Hey! Scout! Where are— the one called Marsha
started to shout, then George's webbing struck the
second wonan, wrapping around her arns, while ny
own did the sane for Marsha

They yell ed and struggl ed, and we cut the web
and started again, |ower down.

The other one turned and started to run but George
wr apped web around her feet and she fell with a
crash on the deck, continuing to struggle.

Marsha turned, too, and | nissed on ny first try at
her legs, but in her panic she struck the other woman
and started over. | shot webbing back and forth, bind-
ing themon the deck in an awkward position, alnost

on top of one another

They struggl ed agai nst their bonds, but could do
not hi ng.

I hooked into the vocal circuits of the conputer.
The Web of the Chozen

"Don't struggle anynore,” | warned them affecting
as soothing a tone as | could. "You will not be harnmed
i f you behave."

Both calned down a little, but then | had to junp
over themto get into Nijinsky and was briefly
sil houetted by the light fromthe freighter

One worman screaned. "My God! They—-they're

monsters!” she yelled. | had no time for her hysteria.
| raced for the Nijinsky's bridge, imgining all sorts
of ships closing in on us, discovering us before we
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coul d nove

I made the bridge in record time, nuch faster than
a human could run, and took a quick scan. Everything
was on standby.

Nervously | funbled with the switches | knew

woul d open the conputer system Suddenly, | was
conscious of time for the first tine in a long wile.
Trying to do what | had to quickly, wth hooves not
designed for it, | mssed the proper sw tches again
and again. Finally, | calned nyself and thought out
my actions, then got the sequence right.

| could feel the conmputer link cut in: a primtive

nmodel —shi p's functions, navigation, the junp math,
little nore. It was enough. | enlarged the energy

field to cover ny ship, arelatively sinple affair, then
mat ched vel ocities as best | could, hopefully for a ten-
hour junp. Then, with a silent prayer that all were
braced for the inevitable as they had been warned,

| made the junp.

As ship's sensors bl anked and the bang threw ne
away fromthe control panel—+n ny excitenent |I'd
forgotten to brace—+ felt a wave of relief and ex-

ul tation.

W' d done it!

Battered and bruised though I was, | was in no

mood to feel pain. | disregarded it, sensing no broken

bones and knowi ng that the body would i mredi ately
begin self-repair.

My concern had been fuel. However, the registers
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showed over two-thirds full. No real problemthere.

After a few minutes to catch ny breath, | adjusted

the internal tenperature and humidity nmore to our
l'iking and made ny way, nore slowy now, back to

my own ship. As | went, | reflected that |I had run

the di stance al ong narrow corridors, catwal ks, and the
like, some strewn with netal obstacles.

I knew that a human couldn't have made that run

wi thout tripping and breaking his neck. Choz vision

was definitely superior for this sort of thing. I was stil
amazed at how easy the whole thing had been. In-

credibly so. Maybe | was a born pirate, | thought. A
pirate certainly could do a nice piece of work in an

age that didn't believe in pirates.

And, if we were lucky, if no one had seen any part
of it, there was a good chance that no one woul d ever
know what happened. There were al ways mechani ca
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br eakdowns of one sort or another; rarely did they
result in the loss of a ship, but such things did happen

| went back to the air | ock. The two wonen were

still trapped in the webbing. One was breathing hard,
nervously. The other was sobbing softly, and she gave
a low, frightened groan when | |eaped over theminto

the bridge of ny own ship.

I quickly adjusted nmy conputer to the settings of

the Nijinsky so there would be no accidents, and ad-
justed the energy field so that it, too, matched that of
the |l arger ship.

George was there, |ooking strangely at our two
prisoners. Ham .and Eve were nearby, too, quietly
surveying the strange beings trapped on the deck
These were the first humans they'd ever seen

"How are things?" | asked.

"A'l right, | suppose," Ceorge responded slowy,

still looking at the two wonen. "They screaned and
struggled for sone tinme before settling down to what
you see."

| looked at himintently. "Wiat's the matter,
George? W did it!"
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He nodded. "Yes, we did it. Somehowwell, it had
to be done, and I'mglad it was done well, snoothly.
Even so, | had let mnyself forget that we woul d be

trappi ng i nnocent people, forcing theminto captivity."

"But, they're humans, George!" | protested.
"They're the eneny!"

He shook his head sadly. "No, Bar, not the eneny.
The systenis the eneny, not the individuals."

I glanced over at the wonmen. "Okay, we'll drop
them at a beacon sonmewhere. That nake you happy?"

Hi s hue projected sadness, but refl ected symnpat hy.

"You know we can't do that. Bar. It would be even

worse for them and worse for us. They'd starve. Bar,
or undergo the Change and tip off the government that
we' re about. They're infected now Already the virus
has touched them through our air, through the web-
bing. Already it is duplicating, doubling and doubling
again, forcing out the stuff it replaces. See the gol den
m st about them even through the flight suits? That's
the water carrying the fluids and nol ecul es out through
the pores as the virus dominates their cells. Wthin

hours, no nore, they' Il be as biologically nonhuman

as we. Put them downstairs and they'll start to eat,
start to change into us. It's in the progranm ng of the
virus."
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He was right, of course, as usual. The only probl em

I could see with it, though, was the chance that they
woul d go mad. The only hope that | had was that

they were either nore stable personalities than we
had a right to expect, or that they were so inmmunized
by Creatovision that they'd sinply accept it as they
woul d a new programmi ng idea

| adjusted the conmputer for |ower register speech

"Al'l right, all right, take it easy," | soothed as best
I could, wishing | could tie George into the conputer.
How often |I'd wished that! "Just relax and |'Il explain

what this is all about."

There was a nuffled sob fromone, | couldn't tel
which, but the one |1'd talked to initially spoke, terri-
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fied, upset, nervous—but not nmad. It was a good sign.
"Who—what —are you?" she gasped.

"W are the Choz," | responded. "And, yes, you're
right, we are not hunman."

"What happened to the scout who originally flew
this ship?" she asked, the question doubling as an in-
vitation to tell her her own fate.

"I amthe pilot, the original one," | responded.
"Once | was as hunan as you are. As | becane one

of them not through choice although now | prefer it,
so will you."

"l won't becone a nonster!" the other one
screaned. Bad sign. She m ght be trouble.

| sighed, choosing my words carefully.

"There was a world called Patnos,"” | began, and
then told themthe story, or rather, the story as George
and | had told it to Ham and Eve.

"The virus is in you now," | concluded. "There's no

way to stop it. Let it run its course. Don't resist. Be-
lieve me, this existence is not at all bad or unpl easant.
It's just different. We're sorry we had to involve you
but we had no choice. They have destroyed our world,

made it unfit for life. W are the last."

"Turn up the lights," Marsha asked. "Let us see
what you | ook Iike."

"Monsters!"” the other mnurnured.
| turned the lights up slowy.

"Monsters, yes, | suppose, by human definition. But
you must forget human definitions now. The navy
forced us to this, human action forced us to trap you."
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Al t hough the light neant nothing to ne, it did allow
.the colors to come into sharp relief.

| heard Marsha gasp as she saw ne.

"Ch, ny CGod!" she gasped. "You were never
human! "

| attenpted a shrug. The Choz gesture was nean-
ingless to them

"You'll see. You have three choices, and only three.
I will honor whichever of the three you want. First,
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you can accept the situation, go through the Change
which is already starting within you, cast your lot in
with us. Because of the virus wthin you—and now

t hroughout both ships, in the atnosphere—you can

never return to your past lives."

"And the other choices, then?" Marsha pronpted.

"You can choose to die," | responded as enotion-

lessly as | could. "The Choz don't die. The virus can
repair al nost any danmage, fight every infection, nake
new cells that are as good as the original to replace

the old. | suppose we'll die soneday, when our brain
cells go, but that could be a long, long tine. But, right
now, we could kill you, we could flush you out into

space as soon as we cone out of the junp."

"Let us go!" the other pleaded. "Drop us at a bea-
con! The Corporation will find a cure for us!"

"Wich one did you work for?" | asked sharply.

"Seiglein,"” they both answered, nmaking it a sort of
litany. Their faith in nmy old enpl oyer was sonehow
sadl y touching.

"So didI," | told them "This is a Seiglein ship. It
was Jerry Seiglein hinself who tried to kill us, al nost
certainly blew up the beacon that | used, and

destroyed our planet. No, citizens, it's easier for them
to kill you than to cure you—f they could, which
doubt . "

"You said there were three choices,"” Marsha said.
"What is the third?"

"You can resist, refuse to accept what happened,
and go mad," | replied.

They were silent for a minute, mulling over what
I'"d just told them The one, Marsha, seened to be
pretty stable. She might nake it. The other—well, |
didn't know about her

Finally, Marsha asked, "Can we be rel eased? Can
we get somewhere and think about this?"
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The conputer symbolically cleared its throat, re-
flecting nmy unease.

"I"'mafraid that dissolving the webbing is—ah, a
133
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messy chore, and one that nust wait on circunstances.
We' Il release you as soon as we can." | turned to the
others, waiting expectantly, not know ng how to act
or what to do, unable, at the nonent, to join in the
conversation although able to listen to it.

"Ask them about themselves," Eve pronpted. "W
shoul d know sonet hi ng about them Ww They | ook
so weird, so strange! | never thought hunmans woul d
|l ook like that—so little, so soft, so weak."

I chuckl ed. First inpressions froma one-hundred-
percent alien creature.

"Han?"T pronpted. "Any comments?"

"I'f that's what humans are |i ke,
"praise God I'ma Choz!"

he replied firmy,

" Geor ge?”

"May as well do what Eve says," the bhiologist re-
sponded. "After all, they may well be part of the
fam |y soon. Besides, they' have a bi g advantage over
us—they're younger, | think, and they know what's
happeni ng and what's going to happen, even if they
haven't accepted it yet."

| nodded. "Look, while we wait, tell us about your-
sel ves. You—your nane is Marsha? Mne is Bar Holli -
day. The others here, who cannot now speak w th you,
are George Haspi nol and our two children. Ham and
Eve."

"Why can't they tal k?" Marsha asked apprehen-
sively.

"Choz speech is ultra-high-frequency audi o, beyond
the range of human hearing,"” | explained. "Don't
worry, you'll hear themlater."

"So that's why your voice sounds so strange and
di senbodi ed! " Marsha exclaimed. "I'mreally talking
to the ship's conputer!”

"To nme through the conmputer," | acknow edged.
"For now, anyway."

They were silent, then the other one said, so softly
it was hard to be heard, "This isn't happening. This
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does not happen. Not to people, not to anybody, nost
of all not to ne."

I ignored her. "So who are. you, Marsha?"

"Marsha 47-3856-27 VonderhaU," she said. "I'm
twenty, and | qualified as a ship's pilot only eight
mont hs ago." | nodded. That fit. The milk runs were

the first commands assigned to new graduat es.

I introduced nyself again, and gave her sone of mny
background. That seened to have a soothing effect
simply because she was hearing sonething famliar.

"And you," | said, addressing the other one. "Wo
are you?"

"l don't have to tell you nothin'," she responded.

"You don't indeed," | admitted, "but a nane at
| east would be helpful. It's a lot better than 'Citizen
or 'Hey! You!'"

"Ch, shit, this isn't happeni ng anyway," she said,
nmore to herself than to ne. "Nadya. Nadya 38-7632-
01 Yamato."

"Ckay, Nadya, | think I can free you both now.

I warn you, though, that we have nore webbi ng, that
it's alnpbst inpossible for you to overpower us or hurt
us rmuch, and that you'd better do as we say or el ect

to be dunped.”

They both nodded, still scared. Wen | expl ai ned
how | was going to dissolve the webbing, they were
even nore upset. | didn't blame them 1 didn't nuch

like getting pissed on, either.

"Bar!" George said suddenly. "This may be what

we're waiting for! | just thought of it! Marvel ous!
They' Il have to be downstairs anyway, near the food.
We can take sanples. Bar! Sanples as things go

al ong! Watch how the virus works, its patterns, what
nmol ecul e chain does what! Their change m ght give
us the key!"

I nodded. George's basic problemwas that he had

been working with stable sanples. The virus was a
normal part of our and the plant's cellular structures.
Now we could see it operating in high gear
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I finished, and was putting up with nasty conments
fromthe two wonen as well as with their overall re-
vul sion. But 1'd gotten the bul k of the webbing; the
rest was nostly covering their one-piece junpsuits,
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whi ch were soon, going to be superfluous anyway.

"Look," | explained to themas they slowy rose,

trying to wi pe away the sticky stuff, "George is a biol-
ogist. We are trying to solve the riddle of this virus, to
control it. You can help, if you will." | was trying to
renenber the sequence of ny own Change

"God! I'mstarving!" Nadya excl ai nred suddenly.
I nodded. The Change was starting.

Let's see, | thought. First day was the interna

change in the digestive system WlIl and good. Second
day sone external changes, the hair, longer arns. Only
by the third day did the hands becone usel ess.

For the first two days they would be able to do
somet hi ng we coul dn't —Aanage a syringe, take bl ood
sampl es that involved nore than just cutting yourself
and wiping it on a slide.

"Move down the ranp," | ordered them trying to

keep nmy tone nornmal, conversational, slightly friendly.
They | ooked around at us—we were standing there,

poi sed and ready, wth huge nuscles and tough skin—
and conplied. Ham and Eve preceded them George

and | followed.

Mar sha gasped as she saw the nain | ounge. The
whol e floor was a jungle of tall grass, the fixtures, old
furniture, and lab stuff rising incongruously out of it.

"We're herbivores, plant-eaters,” | told them and
this informati on seemed to reassure Nadya a little. |
considered it-—frankly, in their position | mght have
t hought about being eaten, too. "This little garden is
our food supply.”

"Can't we get sone chops fromour ship, then?"
Nadya pl eaded. "I'm starving!"

Mar sha sai d nothing, but the nmention of food
produced an unconsci ous reaction in her

"Look down in the grass, at the base of the bl ades,"
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I told them They bent down and | ooked curiously at
the tubers. "Try one," | suggested. "You'll find they
aren't bad at all."

"I"'mnot going to eat your alien stuff!" the ol der
worman protested. "It m ght poison ne! W have
pl enty of food in our ship."

"Eat the tubers or starve," | said flatly. "It's the
qui ckest way."

"To what ?" Marsha asked nervously.
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| sighed. "You know for what."

They thought for a while, and sat down in the
grass. Marsha cut herself on the sharp bl ades

"Watch the cuts,” | told her. "Just keep watching
them ™"
She | ooked puzzled, but did as she was told. | knew

what she was seeing, too. The bl ood stopped, then a
scab formed, al mobst visibly.

"It's healing over!" she breathed. "The sting's gonel"
"See?" | said. "You're already on the way."

They just sat there for a while, Marsha staring at
her cuts, Nadya | ooki ng uneasily around the | ounge.

"Snells like shit in here,” the ol der wonman sai d.

I shrugged. "What do you think fertilizes plants?"
| responded lightly. "You'll get used to it."

We were | ooking over slides and checking things
out sonetime |later; Ham and Eve were idly grazing,
keepi ng watch on the two prisoners, whose hunger
was growi ng by the hour. Still, they resisted the
tubers—and that took willpower, | knew

"I mght as well go over to the Nijinsky and scout
it out," | said to George. | turned to the two wonen.
"Ei ther of you know your cargo nanifest?"

"Alittle of everything," Marsha responded. "Wy
not read it yoursel f?"

I turned and faced her. "Look at ny eyes. See?"

She' d been | ooking at all our eyes for sone tine,
but they nust have seened |ike a disguise, | suppose.
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We were so strange-looking that they hadn't consid-
ered the mnor details.

"You're blind!'" she gasped. "But then-how . . . ?"

I shook ny head. "Not blind. W just see differently,
by sound rather than |light waves. Your systemis bet-
ter for humans, ours better for Choz. The nore |

use it, the better | like it."

I turned and was partway up the ranp when Eve
screaned.
"George! Watch out! She's going to—

I whirled, and saw Nadya pi ck up sonet hing, prob-
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ably a piece of the smashed sanpl e panel, and rush at
Geor ge, whose back was turned toward the bi oscreen

George whirled and suddenly | experienced somne-
thing 1'd never experienced before as man or Choz.

Vision blurred, there was a trenmendous, high-pitched
screech, the sound waves so penetrating that they
maoe the whol e | ounge |l ook |ike a mass of crackling

electricity.

| adjusted to it quickly, editing it down so that ny
own frequency worked around the all-enconpassing

one. It produced a strange sort of vision—the |ounge,
the humans and Choz in it in strange outline beneath
a fiery haze. The sound—the sound was coning from
George, from George and from Haml They were

staring hard at Nadya; who seened frozen, nouth

open in shock and surprise, a statue—hand raised,

a nasty piece of plastic still in her hand, poised to

strike.
And | saw she was noving, but slowy, so slowy

that you could hardly see it. The whol e room seened
to be operating in slow notion, except for George,

who si dest epped.

Marsha, still sitting in the grass, had just begun
turning, a puzzled expression on her face, and was
starting to bring her hands up to her ears, nouth
open. It would take her sone tine to do that.

Suddenl y Ham j unped, knocki ng Nadya down in
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real tine. The piece of plastic flew fromher stil
outstretched hand. Eve saw it and stepped on it, not
once, but again and again, until it was ground up into
little pieces.

And then, just as suddenly, the sound di m ni shed by
hal f, then left entirely.

The two humans reverted to nornmal speed as well.
Nady, sprawl ed and bl eeding from Hanmi s kick, com

pl eted the downstroke of her outstretched hand,
whi | e Marsha, hands over her ears, snapped her head
around.

To say that | was stunned was an under st at enent.
And, as interesting as ny own shock and those of
the two wonmen, was the bew | dernment on the part of
George, Ham and Eve

"I''"ll be dammed!" | managed.
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"Probably," George responded drily. "Now what
in the world caused that?"

"That incredible sound wave," | nanaged, "it cane
fromyou—and from Ham How d you do that?"

George seened genuinely puzzled. "I haven't the
slightest idea. | heard Eve cry out, turned, and saw the
worman com ng for nme. Then she just seened to slow

down, and ny vision blurred for an instant."

"You nust have had to clear Hanmis signal," |
noted. "If you saw her slow down you didn't even re-
alize your whatever-it-was was on."

George nodded. "Han®? Do you know how we did
what we just did?"

Ham was busy pi cking hinself up, and he exhibited
an angry hue. He glared at the wounded, groaning
woman.

"Humans!" he spat. "All alike!" Suddenly hear-
ing George, he seenmed to snap out of it. H's tone
sof tened, changed. "No, | don't know what happened.

| just—aell, | heard Eve, and then the whol e place
expl oded. As soon as ny vision came back | went
for her."
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"Sound waves," George nused, "can do all sorts of
things. Break glass, tunble big buildings, given the
right intensity, and pitch. This one seens to paral yze
t he human nervous system but not ours. Fascinating."

I frowned. "So how cone we never heard it
before?" | asked. "I still can't imagi ne how you did
it, let alone do it nyself."

"It's got to be a defensive weapon," the biol ogist
replied. "W never had anything to defend agai nst be-
fore. It's obviously automatic, a reflex action. And it's
specifically keyed to humans! Well, well!"

| considered for a nmoment. "Sure!" | said excitedly,
mnd racing. "Od Mses was going to drop sone of

us on human worlds. He was a religious nachine,
remenber. He didn't want to kill people! So he built
i n passive defense nechani sns!"

"l wonder how nmany?" Ceorge mused. "I wonder
if we really do know oursel ves?"

"We're not defensel ess, anyway," | pointed out with
sone satisfaction. "That al one nmakes ne feel a | ot
better and nore confident."

He nodded, and | ooked at Nadya. She was stil
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sprawl ed out, sobbing now. The bl ood had al ready
dried, but she had broken several bones, that was
cl ear. Ham had spared nothing in his junp.

| sighed, and | ooked at Marsha, who still seemed
stunned, frozen. She was only now taki ng her hands
fromher ears, |ooking scared and bewi | der ed.

| patched into the conputer, realizing that she

hadn't heard a word of our conversation. To her, the
action had been just another manifestation of our alien
power. She couldn't know it stunned us as much as

t hem
"Marsha?" | called to her. At first she didn't answer.
"Marshal " | called again, sharper.

She started, and shook her head slowy up and
down.

"Are you all right?" | asked her.
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Again the nod; the expression, as near as | could
read it, was still blank.

"W had to do that," | said as gently as | coul d.
"I"'msorry." And | was sorry, genuinely sorry.

"Way did she do it?" Marsha asked nme, blindly be-
wi | dered. "What coul d she have been thinking of ?"
She turned slowy to Nadya, still groaning nearby.
"Why?" she said.

"Monsters!" Nadya sobbed. "They'll eat us when

we're fattened! We have to kill the nonsters."” The
last was in such a matter-of-fact tone that it chilled
all of us, Marsha included.

"She's mad," CGeorge said, and | had to agree.

"Web her down," | ordered the biologist. "This
shoul dn't happen again."

George conplied, practically wapping the woman
in a silvery cocoon as Marsha watched with a mixture
or horror and fascination

George finished quickly; it wasn't an artistic job,
but it was thorough. He gl anced at Marsha. "What
about her?" he asked.

I sighed, thinking a bit. "Marsha?" | called hes-
itantly. Since the voice canme from above and George
and | |looked alike to her, | realized she didn't know
whi ch was ne.

"On the ranp," | said. She turned and | ooked at
me, sayi ng not hi ng.
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I considered ny speech carefully. "Nadya's made

her choice. |I'msorry about it, but there it is. Wat
is yours?"

She still | ooked to be in shock, but she was thinking
now.

"I + don't want what you offer," she began, and
my heart sank, "but—but | don't want to die. Bar
Hol liday. | don't want to die now "

| exhaled audibly, feeling a little better

"Then join us," | invited. "It is not really so terrible.
It isn"t. In many ways it's beautiful."

"Il try," she managed
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We energed fromthe L-junp on schedule, and

still hadn't nmade a survey of the N jinsky. Marsha

was recovering a bit, but she still refused to eat, even
though | knew t hat hunger nust be obsessing her. It's
natural to put off the inevitable as |ong as possible.

| scanned the nei ghborhood we were in. It took a

monent while the conmputer matched | ocation and

quadrant. The freighter didn't have those things in

its nenory; it knew only the right routes, and the bea-
con stations. My own conputer, however, placed us

as still within known space, but well outside any lines
of trade or comrerce. There were no settled planets

this far out, and it was three light-years to the nearest
beacon. | could barely detect its wail

I was satisfied. This was good enough for now. No-
body woul d be likely to stunble across us, and there
were no solar systens in the area to nake ne use a
lot of fuel in the next junmp. W had travel options.

One option we didn't have was Nadya.

She was conpl etely gone, nad as they cone, gib-
bering and foam ng and screani ng about nonsters

and bei ng eaten.

It took sone trouble to figure out how to nove

her. Finally we managed to turn and web until she

was reliable, then we pushed her, with great difficulty,
up the ranp, positioned her and tugged her back into
the N jinsky. George kept watch over Marsha; Ham

and Eve assisted with the nasty task. | didn't |like do-
ing it, but I didn't trust Eve alone with Marsha; and

| didn't trust Hamnot to do sonething drastic.

"We should do this to the other one, too," he
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grunted as he pushed and maneuvered the unfortu-
nate madworman. "No humans shoul d be allowed to
join us. Even as Choz they're still human underneath."”

"Easy with that talk!" | cautioned him "Wuld you
dunp nme out the refuse hatch, too? | started out the

same way, renenber.”

He | ooked startled. When your whole world was
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two decks of a ship and four people, you didn't in-
clude themin your pet theories about outsiders.

"Ch, Lord! O course not. Bar! You're different!"

"No I"'mnot," |I told him "I'"mjust like her, only
alittle nore experienced, a little better trained. It's
never the outside that counts. Ham it's the inside."

, Eve glared at Ham "See?" she taunted. "You never

thi nk! That's your whol e troubl e! Besides, renenber!

If she doesn't work out..."

She left it hanging, but she'd said it.

Mar sha was on probation. As an outsider, she

wasn't |ike one of our own children, really. She could
be taken by us at any tinme, dunped at any tine. |
hoped not—this job was unpl easant as it was, and

was beginning to like the woman. She had that little
spark that differentiated her fromthe herd that Nadya
and the others belonged to. She was still capabl e of

t hought, of adaptation to new circunstances.

And she was a trained pilot, with skills we needed.

W did the deed, not without a |ot of reservations

and a little guilt on ny part. But she was better off
out there, dead, gone; gone, if George was right, to
sonme better place. No |onger suffering, in any event.

Ham and Eve wanted to explore the new pl ace—t

was hundreds of tines bigger than anything they'd
ever seen or experienced. | told themthey could, but
only together, and cautioned them agai nst the cat-
wal ks and | ong drops and warned themnot to inter-
fere with the cargo. | would be back to join themin
alittle bit.

I went back to the ship. Marsha was still there,
hol di ng her head in her hands. George grazed, watch-
ing her idly.

"Has she eaten yet?" | asked him

"No," he replied. "And | ook at her—how thin she's
getting! You can sound sone of the bone structure!

The Change is working with what it has, and that isn't
enough. |If she doesn't eat soon she'll be dead of star-
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"Marsha?" | said gently. She | ooked up at ne.
"You've got to eat sonething. Try the tubers. They

aren't bad. If you don't, you'll kill yourself."
"Nadya . . ." she said hesitantly "She's—she's
gone?"

"Yes," | replied sadly. "It had to be, Marsha. And

you have to eat. You nust."

"She took a bl ood sample for ne," George put in.
"l managed to grab a syringe box in nmy nouth and
gave it to her. She got the idea."

I nodded. "Good. If only she'd start! This is get-
ting to ne!"

"She's had a bad tine all around," George pointed
out. "Lord! What will power she must have!"

"Wt could use it," | said. "I'd hate to see it go out
the waste chute." | hooked into the conputer again.
"Marsha, cone on!" | prodded. "Suicide's not in

your makeup! | can tell that!"

She was quiet a minute, then | ooked up at me again.

"The small er green one—the one with the straight
horns. That's a fenal e?"

| nodded. "My daughter, Eve."

"I'"1I—=+"11 look like her?" she asked hesitantly.
"Sort of," | replied.

"It's all so unreal, |ike sone Creatovision horror!"
she exclained. "I can't believe it."

"Did you know Nadya | ong?" | asked.

"No, not at all. We didn't really get along. She was
twenty years senior and you knew it every nonent."

"That's what you'd have turned into, after a while,"

| pointed out. "M Ik runs, back and forth, the better
runs, the bigger rewards, the gold stars on the conpany
chart. Dull, nonotonous. You'd have killed yourself or
dull ed your nmind to her level. Now you have a chance,

a way out. A chance to be in on sonething new, sone-
thing exciting. Join us, woman! Don't kill yourself

now "
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She reached down and picked up a tuber, |ooking at
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it oddly. She turned it over and over, peeled back the
thin, dark skin.

"Ch, God! I'mso hungry!" she wailed, and she bit
into it.

Once started, as | remenbered all too well, you were
conmitted. She had held out a long tine; naybe |

woul d have, too, if |I'd known beforehand what it woul d
do to ne.

| watched, anmazed, at the transformation in her. No,
not the physical one—that was only beginning. It

was the raw animalismin her, the sudden, frantic pull-
ing up of the tubers, the sloppy, alnpbst manic way she
stuffed theminto her nouth and swal |l owed, only half
chewi ng. | wondered what kept her from choking to
deat h, but, though she coughed many tines in the pro-
cess that didn't happen.

Finally, she reached her linmt, that point at which

the stuff was practically running out of your nouth.

She | ay back then, breathing hard, totally exhausted.
She' d been terribly weakened by her hol dout, and

was concerned for her.

She gave a sudden, |ong sigh and went |inp, breath-
ing nore shallowy.

George nodded, and went over to his workbench.
"She's on the way now," he said cheerfully. "Want to
give me a hand with the bl ood sanpl e?"

"Later," | told him "I want to gather up Ham and
Eve and see what we have on our prize ship. First
things first."

| entered the Nijinsky and called out to the kids.

Getting no reply, | started to worry, and moved on
down the corridor slowy, toward the bridge. Every few
paces |'d call out.

Finally I heard Eve's voice answer ny call

"Bar! Come quick! You'll never believe what we
foundl "

145

Fi fteen

I was sonewhat apprehensive as | made ny way to-
ward Eve, cursing nyself for |leaving themalone in a
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strange environnment, inmagining all sorts of dire disas-
ters the two curious kids could get into. It was hard to
remenber how young and how i nexperienced t hey

wer e.

| rounded a coner but still couldn't see them

"Down here!" she called, and | found a narrow and

fairly difficult ranp twisting dowmn. | did a quick scan
of the bottom but could tell nothing. Just ranpway,
really.

Al most breaking ny neck getting down, | nade it to

(he bottom and saw them They were just sitting, star-
ing into a large, open doorway.

"l thought | told you not to go into the cargo bays,"
| scol ded.

Ham shrugged. "So? What are cargo bays?"

Feeling outfoxed and foolish, | went up to see what
they were |l ooking at so intently.

It was a garden.

No, nore accurately, it was a cargo bay, circular,
about two hundred neters across.

The floor was a teem ng jungle; none of it reflected
the food color, but there were vegetative colors galore,
a riot of them Flowers—tots of flowers and shrubs and
small trees, in rich, noist soil

I just stared.

"I's this their food garden?" Eve asked innocently.
146
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t hought of the plastic cubes that the robokitchens
served up for food on L-ships and chuckl ed.

"No," | replied. "Not hardly. Mre |ikely a hothouse
for use in testing areas of the new planet to see what
will grow best where. It's an incredible stroke of |uck,

though—t'I1l serve us well."
Ham shook his head. "I think it's food for the big
animals.”

I whirled on him "Wat big ani mal s? Were?"
demanded.

He was sonmewhat taken aback by the vehenence of

my response, brought about nore by fear than any-
thing el se. Aninmal seeding was not unknown in certain
circunstances, and not all of the creatures were nice.

"There," they both responded in unison, gesturing
wi th poi nter beans of sound.
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| followed the beans, and al nost stepped back a bit.

There were two of them They |ooked |ike spiders—
huge spiders, with round bodi es al nbst perfectly
snoot h and eight long, |ooping |legs, tentacles really.

And they were five neters across if they were a mli-
meter. 1'd mssed themin the first scan—ene had stil
been on the ground, the other clinging high overhead.

And they had no color or aura, so they were hidden
by the grow hs.

No color or aura, | thought suddenly. Then they
weren't organic.

That suited nme; | had not wanted to believe in five-
met er-wi de spiders, |let alone share a ship with them

"They're robots,"” | told the kids. "See? No color."
"What's a robot?" Eve asked.

"A nmechanical creature. Like the ship's conputers,
only smaller, built by nen to do work they didn't want
to do or couldn't do thenselves."

"You nmean built like the virus is building the
woman?" Ham asked, curi ous.

I shook ny head. "No, not really. They aren't peo-
ple. Not life, really. They're machi nes—ike this space-
ship."

The Web of the Chozen

"They nove," Eve insisted. "They are nore |like us
than the ship. Do you nmean they can't think?"

I considered this. "I don't know They're obviously
gardeners, progranmed to care for this place. They

may be able to think, at least a little. Maybe talk, al-
though they don't look like it."

"They' ve ignored us," Ham pointed out.

| nodded. "That probably nmeans they're pro-

grammed only for the garden itself. Let's see if they
notice ne now. Stand backl" Carefully |I stepped over

the | edge, stopping as soon as ny tail cleared the hatch

The one overhead noticed nme all right. It whirled,
twirled, and, faster than |I'd have believed possible,
moved over close to ne. It stood there, on the ceiling,
pul sating slowy up and down on its | egs, and, although
I could detect no head or sensory apparatus as such,
knew it was |ooking at nme. | stood dead still.

It was a crazy tableau, and | knew prolonging it
woul d gain nothing. The thing could wait |onger than |

coul d.

"Robot!" | called out, hoping it could receive the
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hi gh-frequency content of ny voice. "Robot, do you

hear me?"
The thing barely twitched, but | could feel sonething

| ooki ng me over suspiciously, like a slightly warmray
of the sun.

"Insect, insect, insect in garden," it suddenly said in
a sizzling el ectronic nonotone.

"No! Not insect!" | called back at it, but it reared
back and let fly with the foulest-snelling spray | could
renenber ever breathing. It was sticky, and wet, and
unpl easant, and it cane at ne as a | ead-col ored fog.

I noved fast, whirling and junping for the door. |

felt a cold tentacle strike me hard on the back, and
cried out in pain; nowit had hold of ny hind I egs, and
| struggled for the door. Ham and Eve, al arned,

moved just inside.

"No!" | screamed. "Stay back!"
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Suddenly | felt the grip | oosen. "Swarm Swarm "
said the robot, and | |eaped painfully for the open
hatch and nmade it. Eve turned to follow ne. Ham cov-
ering the rear.

Then, suddenly, it was back agai n—that high-
pi tched, awful screech of the Choz sonic defense
mechani sm

Checking to see that Eve got out, | nursed bruised
| egs and a nasty welt on ny back and | ooked at the
scene insi de.

"Ham " | yelled. "Get out of there if you can!"

The sound had confused the robot. It stopped, and

whirl ed around, the screech's echo doubling agai nst

the walls of the garden. The other robot, which up to

now had played no part in th" cirana, also reacted,

trying first to cone to the aid of its partner, then, like
it, whirling in confusion.

I made it to the hatchway, know ng that Ham was

safe as long as he continued the tone, but would be
nabbed the nonment he turned to run. | didn't know
what to do or howto do it. Tension and fear for him
wel l ed up inside of ne, and, suddenly, | too was
broadcasting the tone into the garden

The robots stopped, whirled, changed position to

meet this new threat, which was as puzzling as the first.
Ham di dn't need any cues—he turned and al nost

| anded on top of nme in one giant |eap.
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Just as suddenly the tone disanoeared.

The robots continued to whirl for a few nonents,

then slowed, noving first a little one way, then another,
in a confused, alnost dazed manner. It was clear what

had happened; they had faced a phenonenon that their
programm ng wasn't prepared for.

"Bridge! Bridge!" | heard themcall. "Bridge
Bri dge!"
"Conme on!" | called to the kids, and we noved for-

ward, toward the bridge area. It was extrenely painfu
for me, and that sticky feeling and terrible odor were
all -pervasive, but | made it.
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Entering the bridge, | heard what |'d hoped to hear
The tinny, voices of the two robots calling the bridge.

Quickly I located an intercom hoping still that ny
voi ce wasn't outside the range of transm ssion or recep-
tion.

Wth great difficulty, | turned the little lever, |inking
the bridge with the transceiver in the robots.

"This is the bridge," | said as calmy as | could.
Actually, | was out of breath, panting, tongue hangi ng.

There was a sudden silence at the other end. They
had received at |east the carrier, some kind of response.

"Gardeners 41 and 42 in Hold K, " came the robot's
nmonot one. "We have been infested with |arge insects
beyond our capability to handl e. They are now | oose
within the ship. W suggest an i nmedi ate search and
fum gation under Section XXIV, title 6, subsection 3 a
of the Interplanetary Convention Health Codes, and
stand by to assist."

"Negative, Gardeners 41 and 42," | responded with
as much intensity as | could nmanage. "Negative. Do

you read?"

There was silence for a nonent, then they repeated
their nessage.

Clearly, the transm ssion equi pnment just wasn't up
to carrying sounds in the forty-thousand-pl us-cycl es-

per-second range. Frantically, | |ooked around the con-
trol room The kids stood back, not knowi ng what to
do. | cursed the fact that | couldn't use nmy own ship's

conputer voice to transnmit to the local intercom

And then, suddenly, | stopped short. Maybe | coul d.
| turned to the kids.
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"Look, children, you stay here," | ordered crisply.
"The radio reception circuitry is still on here. Here!
Ham Cone over herel™

He cane over to the panel

"See that knob?" | said, using a sound pointer. He
nodded. "Well, if you turn it to the right it increases
the volune; to the left, it decreases. |'m going back to
150
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the scout and I'll call through here on the radio. | want
you to turn that knob so that my voice is as loud as
you can meke it and still understand ne. Ckay?"

"Sure," he replied. "It's got sone ridges. | think
can turn it with ny hoof."

| nodded. "Okay, then. Listen for ne." | turned to

Eve. "Now, girl, you stand by the intercom here. Wen

I tell you, you turn this switch like this. See?" | denon-
strated and she nodded understanding. | turned back

to Ham "Now, when | tell you, you throw that |ever,
there. That will put you into an open circuit. | won't

be able to hear you over this damed human-desi gned
system but | should be able to pick up the intercom
barely, at that volune. You stay still, both of you, or
your own sounds will interfere. Any trouble, knock the
panel three tinmes and we'll cone running."

Satisfied, | went back to the scout. My wounds from
the gardener robot were really painful and I was start-
ing to feel stiff; | needed a good sleep's repair, but
didn't have tine for it now | was too excited.

I made it into the bridge of my own ship and
pat ched quickly into the computer.

"Ckay, Ham" | said through the radio. "I'Il start
counting, and keep counting until you tap the pane
twice. That will tell me you' re at maxi num | oudness."

| started counting, slowy, and as | did | started to
hear sounds coning back a little, sone distortion and
feedback from being so close. Finally, at thirty-one,
Ham t apped twi ce.

"Good," | told him "Now, Eve, you throw that
switch at the same time Hamthrows the | ever on his
panel. Don't worry—'11l know when it's open. Then
stay as still as you can."

I reflected that as soon as we got the Nijinsky set
up, we'd have to teach George and the kids intersys-
t em code.

We? | thought suddenly. Funny ..
The t hought was fleeting, for suddenly sound burst
151
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The Web of the Chozen

into the room | could hear the humm ng of the ma-
chinery on the Nijinsky bridge, a |ot of annoying me-
chani cal sounds and static, and, alnobst pervasively the
breat hi ng sounds of the two kids.

Suddenly Ceorge cane up.

"What in God's great heaven?" was all he could
manage

"Quiet!" | whispered. "Experinenti"
He stood there, and | started.

"Bridge to Gardeners 41 and 42," | called through

the radio. It was horribl e—Ay voice echoed and

bounced all around and reflected back into the

speaker. It was so great a sonic explosion that ny big,
sensitive ears barely caught, "Gardeners 41 and 42
standing by for instructions.”

| smled. Contact! It'd be hell, though. |I wondered

about their capabilities, but, | told nyself, first things
first.

"The insects are not insects at all," | told them

wi shing I could hold ny ears when |I spoke, or shut
themoff a bit. |I turned to George, finally noving over

into the Nijinsky for a while, and he was w nci ng.

I wished | could join him and fleetingly hoped poor
Mar sha was either sound asleep or hadn't devel oped
any of our hearing, yet.

"Not insects?" cane the tinny reply. "But this ship
is sterile. They are not-human. Therefore, they nust
be infestations."

"Not infestations!" | told themsharply. "They are
humans. "

"They are not-human," the machi nes persi sted.

"Different kind of human," | told them ny head
poundi ng fromthe sonic beating | was taking.

"W are programred for but one kind of human,"
came the reply.

"This is a different kind of human," | argued. "You
must accept theminto your progranm ng. The old hu-
mans are no nore. These are the new humans, the
only humans."
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There was silence, and | could alnost hear their
quasi bi ol ogi cal relays considering and mulling over this
statement. | could synpathize; they'd had a sinple
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program based on sinple assunptions. Now they were
being told that those assunpti ons were w ong, that
their humans were not hunman but these new, strange,
things were. It was inpossible, inconceivabl e—and yet
this information cane fromthe bridge, to whomthey
were ultimately responsi ble. Here they had a contra-
diction. They would either accept it or they would
switch off.

They accepted it.

"Not - human is human," they responded finally.
"W acknow edge this new progranm ng."

"You will accept voice programm ng and instruc-
tions only fromthe new humans,” | instructed. "Ac-
know edge. "

"W acknowl edge," cane the reply.

"The new humans speak in high frequencies," |
told them "Do you have the capability to receive
then? What is your transducer frequency range?"

"W may receive any band sel ected up to one
hundred t housand cycles," they replied.

I relaxed. Okay, then, we would be able to talk
to them although definitely not over voice radio.
wondered if they were advanced enough to | eami n-
tersystem code. | hoped so.

"l shall cone to you now," | told them "I will
speak to you. You will adjust to ny frequency."

"W understand,"” they replied. "Standing by."

"Bve!" | called. "Switch that thing off! Haml Turn
it down, then come back here!"

I broke contact, and al nost coll apsed, ny ears
ringing, ny whole head feeling scranbled. | don't
know how | managed to get through that ordeal, and

I amvery sure that | could never go through it again.

I lay there, collapsed in sonething of a heap, gasp-
ing for breath.
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George cane back in. "You're hurt," he said, no-

ticing my wounds for the first tine.

"I'"'mat the stage where | wish | would die and I'm
afraid I will,"” | admtted. Even his voice beat |ike
anvils in my head.

I heard Ham and Eve running down the corridor
and George turned to greet them
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"The kids will tell nme what all this is about," he
said gently. "I'lIl do whatever has to be done. You go
bel ow and col | apse. W need you too nuch."

| started to protest, but | could barely get up, and
they had to help me down the ranp.

"You snell |ike warned-over piss," George said, a
touch of revulsion in his tone. "After we get back ||
wash you off as best | can. Lay down near the shower."

I nodded, nade it to the shower door, and coll apsed
knowi ng | coul d do nothing further except groan

W didn't fit in the shower, of course, and it's ul-
trabeam ng woul dn't stretch, but the basin was just out-
side and we used it as long as the water | asted.

George checked ne over, and we went up first to

hear the story of the robots fromthe kids and then |
to neet them | hoped fervently that |I'd been a hun-
dred percent successful

I ached so much | couldn't drop off, and | noved
my head to | ook at Marsha.

In the short tine I'd been gone, she'd changed. She

lay there, stretched out on the grass, face up in a
coma. She still wore the light junpsuit, but | could

see that it was already bulging a bit, stretching in odd
pl aces, and her head seened slightly wider, a bit
stretched. Her cl ose-cropped hair was falling out;

there were bald spots.

I lay, looking at her, and | apsed into unconsci ous-
ness.

There was a | ot of noise, and people tal king, when
| awoke with a start.
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I looked first at Marsha, who was out again on the
grass. She was now greatly changed. Forel egs were
wel | devel oped, the ears were well along, hind | egs
al nrost conpletely in. Her body was quite thin but
properly proportioned for a Choz, and there was an
even growt h of body hair.

And she showed green

Qui ckly noting this new devel opnent, | | ooked over
at the bio lab console. It was an amazing sight.

George was there, and Eve, and they were running
samples. | knew some of the stuff-all but the deeply
anal yti cal —eoul d be done wi thout ne; but only
through the conmputer could | translate and anplify

the slides into sonic images George coul d under-
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st and.
George didn't need that anynore

A huge, spiderlike shape was al so there suspended
upsi de down on the curved ceiling, and it was talking.

"The red area of nunber twenty-seven, chain three,
is now throwi ng a pseudopod at eight degrees, hold-
ing color steady at blue-white," said an electronic
Voi ce.

George nodded to hinsel f, apparently satisfied.

"Then it's time we started playing sone tunes," he
said lightly.

I Junped up. "What the hell?" was all | could man-
age.

George barely glanced at ne. "Ch, hello. Bar.

was wondering if you' d ever wake up. Better eat sone-
t hi ng—ae' ve been through two cycles since you conked
out. How do you feel ?"

"All right," | managed, still confused. | gl anced
up at the robot, nenories of it or one like it in a
simlar pose much |less pleasant in ny nmnd. Seeing
it again nade ne nervous.

"What's that thing doing here?" | asked suspiciously.
"I't's helping us '"track the virus in her blood," Eve
put in. "It can see in the same way the humans see."
Sure it could, | knew "But—t's a gardeneri”
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"No, it's a utility robot programred as a gardener,"
Geor ge responded. "Cheaper to make a standard

nmodel . You should know that. |'d assumed these things
were a part of your everyday world."

I shook ny head. "No, not ones |ooking |like that.
Weel ed ones, tracked ones, even roughly humanoid
ones, but no spiders."”

"Terraformunit nodel, obviously," the biologist
deci ded. "And you have sonme deep-seated phobia
agai nst spiders.”

It was true that | didn't Iike themvery nuch, but
I let the remark pass and started to eat to get ny
strength back. -

"Any progress?" | asked between tubers.
"We're getting there," he replied.

"Cetting there nothing!" Eve exclained admringly.
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"He's practically got it. Bar! He's got sanples from
her bl ood doing tricks for him"

| stopped and stared at the biologist, "That true?"

"Not exactly," he responded cautiously. "Wuat |

needed, what | couldn't really get fromyou, was a pre-
cise description of the nolecular structure of the virus
in the early stages. |'ve been handi capped by not hav-
ing a sanple of the original intestinal virus that Mses
wor ked on—that's twenty years vani shed in ny nem

ory. But it wasn't that conplicated a thing, that I
renenber. | operated under the assunption that

Moses' changes woul d be obvi ous mat hemati cal al -
terations in the basic structure rather than a conplete
nmut ati on. Renenber, it's only been about fifty—

sorry, fifty for ne, about three hundred for you—

years since we had el ectron m croscopes capabl e of
seeing sonething this tiny to begin with."

"And you' ve figured out what he did?" | pronpted.

You had to do this when George | ectured, and every-
thing on his subject quickly becanme a lecture. It was
an adventure to himto be back in his profession
after twenty years
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He nodded. "Oh, yes. That Gernman fellow, Wnzel,

sol ved sone of the great nysteries of nman, |ike what
caused the comon cold and about ninety types of

cancer and various mnor diseases. He al so opened up

sone real problenms—a whol e new nol ecul ar bi ol ogy.

Here were creatures only thirty or so tines the size

of a hydrogen atom yet with all the elenents of life.
There were lots of them of course. | doubt if any-
body's counted all the little critters yet. They're a new
kind of life, a third kind, neither plant nor aninal.

We call themviruses only because that is what they
most cl osely resenble.”

"And you have the virus doing tricks?" | prodded
again, insistently.

He shook his head, radiating mld derision
"Hardly," he said. "Ch, |'ve got it to stop grow ng

when | tell it and speed up when | tell it, but that's
all."

I | ooked at Eve and she gave ne a see-what-|
mean ki nd of expression.

"Do you nean to tell nme," | said evenly, "that you
have broken the code?"

"Ch, that much was sinple," George replied with

i nfuriating nodesty. "Mses had a broad- beam broad-
cast signal that operated only in certain frequency
ranges. Your experience with our robot friend, here,
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gave nme the idea. |If Mses controlled what the virus
did, it had to do it by broadcast. W knew that nuch

to begin with. And, to produce the stinul us-response
mechani sm the colors, it had to result in our re-
sponding to a frequency to which the viruses also re-
sponded. \Wich? Well, obviously, it had to be at or
close to the range of our own vision signals, somewhere
bet ween ei ghty thousand and a hundred and forty thou-
sand cycl es per second. Find that, do the mnus sum

of our vision, and you get Mses' frequency."

He made the whol e thing sound so sinple, and it
wasn't. The logic steps involved were fantastic. It's
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possi bl e that nobody el se woul d have been able to do
it, and | said as much to George.

"Ch, no," he responded. "Probably half the col ony
could have—the Firsts, that is. Wen you expect to
build a colony in an alien wlderness you need bi ol ogy
nore than anything el se.”

"Well, maybe you're right," | told him "but /
woul dn't have figured it out, or even known what to
|l ook for. For the millionth tine, I'mglad you' re al ong

for the ride, George."

He smiled, muttered something about the Lord
wor ki ng in nysterious ways, and returned to his work.
| returned to eating, which took a little tine.

Finally, | asked, "Were's Han?"

"Up with Abel inventorying the cargo," CGeorge
muttered, not |ooking up. "Abel can read, you know "

"Abel ?" | asked.

"The other robot," Eve explained. "George naned
this one Cain and the other Abel."

| nuttered sonething, but it was, thank heavens, un-
intelligible. George kept conming up with these zingers.

| decided | was better off el sewhere and returned
to the N jinsky.

It took sone tine to find Ham and—er, Abel. Ham |
greeted nme enthusiastically, with the usual questions
on how | was feeling and the like, then turned excit-
edly to the robot.

"He's been reading the mana-fistos or sonmething big
like that," he told ne. "I don't know what he does,
but he just |ooks at sonme place and instantly knows
what's there. How s he do that, Bar?"
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Meno to ne, | thought seriously. Figure out a way
for the Choz to have sone kind of reading and witing.
Wth the kind of fanilies we had we couldn't depend

on oral tradition.

"Well," | began, trying to explain. "It's sonething
he can see and we can't. It's how the other robot can
hel p George. Never m nd about that nowwhat's on
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the ship?" God! It was tough and conplicated being
the founder of an alien race!

"W are nostly through, sir," the robot responded.

"So far, skipping the snmaller and personal itens which
we can item ze later, of the ten main holds we have

in A five hundred thousand six hundred twenty-eight
frozen food nodules ..."

Skip that. W'll toss it when we can, | thought.
". . , In B, " Abel continued, "one mllion |liters of
distilled water "

And did we ever need that! It woul d be our nost
preci ous commodity, | knew.

". . . InC twenty-five construction robots, deacti -
vated, types as follows ..."

"Skipit," I told the robot. "Go on to the next."
"Very well," Abel responded, and | could swear |

heard sone sort of disdainful tone in his electronic
speech, "in D the elenments for a prefabricated nodul ar

village for eight hundred ..

Skip that, too, | thought, unless it had sone extras
init we needed.

The one thing the Choz would never have is a hous-
i ng shortage.

In E construction | asers and boring tools," it
continued, "in F a great deal of paraphernalia of un-
known purpose and unstated on the manifest except as
‘mscellany,' the sane in Gand H, | has chemicals and
seal ants of various types in containers, properly |a-

bel ed as to each, and / has fifty kiloneters of standard
grass roll. The cargo bay, K, has, of course, the hot-
house about which I believe you al ready know. "

Did | ever, | thought sourly. But hold J excited ne
nost of all—grass roll! If the virus took to it, and
there was no reason to believe it wouldn't, we could
carpet the whole Nijinsky in a Choz environnent with
|lots of extras for later

On reflection, the cargo wasn't especially unusual —
exactly the sort of stuff one would send to a pl anet
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bei ng Terrafornmed. The fact that so nuch of the stuff
was useful to us was bal anced by the anount that
wasn't; how | would have | oved to have gotten into

one of the really big babies! | could alnbst taste it.
Even with half the cargo gone, those behenoths woul d
have nore of the same and a |l ot to spare.

I was, on the whole, nore than satisfied, though

Baby Seiglein, |I thought acidly, one of these days

the ghosts of those you killed are going to rise up and
haunt you good.

Si xt een

There was a |l ot of work to be done, a huge anount
even for four Choz and two robots, nostly because the
four Choz could do so little. W could get Cain and
Abel to rig up sledges and tie tow ropes around us,

t hough, and that sinplified noving things around.

Do you know how long it takes to dispose of over

half a million frozen dinners down a waste chute that
was naturally, half a kiloneter fromthe hold? O
course, | didn't let George do a lot. | wanted himto
stay on the virus thing, so | borrowed Cain as | needed
himto tie and rig stuff.

Thi ngs progressed in Choziforming the Njinsky.

Mar sha, too, progressed. | was there when she woke
up, one stage fromconpletion, a fully formed feral e
Choz now but still without the horns with the vibrat-
i ng nenbranes that would bring her sight of a new

ki nd.

She struggl ed around, thrashing and disoriented.
"Hold it!" | warned. "Best to stay put for one nore

cycle. Then if you break your neck you'll at |east see
what you're doing!"

She | ooked around with the benmusenment of the blind.
"Who is that?" she asked.

"Bar Holliday, hinself, his real voice," | responded
lightly. "You're nost of the way there."
She | ooked a little upset.

"Am|—do | ook like you, now?" she asked hes-
itantly.

The Web of the Chozen
"Well, nmore |ike Eve—the green one." | told her.

"You | ook fine to ne."
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She sighed and col | apsed back on the grassy mat.
"Was it like this for you?" she asked dejectedly. "I

mean—was it this hard on you?"

"OfF course," | replied synpathetically. "Hard on
anybody not born to it, particularly when you don't
have a choice in the natter. And me—+ didn't even
know what was happening to nme. Neither did George."

She shook her head. "I don't believe it. You're too
much in control of yourself. | know what scouts are
like. I had two in nmy commune. Not that we saw t hem

of ten—but they were just |ike you. Rock-steady, na-
chines, able to cope with anything. That's the only
reason | believed you—that manner, a way of talk-

ing that came through even the conputer. That sym
biosis with the ship. I knew you were telling the truth

because you're that kind."

"Bul I shit," | responded. "About that machinelike
quality and total self-control. The others will tell you
about how nuch of that |'ve had. It's a nyth we

create."”

She shook her head sadly, then brought it up sud-
denly, I|istening.

"George isn't here?" she asked.

"No, he's over in the Nijinsky hel ping cut and po-
sition grass rolls,” | replied. "There's nobody here but

you and ne."
"Then, listen," she said seriously. "I've talked a | ot

to George. | like him He's nore like nme than like
you. If it weren't for himl'd have asked you to throw
me out with Nadya |ong ago. | actually did ask that

once, but he talked ne out of it."

I was surprised. It didn't fit my image of her. And
this nust have been fairly recently—-she woul d have
been able to hear himfor only a cycle.

No of course not, | thought. There had been Cain,
of course, to translate across the frequency gap
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"He told ne about the bonbing of this world," she
said softly. "He told ne about the place, its people,
about how beautiful it was, how beautiful they were.
About his daughter—Mara, wasn't it?"

| nodded, though she couldn't see it. "BEve's
mot her," | responded.
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She sighed. "Yes. And with all that-here you are.

George couldn't have done it. Bar, even if he'd known
how to run this ship and could link with it. Seiglein
woul d have fried him¥fried al nost anyone but a

scout. Moses woul d have had anyone but a scout." She
shifted a little, and | could feel her blind eyes staring
at ne.

"Do you remenber how you felt when you
di scovered what had been done to that worl d?" she
asked evenly.

"All the tinme," | responded sincerely. "The hurt is
in me always."

"And you ranted and raved and kicked, | hear.**
"l sure did," | adnmitted. "Sone self-control!"
"George said he had wanted to kill hinself and ev-

eryone el se, but he knew you wouldn't let him™"

I let that fall with a thud for a nonent. George?
Rock-solid George? The man who had cal ned ne
down, cured ny rage, reduced it to a dull ache?

Did | ever really consider what George was goi ng
t hr ough?

Suddenly | felt very, very snmall and very, very
much like a rat. | said as nmuch to Marsha

"No! Don't!" she shot back. "Don't ever! You saved
him Bar Holliday! You saved him and Ham and

Eve. He's a great nman. Bar Holliday. So, in your own
way, are you. It would have been even nore tragic to
have wasted that."

I was silent. | didn't agree with that last bit, but
I couldn't think of anything to say.

"That's why I'mstill here, still turning into this
creature," she said after that | ong pause. "Talking to
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George, watching you both, and the chil dren—those

incredi ble children, who sprang fromyou both. You're
going to do sonething, the two of you. Sonething
tremendous. | can feel it, even if | don't understand it.
I want to be there, in the conpany of great nen do-

ing great things. Bar Holliday. If | cannot understand
them 1 can at least be a part of them It is far

greater than living a robotlike existence between com
mune and Creatovision on a mlk run."

I smiled. |I had been right after all about this
worran, about the spark |'d seen in her at the start.

"Circunstances make great people and great
events," | told her. "George was running from our
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world to sone inpossible UWopia, and wound up a grass-
eating plains animal. | flew to unknown places, it's

true, but | flew for Seiglein, in the directions they told
me, looking only for the things they wanted, pretend-

ing | was an independent big shot when all | really

was after was gold stars to please the conpany. You're

as much a part of that systemas we. Believe it. W're
all, equally, a pack of ..." | searched for a word

"Revol utionaries," came CGeorge's voice, and he
hopped down the ranp. "That's what we are. Even
changi ng our shape and form doesn't make us really
different—+nside, culturally-—where it really counts.
No, it's the real revolution we're after. That's why
I"'mso committed. Mankind' s overdue for a revolution

The garden nust be weeded or it'll die out of its own
wei ght . "

"But, George!" | objected. "We're not hunan any-
nmore! ™

He chuckl ed. "Physically we're the outward revo-

lution Seiglein and the others fear, but they are a

product of their own system People have al ways

judged others by form by |ooks. People were hounded

for their color, for their obesity, for slight defects from
perfection. Well, we got rid of that. W bred oursel ves
into a race of ideal folk and we ki dded oursel ves that
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we were the best there was. No, the real revolutions
are always fromthe inside, in the mind. That's the
revolution, the one we really represent. So what if we
turned everyone in the galaxy into Choz? How coul d

you tell the difference, socially? Wuld people stil
have meaning in their Jives? Bull. Patnos was an ana-

| og of human society. But not now, not anynore." He
seemed to bumwith a sudden fire. "W're going to
bring them down."

Marsha turned to nme. "See what | nmean?"

I nodded, but | still didn't follow George was
certainly on his own track, one | didn't conprehend.
But Ceorge had been on the right track before.

Cycl es cane and went, and the work on the N jin-
sky neared conpl etion. The designers woul d never
have recogni zed the place—nor, in fact, could Marsha

She had a tough tinme getting the hang of being a
Choz; she didn't have the advantage of being born to
it, as did Ham and Eve, or of |earning on open plains
as CGeorge and | had.

Adj usting to Choz vision took several days, and it

took much longer to use it unself-consciously. Myve-
ment took not only physical displacenent but tremen-
dous self-confidence, like the first time they put ne in
a ship, linked me to the conputer, and said, "Fly it!"
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Two out of three trainees, after years of prep,
couldn't make thenselves do it. O those who coul d,
only one in ten woul d devel op enough confi dence to
try new things with a ship, to take it beyond orbita
runs and see what it could do out in space, far from
human aid. And of those, like Marsha, only one in

t housands confi dent enough to becone a part of their
shi ps, becone scouts like mne.

It was a matter of pride, and yet it boiled down to
sel f-confidence. The self-confidence that made you go
out and cone back. The sel f-confidence, perhaps the
bul | - headedness, to refuse to adnit defeat.

The Web of the Chozen

Marsha had to fall a lot of tinmes, hurt herself a |ot
of times, before she could get around unai ded. She
didn't enjoy being a Choz, but she accepted it. Ac-
cepted it and worked at it. | was proud of her.

"We were lucky, George," | said one day. "Lucky
to get one |like her at random"”

"Naw, " he scoffed. "They're there—probably m]l -

lions of them The ones still adaptable. They're dy-

ing out, being replaced by nonadaptabl e, unthinking
Nadyas. But the ones with the spark—they need to be
broken free, shown there's a better way. Back on old
Earth there once reigned huge lizards, called dino-
saurs. Enornous. Tons and tons. They coul dn't adapt,

and they died. Nowit's our turn. Space has del ayed

it, and provided sonething of an outlet that has kept
the creative, adaptive spark alive, if dormant. I'Il bet
there'll be a Marsha in every ship, or at least in every
ot her ship! Those are the ones we're saving, boy! W're
going to de-di nosaur them™"

He tal ked nore and nore this way as time passed,

and | pursued the subject less and less with him In-
stead | spent a great deal of tine with Marsha, getting
to know her well. W had a definite affinity of the

ki nd i nmpossi bl e to expl ai n—enotional, nental, nay-

be. Not the physical, certainly. That's not a Choz char-
acteristic. We enjoyed each other, |iked being with
each other, talking things out. | had never really en-
joyed this experience before, nor had she.

Ham and Eve were maturing fast, but they'd had
George and ne to thenselves all their lives. They
were jealous of this newconer, and it took sone tine
to break them down.

Al t hough Eve was ny daughter, she identified nost

closely with George and his interests. | think she fairly
wor shi ped the man, and | knew it enbarrassed him

no end. She was becom ng a proficient biotechnician

in the process. George loved to teach, and Eve wasn't
handi capped by George's previous training, with its
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dependence on hands and eyes.
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It was Marsha herself who finally broke Haml's stub-
born resistance to and withdrawal from our social com
muni on. She taught himto operate the Nijinsky.

In the neantine, with the help of Cain and Abel,
we had managed to prepare the habitat for what had
to come, sooner and sooner now.

We'd cleared out all the cargo holds that held nate-

rial useless to us and jettisoned the stuff. Pressurizing
the holds and Iinking themto the general ship's bio-
nmonitoring systems, we lined themwth grass roll and

pl anted just a few of the tubers from our garden

The virus took to the carpet like mad. In only a few
cycl es our grass was conpeting with the original grass,
and we had | arge areas of new grazing | and.

Arranging the grass roll and cutting it with the

robots' help, we lined every place we could except the
ranp wells and the bridge area. Wthin forty cycles,

the Nifinsky was a floating, self-contained Choz bio-
sphere. Choz grass contributed so nuch additional oxy-
gen to the air we had to turn down the recycling

system W couldn't breathe it as fast as the plants
could spit it out, so it was carbon dioxide, not oxygen,
that we had to add.

As for George, with nmy help through the conputer
and with the eyes and tentacles of. Cain and Abel,

he had made great progress. "I think |I can control the
virus pretty well," he told ne one day. "I can step it
up, slow it down, or nmake it dormant. A slight nodi-
fication and | can nildly nutate it so that it will have
no ef fect on anything except Choz and Patnps nate-

rial. It's sinmple, really—ust took infinite patience in

sorting out the code groups. It hel ped to have your
conmput er—+ descri bed Mses' |ogic system and that
narrowed it down. | can even produce the secretion

that breaks down things selectively, if |I can be Iinked
to the computer to get the analytical information the
virus transmits on nol ecul ar conposition."

"You can do everything Mdses could, then," | re-
sponded, awed.
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"Not quite." He shook his head slowy. "No, | don't
have the original virus mutant he worked with. | doubt
we could ever match the conditions existing in the
original organism And without it | can't alter the
present pattern.”

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...20-%20The%20Web%200f%20the%20Chozen%20UC.txt (135 of 170) [1/19/03 4:45:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%620Web%200f %20the%20Chozen%20U C.txt

I frowned, puzzled. "So? What does that nean?"

"It neans,"” he replied, "that | can do anything with
the virus Moses programred into it—and there are
probably lots of things we don't even know about, |
which will need discovering before | can do them But
I can't change the basic pattern. | can nake hunmans
into Choz, but not Choz into humans. Sane with the
veget abl es. "

Mar sha had been fascinated by the conversation,

but when he said that |ast her tone changed to nmild
sadness and di sappoi ntnent. "Then," she said, "we're
Choz forever."

One day the inevitabl e happened. George called nme
over.

"What's the matter, George?" | called cheerfully.
"You | ook too serious."

"Been noticing things |ately?" he asked enignati -
cally.

I |1 ooked puzzled. "What do you nean?"

"l noticed Ham acting funny earlier, and asked him
what the matter was. He didn't know, so | |ooked into
it. W'll be acting funny ,soon ourselves. Bar. You
haven't noticed it yet because you're in love with her
and |l overs always feel differently."

"Mar sha?" | asked, nore confused than ever.

He nodded. "She's a deeper green today. Bar. She'l

get nore and nore that way. She doesn't know it, of
course. That's not the system And Eve-well, she's
not likely to notice it, either."

I thought for a mnute. "The Breed," | said at |ast.
"She's conming intoit."

He nodded. "She turned as an adult, renenber,
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|ike you. Eve's due not |long fromnow, so we've got
to renenber that, too. If Hamreacts to Marsha, that
means they're both physiol ogically about two now—
adults. "

"So?" | responded. "We've known about it. That's
why we have the Nijinsky, and did all this work."

"There's three males and only two females," he said

slowy. "Ever think of that?"
I hadn't, but | didn't see what difference it made.
"You' ve never been through one on the plains," he

noted. "You never were driven crazy, battling all the
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mal es for whoever you got. It's bad news, and it can
result in a lot of jealousy and bitterness. One of us has
to lose, and it feels lousy to |lose at the Breed,"

"So what do we do?" | asked him "After this, there
won't be a problem™

He nodded. "Well, | can control things pretty well,
you know. | can send the signals for al nbst anything.
Since Moses was able to control the nunber of eggs

in the |ast Patnbs Breed, | can do it, too. Wth Eve's
hel p, 1've already done the prelimnary work."

"Then you could also stop the Breed," | pointed
out.

He nodded. "I could, but we need people. Badly.
want a manageabl e nunber, but a reasonably | arge
one. There are five of us—we can raise two each,
think, handle ten as a co-op venture. | want nore
Hans and Eves, not the Patnobs vegetables. W need
the tine to raise themright."

| agreed, and asked for his plan.

"Well, we'll arrange it for five each. To stop this
stupid contest, |'mgoing to suppress ny own sexua
drives. | can nanage that, with the conputer's help
and your link, | think."

"I think you should be one of the parents,” | ob-
jected. "We need nore of you. Hamcan wait."

He shook his head. "No, | don't want himto.
think it's about tine he had sonme responsibility. And
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—well, you'll take Marsha, of course. Eve—well, she's
your daughter, of course, but she—she renm nds ne a
great deal of Mara."

"She is of Mara," | pointed out.

"OfF course,"” he acknow edged. "But it's nore than

| ooks. It's manner, mnd, curiosity. Personality, | guess.
After all, | raised themboth, in a way. Plenty of tine
for me. I'Il sit this one out."

He instructed ne on what to do, how to play certain
tones pitched so high even we couldn't hear them

aimed at his genitals and at certain areas in his brain
and body.

W called Marsha fromthe Nijinsky. For the first

time | noticed what George was tal king about. She was
getting that bright-green glow that Mara had had when

we left her village for the point. | felt a slight stirring
within nme that had probably been present all along,

but of which I was only now consci ous.
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George nodded satisfactorily. "She | ooks normal to

me," he said. "How about you?"

"You're right," | told him "I can feel it now"

He smled. "Good. | was afraid that the code tones

m ght have zapped you, as well. Now, |I'll handl e Ham
and Eve. | want you two to go into Hold A and | ock

yourself in until afterward. That way we won't have
probl enms with Ham "

| nodded, and went over to Marsha.

"What's this all about?" she demanded. "You two
are acting very conspiratorial."

And | told her. Ch, we'd told her before, acadeni -
cally, but the Breed was al ways sone tine in the
future in our discussions, not to consider "now " par-
ticularly not to us. Like all spacers, nyself included,
she'd been sterilized when she entered flight school
Most people were sterilized anyway, of course, but
with spacers that was mandatory. Can't risk birth de-
fects or nutations.

At first she laughed and refused to believe it. "You
170
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mean—you nmean |'mactually going into heat, |ike an
ani mal ? Ch, wow And you can see it?"

I nodded. "And Ham too. That's why we've got to
cl oset ourselves away."

But first we |et George play supersonic nusic over
her .

Two days later, in Hold A Marsha di scovered what

it was like. As | said before, little thought was possible
during the whole ritual; it was progranmed, although

pl easant. Even buil ding the web-house together was

part of it, although such a thing was hardly needed

with us. It was still a fantastic, beautiful work of art,
the first any of the entire five-person Choz race but
George or | had ever seen. After the ten-day-Iong

vigil, there were the eggs. Five of them as George

had ordained. Five this tine, four for her extrenely

enl arged pouch, one for ny nornal one.

After the great sleep, we awoke, as froma coma
a pl easant, orgasnic comn, and she shook her head in
wondr ous di sbel i ef.

George had explained the length of the ritual. The
viral strains used in the process matched thensel ves
to the two partners, and needed the tine to build, to
control, to formthose eggs

They repl aced genes in the Choz biosystem but
they had to work harder for it
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Marsha's first words after it was over were: "That's
incredi ble!"

| smled. "Every two years, you know. More often
for me later on."

She nodded. "It's a wonderful thing, really." She
| ooked back at the glistening silver of the web-house.
"You know, | was trying to inmagine a place of trees

and fields and cities of web-houses |like this. | can't.
But it's so beautiful =4+t nmust have been a wonderfu

pl ace. "

"It could have been," | responded gently. "Could

have been—f it had existed w thout Mbses' overbear -

The Web of the Chozen

ing control and sense of mission. That is part of what
we're working for now, here. Another Patnos, a place
as wonderful as that dead world coul d have been, but
with only ourselves in control."

She weaved her head slowy fromside to side
"I't's funny. | can hardly feel them The eggs, that

is."

| nodded. "You won't for a while. George and

even forgot about ours. But they start grow ng, hatch-
i ng, building, hanging kinda heavy on you after a bit—
and you are carrying four tinmes what | had. They

don't let you forget in the end."

Later, when we'd rested and eaten to repl enish our
depl et ed bodi es, we broke down the webbing that
seal ed the hatch and went over to the scout.

I had been npbst nervous about |eaving George in
charge. There was always the infinitely small risk of
mechani cal breakdown or di scovery—and both pilots
had been incapacitated for ten days.

I f necessary Ham coul d have taken us into the
junp, so we weren't totally defensel ess.

George greeted us warmy, and the questions from
Eve—and those tinged with a slight jeal ousy from Ham
—were incessant. They were answered better |ess than
ten cycles later, when we sealed theminto Hold A
for their first tine.

In twenty nore cycles Marsha produced, one at a
time, first four heads and forel egs, then, when they
dropped, Ada, April, Ann, and Aud.

Mar sha deci ded to name them by the al phabet, as
long as it lasted, to keep track of the generations. It
was a good, rational system
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I, too, had a daughter, being the freak. | named her
Mar a.

Eve's four offspring George nanmed in characteristic
fashi on, although, abandoning his nonosyllabic tradi-
tion for once. Judith, Esther, Ruth, and Mary.

Ham had a son, which he all owed George to nane
Vat t hew.
The Web of the Chozen

W were a fanmily and a race of fifteen now.

Time passed, and it was full. | used it to raise ny
share, and to develop the witing system!| wanted. It
wasn't very good at the start, and we used conputer
storage until we started to run out of it, but it worked
and devel oped. Had | had sone way to manufacture

things, | could have done better, but we nanaged, with
effort, to create a primtive sort of paper out of nashed
vegetation, very fragile but it had to do. And, from
that, a system of pinholes, painstakingly punched in
prearranged patterns with an awl or sone other sharp
tool held in the mouth. But you could scan the holes,
read what was witten in the code, which | based on

the intersystem code that every spacer was taught.

And | told ny lies, ny spacefaring lies, to new gen-
erations, and Marsha, who'd heard those stories too
many tines, topped themoften with her own.

Ti me passed, as a small group becane a tiny civili-
zation. Each succeeding Breed was limted to tw fe-
mal es and one mal e (except for mne, which George
managed to get limted to two, period) so we kept our
ratio, our famly, our mission, and roughly two fenal es
per male. By careful manipul ation, George nmanaged

our society and we stayed without the strife and breed
contention we had feared.

And Ceorge never seened to run out of nanes.

Qccasionally we'd seal the Nijinsky and |'d take a

run into the human sector to check on it, to intercept
radio signals, and, once in a while, to raid a beacon for
additional water. Since the N jinsky hadn't noved,

and used no fuel at idle, we needed little of it.

There was al ways the tenptation to raid another
freighter, but we'd been lucky once, and then they
were Terraform ng that world.

Ti me passed, and the living was pretty good.

In five breeds, we had 891 fenml es and 445 mal es
and the Nijinsky was full.

"We can't afford another Breed," George said to
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me one day. "We're really over the limt now There's
some room yes, but water is getting stretched very
thin, and we can't recycle all of it."

| agreed. The tine had been wonderful, but our odd
race of space-bom herbivores, only three of whom had
ever seen planetfall, was at the do-or-die point. Noth-
ing lasts forever.

We' d debated the point endl essly, CGeorge, Mrsha,

and |. The people were ready for a nove—eur own

stories had fueled a desire for a place of their own in
the universe. But deciding to act and deciding how to
act are two different things.

Mar sha, bl ess her, had a nuch shorter fuse than we.

"Look," she said, exasperated. "You, Bar, you want
revenge on the corporations, on hunmanity, on Seigl ein.
I"ve heard it on and off, on and off, for too many years.
You' re stuck." She turned on CGeorge. "And you—you

want sone sort of noral crusade to break the system
Vel |, nobody's thought of me—se and the rest of our
people. W want a hone, that's all. A honme. And to

hell with revenge and noral crusades! You two haven't
stopped being little boys since you dragged ne into this!
Well, it's about tine you grew up! You're responsible
for all of us—you have to do not what you want but

what is best for us!"

When she got started, she cut with a nasty knife. She
was the real political organizer of the col ony, anyway;

the closest thing to a matriarch or an ancient queen |'d
ever experienced.

"Ch, shit, Marsha," | npaned when she was
through. "What's your idea, anyway?"

She sniled. "You renenber all those old Creatovi-

sion plots we had as kids?" She nodded to Ceorge.

"He doesn't—that was before him But you know

where I'mgoing. | think it's alnbst tine we did the old
alien plot for real."

I chuckl ed, liking what she had in mnd the nore |
thought of it. O course George knew the plot—t was
174
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ffi~dSe~r'8 awareness of other planets
"She neans," | said, barely restraining ny mrth at

AyN the idea was “~dy' conS up
vSa“ane? nonsters fromouter space should £

Sevent een
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Back when | was very small, and Seiglein's Total Care
Center #31 was ny whole world, the only escape from
routine was Creatovision. Ch, not the superfancy type,
with the programabl e plots, but there you were, with
a couple of friends, in sonebody else's body (as far as
you were concerned), going through trenmendous ad-
ventures. Sea stories could nmake you seasick, and if
you hated the snell of salt-spray or feared the depths
they were not for you. Wsterns could give you very
real psychosomatically induced saddl e sores; |ove sto-
ries of the period we generally avoi ded.

But the kind of programthat used to get to you,

really get to a young child, was the invasion plot. There
were |l ots of invasion plots—endl ess variations on it,
just as there were endless variations of the other plots,

but this was a special one.

It was designed to scare the hell out of you

The nonsters, usually from sonme kind of weird
civilization, would arrive secretly by spaceship and
creep up on unsuspecting towns on newy Terraforned

wor | ds—al ways new ones. | guess it's a lot harder to

be convincing if you're invading a superquad of three

t housand prefabs. Usually the nonsters woul d take

over your best friend, or all your neighbors, and they'd
mar ch around | ooking weird and giving ultimtuns to

the government to give in or they'd take over all the

civilized worlds.
Sone superscientific genius, usually with the Huang

176
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Cor poration | ogo, would al ways arise, and figure out
the indivisible zap ray that would drive themout of the
captive bodies.

Afterward we'd huddl e together in the dorns and

tal k nervously about our own experiences, seeing aliens
in every dark coner, sleeping with the Iights on, |ook-
ing strangely at Conrade Juni who's been acting funny

| ately.

Now, here we were in the scout (no use risking the

Ni jinsky or the rest of the colony), Marsha, George, a
dozen or so others, and nme, sitting off a world cast
adrift but still in the process of being Terraforned,
maybe fifty years from superquads and prefabs, con-
sidering how to go about taking over this place called
St. Cyril by the charts

W were fifteen weird, nonhuman creatures, all but
three spawned in a strange and unnatural environnent,

| ooking for a planet to take over, running through the
pl ans one last tine, checking the wording on our ulti-
mat um The alien invaders at |ast were poised to
strike, as all of us kids knew they woul d someday, the
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evil mastermind directing it fromhis spaceship too ad-
vanced and fast to be caught

And here | was—+e, the evil masterm nd, directing
the scenari o.

It pained ne that | would not actually be a party to
the raid; | was too valuable to | ose—the only nman who
could direct the scoutship. But with George's creative
hel p, we would be able to hear, in sonme cases even see,
what was goi ng on, nuch as Mdses had done back on

Pat nos.

Mar sha was goi ng, though, as the on-site | eader.
She knew nore about the layouts of colony worlds,
what funny shapes woul d be what, than anyone el se.

I was nervous, not just for the mssion, but for her.
This planet wasn't particularly far along as yet; there
could be all sorts of hidden dangers out there, perhaps
even weapons.

Qur comuni cations systemwas a marvel. In sone
177
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ways, it was nmuch like tel epathy, although the basis
was bionic. George could receive selectively sound
waves returning fromany of the party as the nodul at ed
informati on on a radio frequency carrier. After sub-
tracting the carrier wave the resulting sound patterns
wi thin the common Choz frequency range coul d be
interpreted as pictures or sound—as if we were sending
and receiving the sonar or tal king ourselves. It was
an eerie feeling—+'d participated in many of the tests.
Li ke being in sonebody el se's body, yet totally w thout

control of it.
Those of us on the ships could send, too—although

only in a comon frequency band. That, also, took
some getting used to, since everyone in the |anding
party woul d receive anything we said. It was agreed
that, unless sonething extraordinary canme up, all com
muni cati ons woul d be addressed to Marsha, whom we
woul d nonitor as the standard-agai n, unless there

was a reason to switch.

The auras of the landing party showed themto be
excited, expectant—and nervous as hell. Mrsha was
even nore scared than the others, a good sign, | felt.

A scared | eader is a cautious one.

All we really needed to do to acconplish our pur-

poses was to | and and take on, but this wasn't a ship,
it was a planet. First, the virus mght not take to it—
there nmight be some sort of radiation or something mu-
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tated in the vegetation that would stop it. Then, of
course, there was size—though it was a small planet, it
was huge by any other standard. Mses began on

Patmos with four tiny areas; we didn't know how | ong

it had taken himto Choziformthe savannas in their
entirety, but George guessed it nust have been years.
Perhaps that affected the timng of the reproductive

cycle. Who knew how Moses t hought ?

We couldn't wait. W wanted only a small patch
at the start, and yet it had to denpnstrate the ongoi ng

process.
We had to be seen
The Web of the Chozen

I took one | ast survey of the place. A great deal of
heat radiation fromseveral areas, a smaller anount
froma third to the north. The probe said it was warm
enough for the virus, although colder than it |iked for
opti num per f or nance.

The radi ation survey did indicate a mnor settle-

ment, possibly a construction canp. | could get no nore
fromny instrunents, built for eyes, so that would have
to be that.

I called out, "Ready!" and went in fast, braking at

the | ast possible nmonent, putting them about two ki -
|lometers fromthe site of the radiation. The automatic
pressure equalization systemwas activated, and, when
that was done, | opened the air-lock door. The scout-
shi p, shaped nmuch like a spade in a card deck, rested

on a bed of fifty-centineter springlike supports all over
its underside, which kept nme |evel

A chill wind blewin through the hatch; | turned to
Cain, perched so he could see the direct readout instru-
ment s.

"Tenperature?" | asked. .

"Si xt een degrees Cel sius," he responded.
"Humi di ty?"
"Seventy-one point six percent," the robot read.

| turned to the raiding party, an auspicious thirteen

i n nunber.

"Take care," | said softly to Marsha, but she didn't
reply. | started the takeoff sequence setup...

"Go!" | yelled, and, like that, they were out, out into

the night of the funny little woodl and worl d.

As soon as they were clear | closed the |ock, acti-
vated the autosterilization procedures, and hit the throt-
tle hard. W jerked, but it wasn't nearly as bad as the
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L-junp despite the sustained pressure of a fast takeoff.

George and | were alone in the ship.

"I'"m parking, George," | told him "W're in sta-
tionary orbit over themnow. You can plug in any
time."

The Web of the Chozen

George nodded. He was actually plugging in two
different things; we would share the experiences, since
the data cane to the conmputer, then had to be chan-

nel ed to the open panel through mne.

But CGeorge held the keys to the keyboard.

We faced the jury-rigged transceiver panel, built
with the conputer's know edge of circuitry and the
tentacles of Cain and Abel fromparts taken fromthe

Nijinsky.
The panel was showi ng pictures. Sound pictures, as

t he Choz saw.

"I't's working," | breathed. George was silent, ex-
pectant, tense.

Marsha | ooked around. Lots of tall trees, npst ris-
ing thirty nmeters or nore before they had any sort of
branches or |eaves. Thick groves of them covering
the sky, shutting out sunlight. The ground was bare
except for sonme very primtive, nosslike growhs.

She checked the nine males and three fenal es chosen
for the party. Each had specialized training or the
personality for this sort of thing in our opinion—
but who could know? Who could anticipate everything

and everyone?

That hesitant thought went through Marsha's mnd,
but she knew it was too |late to have reservations.

"This way, quickly and silently," she ordered, then
started off through the growth. They followed, quickly
adjusting to the slightly less than normal gravity that
gave themfor the first time in their lives the freedom
to truly leap, to alnost fly. As they nmoved there were
sounds all around them the nmpbst pervasive seened

I'i ke a huge singing group, humm ng. It was a constant
tone, although it rose and fell in pitch as they passed

one spot or another.

Some sort of insect, Marsha guessed, and kept on
She al nost stopped, causing a mnor collision, when

somet hing small and yell ow scurried across the little

180
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clearing in front of her, but she kept hold of herself
and just continued |oping on, knowing that this was
yet sonething of a wild world, one with little things
that hunmmed and others that scurri ed.

Wthin mnutes, they broke through the edge of the
forest.

They were on the edge of an escarpnent, rather

gentle but long; a plain, with Terran-style groves and
even a sprinkler systemof sorts covering nost of it; at
the base and off a few hundred nore neters was the
camp—a town, really, with electricity that radi ated as
dull red heat to her eyes, and a single, fanmliar four-
pattern of prefabs.

They took some tine to survey the scene, to get

to know it. The night sky was no help, but the lights
were enough illum nation for the basics of the col or
sense, as was the brightness that was a cl ose, rocky
nei ghbor planet of roughly equal size, reflecting the
sun.

"The humans are in the buildings, there," she told

them voice set and deternmined. "The large block to

the right, there, houses the construction and mainte-
nance robots. It's entirely possible that we m ght neet
a utility robot or two in the groves. If so, avoid it if
possi ble. Your fear index will trip the disabling tone
if things get too bad, and we will be there to help."

They crept down through groves of some sort of
veget abl e, occasionally getting wetted down by the
sprinklers, but they met no human or robot as they
progressed.

Al nost at the village, they cane to a sudden clear-
ing and Marsha's hooves cl attered agai nst sonething
hard. She | ooked down, sounding it, but it took a
few seconds to realize what it was.

"A road!" she exclainmed. "A service road! Bar
Can you trace the road? Does it go a good di stance?
Is there a | anding place well down it?"

| ordered the photo probe from ship's sensors, but
the pictorial was a blank to ne.

The Web of the Chozen

"Cain?" | shot to the robot. "You heard?"
"The road does not go far," responded the robot.

"I't runs into a network of other small er roads, and one
very large one going off to the southwest."

"The |l ongest one will do," | responded. "Is there a
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| andi ng place two or nore kil oneters from any
settled area?"

"There is," the robot replied. "I shall feed you its
coordi nates."

He did and | stored the information in the computer.

I turned back to Marsha and her group

"What you got in nmind, hon?" | asked her

"Roads mean cars and trucks of sone kind," she

poi nted out. "That neans water tanks for the irriga-
tion system W mght as well get sonething out of

this other than noral satisfaction.”
I thought it over, |ooked at George. He shrugged.
"WIIl it fit in the | ock?" he asked

"Depends," | responded. "Hon, if you can find one
that fits, goto it. Anything else, too. O herw se, raise

your hell and git."

She nodded, then suddenly froze.
There was the sound of a whirring notor sonewhere

near, approaching.
"Quickly!" she called to the others. "Into the
bushes and freeze!"

They didn't need any extra urging. She took a nighty
| eap and was so far back she risked edgi ng forward

to get a view of the road.
There was a truck comng, a little angular affair,

with single headlight. A three-wheeler. She scanned
to see the driver, but there was no driver. It was an

aut omat ed vehi cl e.
Nobody noved, nobody breathed, as the thing cane

up to within a few neters of them whirred past, and
vani shed down the road wi thout a pause.

"VWhew! " she breathed. "Nervew acking, that. Well

c'nmon, gang. Let's head into town."
182
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They proceeded slowmy to the edge of the quad.

Many |ights were on, she could tell by the colors
reflecting off the grassy center plot, but there seened
to be no one stirring outside.
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"Dam!" she exclaimed angrily. "No trucks. Well,
okay, then." She turned to the group. "Anybody fee
like they have to shit?"

Several did, in fact, and she urged themto do it in
the quad, on the grass, depositing as they did huge
cultures of the virus.

The operation needed a little nore |ight, but you

coul d al nost swear that the edges of the grass around
the three piles of manure were turning a dull pink even
now.

"Look at the piles!" CGeorge cut in sharply. "Keep
| ooking until | tell you to stop!”

They conplied, and he played little tunes to the

piles relayed by the Choz to the ground. He was in-
structing the virus as to its rate of nmultiplication, I
knew, stepping everything up to maxi num speed.

Near the end of this, soneone decided to cone out
of one of the quads.

We heard the door slide open, and switched to the
first Choz who | ooked up. Sormeone—tooked like a

man, hard to tell with the baggy clothes. He was hum
m ng sonething, and he started across the area, hardly
| ooki ng where he was goi ng.

"Everybody!" | called. "Contact!"
He al nost bunped into Marsha

"Excuse ne," he munbled, face still staring at
t he ground.

He saw sonething strange there, and his face cane
up, neeting Marsha's gaze.

Hi s nmout h opened, and he screaned so terribly we
could feel it way up in orbit. The man was terrified.

He started to back away, then just stood, a few

met ers back, gaping. Marsha | ost her patience, and
made a feint for him and he screamed again and ran
183
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as fast as he could back to the door from which he'd
energed, yelling and screaning.

There were the sounds of novement, calls, and
some additional |ighting snapped on, making the quad
a bl aze of color.

"Scatter!" she yelled at them "Meet back at the
road when you're done!"
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They leaped in all directions. One headed for the
generating plant on to one side, another to the water
system yet others to their assigned stations. Mrsha
stood her ground and glared at the |ights she could
sense but not see.

"Ckay, you bastards! C mon out and fight!" she
yel |l ed, although they could not hear her.

Three humans acted as if they did, though. There
was no way of telling if one was our first contact—
they tended to |l ook alike to us, | discovered—but
they cane out of the sane building and gaped at her
for a nmoment.

She turned and faced them scanning them care-
fully. One held what seenmed to be a wench. No other
weapons were Vvisible. The one with the tool appeared
to be the | eader, and he advanced on her, the others
foll owi ng cautiously, nervously.

"Hey, beastie," he whispered gently. "Nice beastie.
VWhat are ye, beastie? C non to Papa N unp now,
take it easy. "

He kept nurmuring reassuringly, but the wench
was held in a nasty way.

Mar sha | et hi m approach, doing a wide scan to

make certain there were no surprises. There were
several other humans in open doorways, but these three
were the only ones that made any ki nd of nove.

"Jeez! What the hell is it?" one of the nervous fol -
| oners managed. "I ain't never seen nothin' like it
bef ore. Them eyes—jeez!"

"Shut up!" N unp ordered sharply through cl enched
teeth and broad smle. "If | can get close in enough |
184
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can brainit, I think." H s tone softened again. "N ce
beastie, come to Papa, beastie ..."

"Why, that son of a bitch!" Marsha expl oded, and

| eaped high into the air at the trio. She judged her
di stance perfectly as only a Choz can gauge a | eap,

f orehooves pushing the two nmen behind N unpo, hind

| egs kicking into Njunp's shoul ders and, perhaps, his
skul | as she gave an extra push in the air for effort.

She crashed into the two nen, and sprawled with

them Choz aren't |ight—-she weighed a hundred fifty
kilos if she wei ghed one—and when she rolled over

onto one of them he screaned in pain. She recovered

qui ckly as the buildings erupted with construction per-
sonnel, nostly yelling conflicting orders and runni ng
around, watching her warily.

Scanni ng that the three she tackled were out for
the count, she whirled and poi sed for another spring.
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"Watch it!" | warned anxiously. "They can hurt
you, you know "

"The hell with them " she sneered. "God! It's been
so long! They're so small, so soft, so slow Hah! ['1]|
show ' em what a Choz wonan can do!"

She | eaped at a bunch, who were taken aback both
at the speed and the duration of the | eap—perhaps
twenty, twenty-five neters!

I knew what she was feeling, feeling for the first
ti me—the power of the Choz in the open, the free-
dom the trenmendous control when we were in a place
like that for which we were designed.

She hit a row of nmen and wonen who froze in fear

as she cane upon them Ilike sone flying horror. She
struck the first two, and they careened into others. It
was al nost comical the way they fell into each other
goi ng down in sequence

"CGet one of the borers fromthe construction shed!"
sonmeone yelled. "Nail it!"

She spotted the woman who yelled it, probably a
construction foreman, and | eaped again, tearing into
her .

The Web of the Chozen

"Marsha!" | yelled. "Get the hell out of there!
Enough, al ready!"

She was breathing hard, but it was nore from ex-
citenment than the exercise.

"Hell, no!" she responded. "Let's really give them
sonet hing to renenber!"

Wth that, she | eaped for an open doorway, and
entered the building. She knew her way well enough,
as would I; they were all alike, every one, everywhere.

There were no locks in the perfect society; she
bounded up the short stairs and nudged the pane
next to a second-floor apartnent. The door slid open,
barely | arge enough for her, and she barged in.

A woman was in there, totally nude, watching the
excitement from her wi ndow. She turned as Marsha
storned in, and screaned. Marsha stopped, then slowy
approached the terrified woman. She shied back into

a coner, trapped. Marsha approached her, so close
that the woman could snell her breath.

Then the power-drunk Choz smiled—+ don't know

how | know that, but | do—and caressed the woman
in some nasty places with her tongue. Her fun over,
she shot sone webbing at those nasty places and
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turned for the w ndow.

The quad was full of people; she could hear them
but the wi ndow bl ocked the sonar. They were the
seal ed type, too. No way.

"Marsha!" | screaned. "No!"

She charged the window, striking it first with her

huge, extremely powerful hind feet, smashing the

plasticine into mllions of tiny crystals. Still alnbst ten
meters up, she straightened out, and had the soundi ng

bef ore she | anded.

"If 1 hadn't seen it with nmy own eyes | wouldn't
have believed it," George nurnured

The quad was a sea of humans now, but there were
other things there as well.

"Marsha!" | yelled. "Robots! Get out of there!
Junmp over if you can!"

186
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They were the big kind, the construction kind, not
easily bypassed. They had the quad hemed in, and
the humans quickly retreated behind them | eaving
her exposed.

She stood her ground, but she was scared again
now, suddenly, in the face of those huge, terrible
machi nes.

"They' ve got me cut off!" she alnost yelled in panic.

"l don't—=
"Why doesn't the protective sound cone?" | shouted
at CGeorge
George was transfixed. "I don't—dnless . . . Ch, ny

God! You renenber all the times we saw it, right from
the start! It was always the nmales. Bar! Al ways the
mal es! Never Eve, never the others!"

He was right, I knewwith certainty. In that Bible
that Mbses and George followed in different ways,
worren were the weaker, dependent sex.

"Everyone! Al males! Get to that quad! Mrsha
needs you!" | vyelled.

"Ahead of you!" cane several responses, but a
qui ck check showed they were a short distance away.

"CGeorge!" | called. "Do you have enough virus to
di sabl e then®"

He shook his head. "One, maybe. No nore!"

Not in many years had | felt so hel pless, so cheated
Nobody, | thought angrily, beats Bar Holliday.
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My head cleared. "George! Get that virus to the
operators! The robots can't shoot any aninmal |ife on
their own!"

The great things were closing in fast. They wanted
a narrow field of fire, to avoid hitting the buil dings.

"Locked in!" George called. "Marsha! Scan the
cabs!"

She had pani cked and was | ooki ng every which
way, but she snapped out of it.

George played sone tones, first at one, then the
second, then the third. The fourth, however, he nissed,

The Web of the Chozen

and the first three weren't instant; it would take tine
for the virus to start dissolving their clothes, causing
t he di version.

Then suddenly, four nmore were there, behind them
and we saw the cl ouded vision of the panic defense
in action. Things seemed to sl owbut George junped.

"The laser!" he yelled. "One of themis on and
we can't see it!"

Mar sha | ooked confused, then sprang in a giant
| eap right at one of the |unbering automatons.

A beam foll omed, we found, slicing off a section of
the construction robot she'd | anded al ongsi de.

The operator of that one was frozen by the defense
sounds, feeling too nmuch pain to react, and she was
able to junp again.

The wild | aser | ashed through, out of control, and
beyond the two other robot borers. Pieces of machin-
ery were chipped off, and flew, and the beam cl ear ed,
striking out. W saw Marsha's vision blur as sonething
hit her. She screaned and dropped |ike a stone.

"The hell with this!" I growed. "I'mgoing in!"
We dropped suddenly down al nost to the edge of
town. | opened the |ock anxiously and called the
ot hers.

"Marsha's hurt!" canme a call fromone of the others,
I couldn't tell which. "And so's Sheml Bring litters!"

We had a couple for energency purposes, and Cain
strung one quickly around rme.

"Stay here, George!" | commanded as the ol der man
made to follow. "Cain! Come with nme!"
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The robot scuttled out the |ock, and | kept up as
best | could, dragging the sledge.

It wasn't far to the site. | didn't have tine for re-
crimnations—the males couldn't hold that panic beam
deliberately, and I knew it mght quit at any tine,
bringing the | aser canons to bear on us.

Cain picked up two linp fornms and put them on

the sl edge; one of the wonen spun webbing to hold
them and | was off, Cain pacing ne.
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I made the | ock and dropped the web-rope from
my teeth.

"George! Get them back here!" | ordered crisply.
"Let's go!"

| started the energency takeoff procedures, and

counted anxiously as first one, then all the others fairly
|l eapt into the air lock. | closed it, fed the pressuriza-
tion in, and gunned it. Ship's sensors showed two bul ky
shapes closing fast, and | knew that | would have little
time to spare.

We were far out into space when | dared rel ax,
havi ng made the short L-junp as quickly as | could
mat ch vector and velocity.

Only then | was able to look at the two injured
Choz.

One, a nmale caught in the wild fire, was obviously

dead—perhaps the first Choz of the new breed to die.
A Fourth, Shem had been a good, inquisitive boy with
a knack for mechanical concepts, | renenbered sadly.

Marsha was still alive, although that was al nost

a matter of opinion. She was out cold, and |I surveyed
the damage. A part of her left ear gone, some teeth
br oken, and—

Her hind legs were gone, as if sliced off by a

gi ant neat cleaver, along with her tail. There was
massi ve henorrhagi ng, but George was at work with
his tone board and seened to be wi nning that battle,
a battle that needed to be won quickly.

"She needs a transfusion," George said after a while.
"No, don't jump to volunteer. W haven't anything

to do it with. |I've done the best |I can for now, and
we'll just have to wait. If she nakes it—well, then
we'll see.”

I bit my lower lip in anxiety. "George," | said

gravely. "Suppose—suppose she does pull through,
somehow. Can the virus—regenerate that nuch?"

He shook his head. "I have no idea. If anybody
can pull through, she will. She's got guts, that giri-
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and one hell of a bullheaded will to live. As for re-
generati on—+ don't know. In a stable Choz—well, this
sort of thing's never happened on this scale before."

I was terrified. | didn't know what 1'd do without
Marsha to keep nme in control, to provide nmy comon
sense. In a way, she was like a part of ne—for so
long a time now | |ooked mournfully at the old man

" Geor ge—what -what am | going to do?" | asked,
voi ce breaking.

He | ooked straight at me. "Go ahead with the plan,
of course. There's 1,332 other Choz to think of, you
know. "

Ei ght een

Several hours later we broke Junp near the beacon
we had selected earlier. By now, we knew, St. Cyri
woul d have frantically radi oed for help, and the
governnent and the Ni ne Corporations, Seiglein in-
cluded, would know what had gone on. Seiglein, at

| east, would al so know fromthe description of the
weird creatures just what the inplications were—and
just who was behind it.

The ghost of Patnos had struck at |ast.

Seiglein would know, too, fromthe descriptions of
the strange new stuff growing not only in the quad
patch but in other places we'd been, just what was
goi ng to happen. He'd know that, when the stuff
spread, it would cover the whole patch around the
canmp, then start hitting the nmen and wonen in the
camp when the food supply warranted, changing them
transform ng theminto Choz in that four-day ritual

Adult Choz would breed as the virus itself spread,
and spread it still nore, over the face of the whole
tenperate zone of the planet.

Soon—rAmybe a year, maybe two, no nore—the

virus, carried on air currents through the w nd pat-
terns of the world, would hit one or both of the cities
established as prototypes on St. Cyril, the larger areas
of heat radiation we'd detected.

How many? Thousands woul d undergo t he Change,

and survivors, sane and insane, would undergo the

Breed as well. Victins of our invasion. Victins soon

i ncapabl e of using the tools to help them cut off from
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hurmanki nd by its very real understanding that any
contact with the virus could prove disastrous.

Ship's sensors scanned the area as cl ean, and

l'inked with the beacon, equalized, and went aboard.
It had been ten years or nore since |I'd been in one
of these at all—+the last tine, too, as a Choz-asking

hel p.

Now, as | nmanipulated the controls, set up the com
puter link, and sent one of the males, Jon, to be
my visual stand-in, | was in a different position, one

of power, one of command.
If only Marsha weren't lying there, trying to hold

onto a slender life thread, all of it would have been
perfect.
"To Seiglein," | began my transm ssion recording.

"This is Bar Holliday. You renenber ne. Once

wor ked for you; then, when it was nost needed, | ap-
peal ed to you for hel p—and got genocide and ny own
attenpted nurder. Well, things are different now,
Seiglein. | have just hit, as you nust know, the new
colony of St. Cyril. | have started irreversible changes
of a nature you know well. That was a sanple."

| paused for effect, then continued. "You can see
what it is doing to St. Cyril. Think what it would do
to Derwin, or Yinching or even Earth. You can't

defend against it, you can't fight it. | can pick any
of the hundred and three plus worlds, any tinme, any
place. | don't even have to survive—just ne, alone,

even dead, woul d be enough to do the job—and there
are a lot of us now, Seiglein. Alot. Talk it over,
bring it up to the Nine Famlies. Consider it. Then,
broadcast your response on Band 241—+t's not used for
much. I'Il be monitoring. If you wish to talk, we'll
talk. Otherwi se—npre, Seiglein. More and nore and
nmore. Maybe |I'Il even turn you into a Choz. Think
about it. I'lIl be listening—and |I'Il be in touch."

| signed off. | knew they'd be out to the beacon
as soon as they could after getting the nessage, and
I had no intention of being there when they did.
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drai ned the water and atnosphere systens into ny re-
serve tanks, and left it for them cold, enpty, ready
to be bl own up

I L-junped back toward in-system

We passed several cycles going over the raid, the
m st akes we nade, our own hopes and fears—and
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we wat ched Marsha, still alive but still out, a weck.

The younger ones coul d not condemm her—they,
too, had felt that tremendous sense of power, the ex-
hil arati ng sense of being where they bel onged.

But by the ninth cycle there was still nothing on

Band 241. | began to worry now, to wonder if | had
m scal cul ated. Finally, | could stand it no | onger.
"George—tet's nonitor off St. Cyril," | suggested,

and he agreed.

The planet, of course, was externally unchanged
fromthe way it had been before the raid. But, we
knew, things were happeni ng down there, strange and
terrible to the people that we'd hit.

We could hear their frantic transm ssions.

Crazy stuff's all over the place," canme one

voice. "It grows and spreads faster than you can chop
it down. You root it out, kill it with sprays, and you
find a patch ten tines bigger sonewhere else. | don't
know what . .."

And later: ". . . going crazy. Some of them broke

into the food stores and ate like they were starving.
They' ve gone crazy—and | feel like |I'mstarving ny-

sel f "

And nmuch later still, as Band 241 stayed silent:

lying around in comas just out on the grass or
sonething. A few of themare eating the dammed stuff.
| feel so dammed |ight-headed, high, | don't know
what it is. Some disease . . . Your bio boys better
get in and cure this thing, fast!"

Ah! The faith man had in his nmagical technol ogy
and in his | eaders!
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" animals. | had this extrenme craving to eat

the grass outside today—and | did! | still feel funny,
crazy, but some of the others are further along. The
docs got it too, so they're no help at all. | barely

dragged nyself in here to send this. God! My arns
are draggi ng the ground when |'m standi ng up! You

woul dn' t believe ..
But they would believe, | knew. They'd know.

Medi cal teans cane fromthe southern cities, and

tried their best, but, before long, the virus had their
measure and they, too, were nore interested in sleep-
ing and eating. Once started, the process allowed little
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time for other things.
And still Band 241 was sil ent.

What was taking themso |ong? | wondered. Was
Seiglein content to ignore this? Even if he sonehow
failed to get ny nmessage it should be obvi ous by now
what was happening on St. Cyril. O were they waiting
to convince thenselves, to see how far it would go

on this scal e?

Man was his own worst enenmy on St. Cyril. Not

knowi ng what was happeni ng and getting no help
fromtheir government and corporations, they had

taken the victinms fromsome of the construction canps

to their city Iabs and hospitals to study. In hours they
had done years of the virus's work. Long ahead of
schedul e, the virus was | oosed on the centers of popu-
lation on St. Cyril

Through this time, Marsha clung tenaciously to the
thread of life, we gave Shema Christian burial in
space, and Band 241 renuni ned silent.

George played with the virus. He was getting strong
signals fromSt. Cyril, but too many to sort out. My
conmputer was better than Moses, of course, but it

wasn't designed for this sort of thing. He finally could
narrow down reception to a snall area and certain

type of virus, but this was just a variation of the way
we' d kept contact with Marsha's band.

He played with their acidic secretions, those things
194
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that could break down even a spaceship wall if neces-
sary. He had some success, to judge by the radio
reports, but there were too nmany different things
composed in too many different ways; it would take

a much |l arger conputer to handle all the stuff.

By the twenty-first cycle of nonitoring, the effects
were spreading in the cities. The nedical nen and
scientists were the first to be hit, of course—they'd
been in direct contact with the virus. The largely de-
fensel ess and technol ogi cal |l y dependent test col onies
started to grind to a halt, and gardens, grass plots,
and groves started sprouting this funny grass and

t hese tuber plants.

As power and mai ntenance systens failed, panic

set in. There were riots, terrible bouts of madness,
even before the hunger struck the cities. Thousands
were killed in these, thousands nore in the crazed
scranble for food as the thing took hold.

Chaos reigned as the change swept civilization on

St. Cyril
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It was a horrible, frightening spectacle.

Si nce Band 241 stayed enpty, | prayed someone
was watching. | felt guilty as hell as things went on,
al though | couldn't quite understand why.

A few cycles later we discovered what they were
up to.

The sensors went off and | junped. Sonething bad
just cone out of L-junp not far from us!

I checked, saw a large blip, sonewhere between the
little destroyer class and something the size of the
Courrant. It was pretty far away, but | knew it was

a mlitary-class ship and that it had ne as well. |
backed off, causing sone consternation with the speed
of the getaway and | ack of warning.

The ship fired at nme, but | had the junp on him
and was into a quick L-junp before the robom ssiles

could reach us. QOddly, | was in the only kind of ship
that could do that and get away with it—scout ships
195
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were built for speed and maneuverability; nost of the

others couldn't even | and.

I pulled out of the junp, not apol ogizing to any-
body, and, to ny shock, saw nbre mssiles not very
far fromme. They had seen ny energy deflection on
their sensors and changed for ne. | still had sone
velocity fromcom ng out of the junp and managed to
make another, but | knew that | was out of there with
seconds or less to spare. The bastard had fired a
random 360-degree spread at ne, guessing |'d make

an energency short junp!
I laid off, coming out only a few nminutes |ater,
hal f - expecting to neet nore conpany.

There wasn't any, but | was still close enough to the
systemto be able, in a couple of mnutes, to receive
intense radiation fromthe vicinity of the space |I'd

j ust occupi ed.

Those m ssiles had been so close they' d detonat ed.
The cl ose shave actually helped ne, in that the
captain, smart as he obviously was, would believe
that they'd gotten nme—the mssiles wouldn't detonate
unl ess their sophisticated conputer brains told them

they could hurt the target.

My conputer's better than your conputer, | thought
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smugly.
George was picking himself up off the wall. They'd

all been thrown about quite a bit, and sone were
groani ng, but they'd be all right. Marsha we had
webbed down, so she had been the best prepared of

all of us even if she didn't know it.
"What the hell was that about?" George roared,
and there were several angry seconds.

Qui ckly, | explai ned what happened, and they
cal med down. For a few it suddenly sunk in that we'd

al rost been zapped.

George | ooked worried. "Do you suppose they're
going to do a Patnps operation on St. Cyril?" he
asked, more of hinself than nme. "That's dunb—we'l|
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just do it again and again. They nmust know that."

"They may think they got us,” | pointed out. "And
they don't know about the Nijinsky. That di sappear-
ance is just one of the nysteries of space."

He shook his head. "No, they can't really know

that was us back there. | think they just figured we
were part of the routine traffic and wanted to be
sure we hadn't been down there, naybe a new car-
rier. No, that's not the plot. They cane here to do
sonet hing, not catch us."

I frowned. "I'mnot sure | want to try that captain
again," | told him "He's good—very good."
The bi ol ogi st nodded. "I agree. No use in letting

hi m know we're alive anyway. W can wait. Any
signs as to what he's doi ng?"

I shook ny head. "It'd be several ninutes before
the energy pul ses would reach us here anyway. Don't
forget our velocity is geonetric. W're a good ways
fromSt. Cyril."

George sat up on his tail and cocked his head, think-
i ng.

"Now, let's see," he nunmbled, "what would | do

if | were they? Bonb it out? No, not this time. That
failed before." He | ooked at ne. "Fix any spacecraft
down there or in orbital station that m ght have been
contam nated so they can't go anyplace, that's for

sure.”

"Right," | agreed. 'Td hate to have to nmake a
planetfall from anywhere in the next few days. |'Ill bet
they' Il zap half a dozen innocent ships too slow with
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the answers."

He shrugged. "Spreading panic is part of our own
operation. Renember, fifteen of us are taking on

seven hundred billion people. No, we have to think

If they gave in to us, they'd lose. It's surrender, noth-
ing less. W would dictate terms."

"But our ternms are pretty mld!'" | pointed out.
"St. Cyril would be enough!”
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"They don't know that," George pointed out. "Be-
sides, it's enough for a while, but that wouldn't | ast
forever. You nust know that as rmuch as they. And
we're biologically conpatible in the npst basic re-
spect —ae need the same kind of worlds. You your-
self told me the odds on finding a new Terraformabl e
worl d. They'd have to halve that at |east—and we can
breed faster, Choziform anything conpatible with the
virus. Their whol e econony, their whole systemis
based upon continued expansion. They'll know that."
"But we've been over this a hundred tines before,"”

| protested.
"That was different. Planning a great expedition

and getting the result you expect are two different
things. Plotters have stars in their eyes—e had to.

We had no choice but to do this."

"So they aren't blowi ng the place up—ot yet, any-
way," | sumed up. "l1'd have gotten the energy pul ses
by now. And they aren't giving in to us, either. So

what are they doing?"

"If 1 were they, 1'd buy tinme—as nuch tine as
possible," the biologist replied. "First, |I'd quarantine
St. Cyril, so |I'd have sone sanples of what | was up

against. Seiglein blewit with Patnos—he | et Mses
get away, be missed us, and then he blew up the only
pl ace that would give himthe clues to neet a future
threat. He was dunb. The Nine Fanilies aren't dunb
as a group. No, |I'd keep St. Cyril and let it be
Chozi formed—and |'d watch, and keep notes, and

I"d study it."
"But they can't get too close," | pointed out. "The
virus will get them too."

George shrugged. "They can drop nurds and anal yze
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the stuff in chanbers |ike you have, only better, with
the best conputers and best biological mnds they
have. I1t'l|l be tough, but eventually they'll come up

wi th somet hing."

"Li ke what?" | asked, getting a little nervous now.
The others were crowded around, listening as well.
198
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"An antitoxin, sonething that would kill the virus
but nothing else.”

| thought about that one. "That's possible?"

He nodded. "Ch, certainly. There's a cure for every-
thing sooner or later. Kill the virus and you destroy
the Choz, but |eave the place Terraformable. That's
what St. Cyril will be—their |ab. The peopl e down
there will be their |lab animals. Sooner or later they'l
find the answer.”

| felt crushed. | | ooked over at Marsha, still un-
conscious. | thought of Shem fl oating sonewhere
out there, forever

For not hi ng.
Al'l for nothing.

One of the younger nenbers of the raiding party
| ooked stricken, and said what we all were thinking
t hen.

"Then, we've lost," he said in anguish

I looked at him at CGeorge, at Marsha, at the ship.

I thought about the colony on the Nijinsky, the billions
dead on Patnos. | thought about being shot at, tricked,
suckered, pushed around by everybody fromthe

Seiglein Corporation to Mdses to circunstance

It boiled up in nme, in a fury that nust have shown
a frightening, dangerous aura to the others. They
edged away from ne.

It wasn't going to end like this. It. Was. Not. oing.
To. End. Like. This!

I whirled around, shouting for Cain to take his
perch above the control board.

"Nobody beats Bar Holliday!" | said with grim
menace. | turned to them ny aura so bright | could
al nrost feel it. "Prepare for L-jump,"” | snapped. The

alarmrang, the figures were in.
"Where are we goi ng?" George asked nervously.
"Back," | said, not |ooking around. "Back to the

Ni jinsky. Back to take one | ast, desperate ganble."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...20-%20The%20Web%200f%20the%20Chozen%20UC.txt (161 of 170) [1/19/03 4:45:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%620Web%200f %20the%20Chozen%20U C.txt

199
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We took only a few nminutes to transfer Marsha and
clear out my scout, then | sent for Ham

He was bursting to hear the details of the raid,

but | dism ssed his questions curtly. If tinme was what
Seiglein and the others wanted, then tinme was some-
thing they'd not get a second nmore of than | could
manage. My manner and hue told himthis was no

time to bal k.

"Look, Ham | really need Marsha on this, but
wi thout her you'll have to do. She taught you every-
thing she'd ever known about the N jinsky."

He nodded. "I know every bolt in the bucket. You
know t hat."

"I"'mcounting on you!" | responded enphatically.
"Look, | want to get into the nodul ar section of the

Ni ji nsky computer. Can you get ne and Cain there?"

He | ooked nervous and dubi ous. "C non, Bar! You
can't fool with that stuff. One slip and you could kil

us!™"
"But you know where it is and how the net is set
up," | persisted.

He resisted, but he did know, and as much as he
woul d have fought anyone el se, he could not fight ne.

We went to the stem and beyond, into a tiny room
with an el evator platform

"W only go down every once in a while to check,"”
he said nervously. "Rough ride."

| made sure Cain was scrunched in with us, and
200
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Ham punched the control square with his nose. W
descended.

We stopped at the |l owest level, in the service bay

of the freighter. There was a great deal of vibration
here fromthe generators, punps, recircul ating equip-
ment, and the like that kept us going and would for the
next fifty years or nore at current |evels.

We nade our way | aboriously down a passageway

not neant for Choz, a long, long way to the point just
under the ship's mdsection. Alarge netal plate

bl ocked our path.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20L.%20Chalker/Chalker,%...20-%20The%20Web%200f%20the%20Chozen%20UC.txt (162 of 170) [1/19/03 4:45:39 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20L .%20Chal ker/Chal ker,%20Jack%20L %20-%20T he%620Web%200f %20the%20Chozen%20U C.txt

"There's another access fromthe bow," Hamre-
marked, "and it ends about a hundred and fifty ne-
ters fromhere in another metal plate. That's the
core, Bar. It's behind there."

I scanned the wall. It | ooked extrenely solid, but
I knew it had to be renovable in some way. | fine-
scanned the whole thing, line by Iine, square centi-

meter by square centimeter.

And there they were—special bolts with odd shape

and size, set flush and disguised as part of the netal
superstructure so that a sighted person woul d never
have known they were there.

| turned to Cain. "Qdd bolts," | told the robot.
"Look, I'lIl touch one. They're in a pattern fromthat
poi nt. See thenP"

The robot scanpered up to the wall, then clinbed
supporting itself half on the wall and half on the
panel. It took a free tentacle and felt the bolts, each
of the nine in turn

"Can you get themout?" | asked him nervous ny-
sel f now.
It prodded one lightly. "I believe so," it replied in

its electronic nonotone. "However, there are charges
in each bolt. If not renmoved in a certain order they
will fuse."

| sighed. "Any clue as to the order?"

"None," it replied. "It will have to be tried ran-
domy."
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"That's it, then," Ham said, alnost cheerily. "You

can't get in."
I wasn't put off so easily.

"Cain, if they're programed for a certain order,
then they're linked to the brain in sone way?"

"l do not believe so," it replied. "There is sone
connector there. | believe the determ nation is nechan-
ical."

| brightened. "You mean it's a series of gears or
| evers?"

"Yes," it replied. "I can feel it.
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| thought for a nonment. \Wat could show the
|l inkages to Cain without |ousing up everything?

"Couldn't we cut through?" | suggested.

"W might," the robot admitted. "But it is a ques-
tion of whether we would also injure the conputer.
cannot do anything that would injure the conputer
That is a nmandated pattern in ny progranm ng."

"Uh huh," was all | could say. | thought carefully.
"How thick is it? Any idea?"

"Not very," Cain responded. "I cannot determ ne
for certain, but I would say it would not be nore than
three hundred and ninety nor |ess than three hundred

and seventy nmillineters.”
"Cl ose enough," | said drily. "Cain, how can you

feel the couplers?”

"Through the engine vibration," the robot re-
sponded. "The nechanismis flush with the plate, and

vi brates slightly against it.

"Then," | suggested hopefully, "suppose we coul d
vibrate it constantly, at a rmuch higher sound |evel,

sanme frequency."

"That m ght work," Cain responded.
"Ham" | said sharply. "Go get Ceorge."

Just as we coul d broadcast through the virus on the
ground at St. Cyril, CGeorge could do the sane for Ham
and ne fromthe scout to the Nijinsky hold. W
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drafted others, and formed a living nmessage chain all
the way back to George

Wthout ne on the scout, he had no way of know
i ng what was goi ng on

"Tell George to go ahead," | said to the man be-
hi nd ne, and so on down the incredibly long line it
went. All of us nearest the plate faced it; | used all

mal es, because our |arger horns and rounder nmem
branes produced nore intense sound.

The tone started, and | found it strange; | went

blind, because it was outside nmy own reception limt,
down in the bass, really, but | was also out of contro
—+ couldn't not broadcast.

"Cain!" | called out. "Got it?"

"More intensity," came the response, al nost masked
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in the tonal din.

"Tell George maxinmumintensity, and give it to
everybody down here!" | called back, and so it went.
About three minutes later | got what | asked for.

I don't know how long it was; probably not |ong,

but it seened like forever. Suddenly | heard Cain,
hanging fromthe ceiling over nme. The robot couldn't
be heard ot herwi se

"l have it now," he said, and | could have ki ssed
hi s spi dery, nechani cal hide

It took longer to turn us off; the sound was so in-
tense that | had a hell of a time being heard, and Cain
finally had to make its way up to get the nessage

acr oss.

Fromthis point, the job was sinple. W'd apply a
little webbing to the tip of one of Cain's tentacles,
and he'd slap it immediately on the bolt. It would
harden, bonding the two, and the bolt would turn
Then we'd have to free himby tossing small bow s of
urine held in our nmouths—not exactly pleasant, | can
assure you—and do it again.

Finally, the plate | oosened, creaked, and fell down
with a crash, alnobst nipping ny legs in the process.
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| went into the conputer core, scanning it carefully.
Finally I found what | was | ooking for—a storage
rack, with hundreds of tiny round programm ng

nmodul es.
I really needed Marsha, but | would have to do it
al one, | knew.

"Cain!" | called. The robot scanpered in and
wai t ed, expectant. "Can you put these little balls in
that chute over there, in the order they are laid out,

top to bottonP"
"The seventh one in the ninth rowis mssing," it

poi nted out.
"I know. Can't be helped. It's already in there.

Ckay, can you do it?"
"Easily," responded the robot, and did just that.

I burned. | burned with hatred, | burned with the
fires of passion and desperation
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"VWhat are they. Bar?" Ham asked, scared to death
at the exposure of his precious computer.

"One hundred and four little programm ng course
balls,” | replied. "One for each possible destination of
the Nijinsky. Now we'll go to the bridge and get a

course readout for each."
"VWhat are you gonna do, anyway?" he asked ne,
conf used.

They were all there, all the ward | eaders who woul d
take the word back to the people. Nothing stayed
quiet in a society this snall, but | wanted it done

right.

George was there, too. He already knew what |
was pl anni ng, and coul d say nothing nore.

"Al'l right, people,"” | began hesitantly. "This is our
situation, so |isten good. Right now there's a human

ship analyzing the world we hit, trying to find a way

to kill the virus. Kill it and you kill us. You' ve already
heard that. This puts us in a bind." | paused for effect,
t hen conti nued.

The Web of the Chozen

"First, we can junp for the unknown stars. | can
stay out and nake about three hundred junps. The

Ni ji nsky could make maybe twenty. The odds of us
finding a planet of our own in that range woul d be
slim and we'd be out there, waiting for the systens
to finally give out, if we didn't."

"So we're dead," said one older |leader, | think it
was Beth, one of Marsha's second breed, not m ne.

"W have one chance,” | told them "One chance

only. There are over thirteen hundred of us. There are
one hundred and four human worlds. Al ow ng sone

| eeway, for ship's maintenance and the like, that's
twel ve of us for every human world."

"You nean—tand on all of thenP" gasped one
named Rut h.

"I mean exactly that," | responded. "And now—

before they get a key to the virus and before they get
smart enough to think of it thenselves and really de-
fend against it."

"But -how | ong woul d this take?" another asked.

"About two years," | responded. "But, renenber, it

takes just as nmuch tine for themto nove as it does

for us—and they can't build their defenses fast

enough. If you're good, and if we have a little | uck,
many of you won't be discovered until it's far too late."
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"They' Il kill us," one breathed.

"Many of us," | admitted. "Perhaps nost of us. |
hope not. But—there it is. If anybody el se has a pl an,
let me know Oherwise, we do it."

"There should be a vote!" Ruth protested. "W can't
ask the people to do this without a vote!"

"Exterm nation or the survival of the race," CGeorge
broke in. "That's what it is, all right. Wich one do
you vote for?"

"My God!" one swore. "To—to0 turn every human
into the Choz! It's incredible!"

| smiled. "Yes, isn't it?" | agreed, a trace of nalice
in my voice. "So nuch so they'll never figure out what
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we're doing until it's too late. Then let them cone up
with a way to kill the virus without killing thenselves!"

They left, left to tell the others, to make prepara-
tions, to get themselves nmentally ready for the task.

George and | weren't al one—o Choz was ever
really alone, not until we broke out of these ships—
but it was as much privacy as any ever had.

I was grinning, thinking of the Seigleins and the
Huangs and the Snonbas and the others of the N ne
Fam | ies as they changed into Choz.

Oh, I'd have my revenge, all right! On all of themn

I | ooked at George, and saw that he was gri nning,
t 0o.

"So we all might win," he said lightly.

"VWhat the hell do you nean?" | responded, know
ing | was nissing sonething.

"The revolution!" he laughed. "And what a revol u-
tion! No nore humanity! No nore tight little niches
full of Creatovision addicts and stagnancy! The con-
stant pressure for new worlds, for expansion!"

"Those vegetables in the superquads won't change
anyt hing except their routine," | pointed out. "You
yoursel f said that Patnpbs was a nice anal og of human
society."

"You saw what happened on St. Cyril," he replied.
"Panic, riots, a terrible thing. The Change itself wll
weed out the least fit. The rest—well, their spark
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m ght conme out. And we still have the technol ogy
—the conputers, the bulk of man's know edge and
experience. It's a new start!"”

"W may wind up a herd of cows after all," |
count ered darkly.

He shrugged. "Starts are starts. Man was at an end.

Now we start himagain. | leave it to generations un-
born to do it again differently. In two years, maybe |ess
man will know he's a dinosaur. In three, that's what

he'll be. And man will be the Chosen, starting new."

206
The Web of the Chozen

"W coul d get shot out of the sky on the second
try," 1 noted.

He shook his head. "Ch, no. W' ve cone too far

done too much. This is what had to happen. Bar!
Nobody woul d have accepted it until now, but | knew
I've always known. W'll win. Bar! W were destined
to win! That's why all this has happened. God works
in nmysterious ways. H s wonders to perform"

Twent y

And, of course, you know he was right. | still haven't
been able to accept George's ideas of God and destiny
but we seeded al nost half the human worl ds before
anybody really caught on; we hit all hundred and

four before we were through.

The ships and personnel that took off and | anded
hel ped us, carried the virus faster than we coul d.

They finally did surrender when they realized just
how ext ensi ve the seeding was. They'd killed a | ot of
us. But of the original twelve hundred, sone four
hundred and ei ghty survived.

A much better percentage than that of hunmanity
when it Changed.

But, that's all right, too. George knew nore about

the virus than anybody, and when the top scientists of
humani ty t hensel ves were Choz, they took his brilliant
work and anplified it.

The social systemis still in flux, of course. Not every-
one is a revolutionary or a world-beater. Still, it's a
new age, and, as Ceorge predicted, it was a new be-

gi nni ng.

And there were robots, and there were conputers,

to hel p design new devi ces, new ways of adapting

things of technology, factories, and salve jars, to Choz
form and requirenents.
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So here we are, a race of near-immortals, a race
more in control of its body and its destiny than any one
human ever coul d have been

Ch, there are still sonme humans about. Sone of
208
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themin ships, stations, and the |ike who held out as
we held out, but who could not hold out forever
W' ve managed al nost total control of the virus now,

the few thousand renai ni ng hunans were protected
fromit, and a snmall colony remains, a curiosity in the
backwat ers of history.

The corporations coll apsed, of course. A Choz is
totally self-sufficient if it has an adequate food supply.

In a way, Mses' plans for humanity were carried
out, although I"'msure not to the result he intended.

We often think of that as we're out in the unknown
sectors, |ooking for new worlds to conquer, | ooking

for a newrace with a different culture, an alien race
that is no longer as frightening as it was. It's out there
—the odds say it is.

Moses is out there, too, of course, and he did have
organic material to work with. W worry about that

a lot; there mght well be another race of proto-Choz
out there, one not to our liking. W're ready for it,
I think. Ready and waiting.

I say "we" of course. Oh, | could have been the
| eader of this new order, but that's nore in George's
line. I'mjust happy that many of ny children, includ-

ing Eve, are so prominent in building the new society.

As for me—well, things are rather too hectic, too
confused in a programso total, so conplete.

I like being out with the stars, out finding new
wor | ds, making those first discoveries.

And |'m not al one. Marsha pull ed through, incredi-

bly, by wllpower alone. Pulled through and waited,

a hel pless cripple, the three agonizing years until the
new Choz science could produce a nassive regenera-

tion.

So there it is—the oral record everybody's wanted

of what happened fromthe great Bar Holliday's point
of view Do with it what you will, judge nme as you
will; 1'"ll be out anbng ny stars, |ooking for what no-
body' s seen before.
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Wth the stars, a good ship, and Marsha, | have
what / waS. Yougo find your own place in the schene

of things. Just remenber:
Nobody beats Bar HoUi day,
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