PRELUDE

To the Eldest and her sisters, the glass that protected their narrow
gallery fromsky and weather was as plain to "see" as the dark walls that
shi el ded them from public view. Their senses were not quite of the human ki nd,
and it was not difficult for themto register the infrared that gl owed from
both sorts of solid surface. Yet they could al so respond to visible
wavel engt hs, and thus they could watch both the swayi ngs of the overhangi ng
pal m fronds and citrus branches that tenpered the bright sunlight and the
nmoverrents of tree |linbs and cl ouds and sun beyond the gl ass.

They could also feel. They could feel tenperature and dry and wet, and if
they could, they would have smled when the pipes that arched between their
shade plants and the gl ass spewed misting showers to keep the dryness from
their | eaves and bl ossons and the rich soil that enbraced their bulbs.

The El dest and her sisters could hear as well, but they could not speak
They could not, in fact, communicate in any ways that humans woul d easily have
under st ood. They tal ked to each other by the slight bendings of their stens,
the curlings of their |leaves, and mainly by the drifts of fragrance that rode
the steady current of air that flowed fromthe El dest down the gallery past
all the rest. In due tine, when the air had swept through all the other
passages of their dwelling, those odors would return. But they would be
di luted then, spread out and weakened, and of course del ayed. The El dest thus
spoke always with the first and | oudest voice, and no sister could threaten
her domi nance. So |long as no one rearranged the gallery or tanpered with the
ventilation system so the situation would renmain. And so | ong as the El dest
gave no orders for change, their ordered rank and the air currents that swept
their nessages along the gallery would be undi sturbed. She woul d, of course,
order no disturbance of the status quo, for nuch of her heredity dictated a
properly hierarchical sense of her own inportance in the |arger schene of
t hi ngs.

Now the Eldest let a long |l eaf curl and straighten while she twi sted on
her stemto peer down the gallery and be sure she had the attention of her
sisters. She might have sighed if she had had |ungs. Those sisters...She was
the Eldest by only a little. Al had had tine to reach their full growh. But
only she had reached a size consistent with nmaturity. The others were smal
and stunted. Sone were deforned in minor, inconsequential ways. And the next
generation would have to be worse. Certainly it could be no better. Unless..

Finally, she released a small puff of intricately intermngled odors. Her
nmessage was sinple, and each nenber of her retinue added to it coments, so
that what the listener furthest downdrift sensed was sonething rather |ike:

"WE ARE HANDI CAPPED

Cannot | eave our beds
Destiny and progeny denmand
No handi cap

Motility

TH NK

Consi der



OUR MASTER/ PET

Has/ had pistil/mate
And sci on/ seedl i ng/ sprout
THAT ONE TOO HAS

Yes, pistil/mate

Let's bring!

Them her e!

YES

To us

To study them

And cherish them

To change

I f possible

To make them make
Pol | en

We crave it!

Yes, fruition

And predesti ned
Success

| F POSSI BLE

W1l these three be enough?
TELL, THEN, MASTER/ PET
To get nmore as wel |

As root st ocks

And pistils

For our dreans”

The conversation was not hasty, for the speakers were |anguid beings,
unrushed and patient. But by the time the sun had di pped near the hills and
the Iight had begun to dim the issue was settled. The El dest and her sisters
spread their | eaves and turned their faces toward the last of the light. There
was nothing nore to say, and only a little to do, a little that could easily
awai t anot her sunny day, when energy waxed and opportunity arose. Tonorrow the
El dest woul d i ssue the necessary orders.

Until then, she and her sisters would spend their tinme in dreans, dreans
of some di stant day when their scions/seedlings/sprouts might stalk the world
beyond the walls that enclosed their gallery, when nore active bei ngs woul d
cease their scurryings and bow before them when..

Dar kness fell, but before the dreams grew still and dim the El dest sent
out the call. Mnents later, a hand fell upon the switch near the gallery
entrance and artificial lights came on. They were di mbut bright enough to

sustai n consci ousness, intent, and dreans even when the world was lost in
bl ackness.

CHAPTER 1

"Do you have the new Sl ugabeds?"

"Of course we do, Ma'am" Tom Cross smiled at the custoner and tugged
surreptitiously at the side of his light green coverall. She was old enough to
be his nother, and her paisley coverall was both three years behind the
fashion and a hair too tight. Yet she was stylish enough in other ways; she



wore no rings or earrings, and the chain around her neck was bl ackened
aluminum its pendant a cl assic pewter peace sign, both as current as could
be. She nust, he thought, hate to admt that she was |osing her struggle to
keep the figure of her youth. "Right this way, please.™

She babbl ed, as custoners tend to do: "W have an antique waterbed, you
know. And it doesn't leak. But | saw the ad, and | thought how interesting it
woul d be. Alnost like having a pet. And it wouldn't have to be plugged in."

Tom didn't know she had a waterbed, antique or new. He didn't care whether
she had seen an ad, or how interesting she thought a Sl ugabed m ght be. It was
enough that she had chosen to visit M. G eengenes' Appliance Garden. And that
he had a chance to earn a comm ssion. Soneday, perhaps, he would have a Garden
of his own. For now...

He gestured at the potted plants they were passing. "Then you don't have
any bioppliances? Qur hanky bush is quite useful. And the bathroom nodel is
very productive."

"Ch, we have one of those. But it doesn't do nuch, you know?"

"Nei ther does a Slugabed. It just lies there."

"But it's warm And it wiggles. That's what the ad said."

The young man nodded. "If you wish. It'll massage you, or cuddle you
or..." He shrugged. "And yes, it keeps itself--and you--at body tenperature.
It'Il warmyou or cool you, depending on the weather."

The Sl ugabed di spl ay was around the next corner, just past the goldfish
bushes. "These are nore active," he said. "Just drop the flowers in a bow of
water, and..."

"My sister has two."

He sighed as quietly as he could, hoping she would not notice, and | ed her
onward. "There," he said. "W have a good selection." The Sl ugabeds, | ooking
like unrolled sleeping bags, were arrayed on a carpeted platform without
frames or headboards or box springs. They cane in all sizes--crib, youth,
twin, queen, king--and in as many shades of skin as one could see on a city
street. A few were even piebald.

The custoner |eaned over to pat a light tan Slugabed. Over her shoul der
bl ades, Tom coul d now see, her coverall had been enbroidered with small w ngs.
H s own coverall bore no decorations other than the darker green figures woven
into the fabric. "They're not very thick, are they?" she asked.

"They don't have to be. Try one, and you'll see.”
She | ooked skeptical. "And the surface. | expected..."

"Sonet hing slinmy?" Wen she stiffened, he thought that of course that was
precisely what she had half expected, in the back of her mind, even as she
craved to rest on the |eading edge of fashion. He added, "Wl |, the basic
genone did come froma slug. But then they added the genes for a real skin.
And war m bl ood. "

"It feels just like human skin, w thout the hair.
thought. "Or the stubble.”

She giggled at a

"I believe it's a nodified pigskin. Very snooth, very soft.”



She | ay down. The Slugabed tw sted under her, fitting itself to the
contours of her body. It did not wap around her, but rather cupped and
cradled her as if she lay in the palmof sone giant lover's hand. It nmade Tom
think of Muffy Bowen. They weren't married, but they |lived together, and she
woul d be at home now, |ooking forward to his return. He wi shed that he were
there now, and that he could afford a Slugabed for their bedroom and
that...He sighed, nore loudly this tine.

It was not the custoner's body that nmade himthi nk of Muffy, but the way
t he Sl ugabed enbraced her, and the way the ripples ran through the
bi oppl i ance' s substance, and the way she responded. Her nipples had erected
quite visibly.

The Sl ugabed' s skin, he knew, was as soft and snoboth as that of a baby's
butt. He had | ain down on one when they first arrived and been depressed for a
week. He wanted a child; Muffy didn't; that was the greatest flaw in their
rel ati onshi p.

"Ooh!" the custoner said. "I see what you nmean. \Wat do you feed it?"

"It absorbs your sweat and body oil and skin flakes. If that's not
enough..."” Tom Cross pointed to a patch of skin near her head. It was slightly
lighter in color than the rest of the Slugabed. "This spot turns bright pink
and you pour sone nilk on the bed, or gravy, or..." He shrugged. "Instructions
come with it."

He pointed to a snmall bunp on the skin beside the hunger patch. "That's
the control node. Try squeezing it." Wen she obeyed, the Sl ugabed fell away
fromher body and lay flat, quiet and passive, a nere nmattress.

"Ch!" she said. She squeezed the node again, and the genimal once nore
nol ded itself to her.

"If you squeeze harder," said Tom "it'll massage you."

"Can you squeeze too hard?"

"The instructions warn against trying. It tries to scale its response to
your conmand, and..."

She was ignoring his answer. She forced the living mattress flat with her
hands, rolled on it, patted it, stroked it. "They don't conme with fur, do
t hey?" He shook his head, thinking to hinmself that fur woul d nake feeding a
nmessy business. She roll ed over again and pressed her face into the Slugabed's
surface. Then, finally, she sat up and said, "I think I'll take it. You do
del i ver?"

The Sl ugabed di spl ay was near the back of the store. After Tom Cross had
witten up the sale and arranged for delivery, he fetched a basket of apples
and a bottle of nutrient spray fromthe nearby supply room He was a sal esman
but among his duties he also counted the chore of feeding the inventory.

The spray was for the Slugabeds, and it took himonly mnutes to
distribute their rations. The apples were for the garbage di sposals that sat
in arownear the wall, held erect by U shaped brackets. Each of the
gengi neered pigs had a barrel -shaped body, stubby, nearly vestigial |inbs, and
a blunt snout that pointed toward the ceiling. Once it was installed in a
customer's kitchen, the drainpipe fromthe sink would enpty into its nouth and
throat. It would then chew up whatever chunks the owner chose to putdown the
drain, extracting nutrient as necessary. The residues--solid and |iquid--would
pass through the geninmal and into a second pipe. Here, in the Garden, the



gar bage di sposals were connected only to the outlet pipes, short stubs that
jutted upward froma | arger pipe that ran beneath their row Water ran
continuously through this pipe. Odor was limted to the aninmal fragrance of
t he geni mal s' bodi es.

Tom stuffed an apple into each pig's nouth. Wen the grinding noises had
qui eted, he gave the | arger nodels a second hel pi ng. Then, the basket still in
hi s hands, he nade his rounds of the store, gathering overripe pie plant and
sanmitch bush fruits, withered gol dfish bl oons, yell owed | eaves, and ot her
organi ¢ garbage. He could feed it all to the pigs, he knew, and sonetinmes he
did. But the Garden al so stocked litterbugs. They were street and yard
cl eaners, designed to process huge quantities of dung and other litter, and
all he had to do was dunp the basket's contents before them Their shovel jaws
made short work of his gleanings. Wien they were done, he scattered
wal nut -si zed feed pellets on the floor of their pen. The store sinply didn't
generate enough litter to satisfy their needs.

Tom s boss was a Ukrainian immigrant who liked to brag of his prosperity.
Looki ng sadly down at his flat belly, he would shake his head slowy back and
forth and say, "M/ grandnother would be ashamed of me. In her day, a
successful nmerchant would be fat!"™ But not him He had, he would add, left the
honel and just in time. The Wkrai ne had once been a breadbasket, but climte
change had nmade it a dustbow , and those of his relatives who were still there
were starving. He did not say that nmany would be dead already if he did not
send noney, but Tom knew. Tom al so knew that the anpbunts he sent were what
kept him ean.

Al bert Mettnitzky spent nost of his tine in an upstairs office. He
di spl ayed his own green coverall on the floor of his G eengenes franchise only
when there were too many custoners for Tomto handle or, as now, when it was
time to lock up for the day.

"I't's been a good day, Tomy. A good day. You go home now, and ki ss that
Mmiffy for me."

Tom grinned. He said al nbst the same words every day. "I'll do that, Bert.
See you tonorrow. "

Tom Cross grinmaced as the danp heat beyond the store's door rem nded him
of the quiet hum of the heat punp that kept the store cool in summer and warm
in winter. He grinmaced again when he snelled..

Sone days, the sidewalk in front of the store was totally bl ocked by
Engi neer denobnstrators. Today, there was only one, wearing a blue coveral
streaked with sweat stains, new and old. He wore a gol den cogwheel, the enbl em
of the cult-like novenent, on his breast pocket. Hi s beard was unkenpt and his
body I ean to the point of emaciation. Hs red-rinmed, glaring eyes refused to
settle long on any particular part of the scenery, bouncing fromthe store's
di splay windows to the traffic of gengineered vehicles in the street to the
pedestrians, nost of whomdid not share his obsession. He sniled only when he
saw one of the rare autonobil es whose owners could afford fuel and hand- nade
parts. Mist of the old vehicles had |ong since lost their original bodies to
rust. The sheet netal was usually replaced with hand-crafted wood and gl eani ng
var ni sh.

The Engineer did not snmile for bicycles, for they were too common. Though
they were nechanical, their virtues of sinplicity and convenience had |let them
survive intact the transition to a technol ogy centered on bi ol ogy.

The picketer's sign said sinply "MACH NES, NOT GENES!" Mdst Engi neers



expressed their hatred of the gengineering that had suppl anted the Machi ne Age
nore violently. Full-scale denonstrations were often marked by litterbug
bar becues or Roachster bakes.

Tom stood in the Garden's doorway | ong enough to watch the man pace slowy
past him turn, and pace back as far as the strip of green that separated the
Garden fromthe electronics store next door. That strip was heavily overgrown
wi th the honeysuckl e vines that had appeared everywhere in the past year or
so, and the vines, as always, bore a heavy crop of blossons the size of snal
Wi negl asses. Each one held a mouthful of nectar, self-fernented and | aced with
a mldly euphoric drug.

The picketer plucked a blossomand drained its | oad of honeysuckl e wine.
H s eyes pronptly gl azed. Tom shook his head and wal ked around the nman. At the
corner, he boarded a Bernie, a nodified Saint Bernard with a passenger pod on
its back. A few blocks later, he was on the street again, and whistling as he
approached his apartnent building. He was | ooking forward to the little tine
he woul d have with Muffy. She was still what she had been when he first had
nmet her, the Spider Lady at The Spider's Web. An exotic dancer, necessarily a
ni ght worker, and one with a followi ng, too. But he was the only one of her
fans to..

A hi gh-backed Arnadon, mad offspring of a gene-splicer and an arnadill o,
clattered down the road away from him Like Roachsters, Arnadons had wheel s
grown fromtheir shells; their |egs ran backwards atop the wheels to turn
them and that was what made the clatter. It had been parked near his own
front door, but that did not disturb him This was city, and the streets were
lined with Roachsters, Hoppers, Beetles, and other vehicles. There were even a
few i nternal conbustion anti ques.

He only glanced at the knee-high evergreen shrubs that |ined the wal kway
bet ween t he sidewal k and the entrance to his building. He paid even |ess
attention to the ancient paneling in the building's small |obby, or the carved
nmol di ngs, or the marble floor beneath his feet. He had registered the
buil ding's signs of age when he and Muffy had first noved in, pegged them as
too-anpl e sign that the place was a dunp, and forgotten them Now the buil di ng
was honme, even if there were three flights of stairs between the street and
their apartnent. He usually paused only |ong enough to see if Miffy had
fetched the mail and to unl ock the gl ass door

This time, however, Tomignored the rack of nmil boxes to his right. The
gl ass door was shattered, and the shards lay at the foot of the stairs, beyond
the frame. Soneone had not waited to be buzzed in, or to get out their key. It
seened, quite sinply, that they had wal ked through the door as if it were not
t here.

He froze, thinking that it nmust have happened very recently. No one had
begun to clean up the debris. Yet there were no cops around. Hadn't anyone
noti ced?

He stepped through the door's enpty frame, careful not to catch his
coverall on the jagged teeth that jutted fromthe rim H s feet crunched on
broken gl ass, and when he caught hinself swearing at the noise, he wondered:
Whoever it was, could they still be here? What did they want? Wose apart nent
door had they broken down? \Wo were they raping, nurdering, torturing,

r obbi ng?

Muf fy?

The t hought struck himlike a blow H s knees sagged beneath himfor just



a second, but he quelled the involuntary response, |ooked upward as if he
t hought he could see through all the floors and walls between himand their
apartment. Then he took a deep breath and ran up the stairs.

The first floor apartnents were closed, their doors intact and
undi sturbed. The sanme was true on the second floor. But on the third--the door
to Tom s apartnent was open. Beyond it, a throw rug had been kicked into a
heap. A chair lay on its side. A spray of dirt told himthat a fallen
houseplant lay just to the left of his field of view

He stilled his panting |long enough to cry, "Miffy?"

Wen there was no answer, he repeated his call. Finally, he tested the
door's knob. The latch was broken

He entered the apartnment. "Miffy?"

The broken housepl ant was an amaryllis, an "Alice" so gengineered that its
bl ossom resenbl ed a hunman face. It had just the one blossom for the
gengi neers had nerged the four |arge bloons typical of an unnodified
amaryllis. They had al so renoved the amaryllis's yearly rhythm so that Alices
needed no wi nter dormant period and i ndeed woul d produce new bl cons as soon as
the ol d ones faded.

At the nonent, this one's bloom its face, looked as if, if only that were
possible, it would cry. It had fallen froma dresser beside the door, along
with a book, a photograph, and a small pottery dish in which they had kept odd
coins. The dish was as shattered as the downstairs door. The coins were
scattered on the floor

Tom Cross picked up the photo and turned it over. It was of Muffy, one he
had taken at the art nuseum She was standing in front of a pointillist
rendition of a human head forned by a cloud of gengi neered gnats. \Wat they
pi ctured changed constantly in expression, sex, and apparent age; the canera
had caught a fatherly figure, beam ng proudly down upon Tom s nate.

He set it back on the dresser. Were was Muffy? He call ed again, and again
there was no answer. He searched the apartnment, but it was small and it did
not take himlong to be sure she was not there. Nor, by the tinme he had
finished, did he wonder what had happened. The bedroom was in perfect order
So was the kitchen. The back door was intact. The intruders, whoever they
were, had broken in the front door and caught her immedi ately. She had
struggl ed, but the signs were all here, in the living room And then they had
taken her away. But why?

He stood at the window. Its frame was weathed in the ever-present
honeysuckl e vines. Most people, he thought, kept the vines trinmred back from
their wi ndows. Many even tried to keep themfromgrowing in their yards,

t hough the plants were insistent. But Muffy |iked them She wanted them
hovering in the apartnent wi ndows, |ike drapes, she sonetinmes said, only
fresher, prettier, nore useful

He had to adnmit the vines were prettier, though they did, as now, have a
tendency to drape thenselves over the sill. He picked up the intruding
vegetati on and pushed it outside. Wien it fell away fromthe masonry, he
caught his breath. Had Muffy or her ki dnappers grabbed at the vines? Had they
struggl ed here? Had she tried to escape? He didn't think the vines would hold
her wei ght.

Sonme of the vines' tendrils were broken. He picked fragnments fromthe
sill, fingered the stubs, and nade a face at the stickiness of the sap that



| eaked fromthem Wiere was she? Wiy had they taken her?

He took a step, and one foot nade a "snick-ick" noise as he pulled agai nst
a stickiness. He | ooked. Three honeysuckl e bl ossons | ay crushed upon the
wooden floor, their pink and cream fl esh discolored by dirt and brui ses. The
i nvasi on had been too recent for their spilled nectar to dry entirely, but
soneone had stepped in one of the puddles and the footprints had had tine to
grow syrupy. Small insects hovered in the air around the sticky patches.

He sniffed. The sickly sweet odor of honeysuckl e wi ne dom nated the room
He wondered how Muffy could stand to drink the stuff. She had persuaded himto
try it, but only once. He had not liked its taste or snell.

Nor had he Iiked what he thought it did to Muffy. She had once been
vivacious, active, a joy to be with. But ever since she had taken up honey
sucki ng, she had had spells of seeming tired, uninvolved, |anguid.

He knew t hat | angui dness. The wi ne had made himwant to stretch out on a
nossy bank, arms spread to the sun, smling and uncaring, disconnected from
the animal rush of life. He hadn't liked the feeling.

A scrabbling noise behind the couch brought himout of his reverie and
made his |last hopes fall. He turned away fromthe w ndow. "Randy?"

Randy scuttled fromher hiding place, nute evidence that Muffy coul d not
sinply have left early for her job. The spider was the size of a cat, black
and shaggy, and she was essential to Muffy's work. And besides, the weckage
in the apartnment could not be due to sinple burglars, or vandals. Nothing
seemed to be missing, except for Muffy. And the damage was hardly enough to
sati sfy vandal s.

He noticed that one of Randy's legs was trailing. Wen she reached Toni s
feet, she made a "Meep" noise and waved her pal ps.

She was usually silent, except when she was hungry or curious about sone
novel rustle in the vines outside the wi ndow Tom bent and picked her up. She
was quivering like a plucked string. "Hurting, are you?" The usel ess | eg was
crushed, as if soneone had tried to kick the genimal out of the way, or to
step on her. He petted her stiff and wiry fur, picked fromit the kitties that
had been under the couch, talked to her, tried to soothe her. In a few
m nutes, Randy bent in his hands, trying to reach the base of the broken linb
with her nout h.

"I wish you could tell ne what happened,” he said as she chewed. The | eg
cane free and fell to the floor. He wondered whether it would grow back when
she nolted again. "You won't be nuch good to her with only seven legs, wll
you?" Randy was both Muffy's pet and the prop she used in her dancing. Her
fan, her feather boa, her bubbles. That had inpressed hi monce, when he had
just run away from hone, when he and Freddy had wanted to be singers together

He had already lost his father. He had found out that his nother's husband
had not sired him That had been a neighbor, a man who had nmoved away fromthe
nei ghbor hood before ever he had been born. Then, by running away, he had
forfeited his nother, and he had never tried to return hone. Now Muffy was
gone. It felt like a retribution of the fates.

Even Freddy had noved on, and Tom hadn't been able to sing al one. He had
worked in the Web's kitchen for awhile. Then he had found his present job, and
this apartnent, and Muffy had noved in with him And now. ..

Hi s eyes watered. He took a deep, shuddering breath. Why? Wy?



Had the Engi neers, those perfervid reactionaries, taken offense at her
danci ng? At Randy? Had they taken offense at himand his job at the Garden?
Was she gone forever? O would the phone ring and sone strange voi ce denmand
that he quit his job or burn the Garden or poison the stock? And then, only
then, would they rel ease her. They did such things. They had | earned well the
| essons of a century of terrorism

He stepped across the room The phone hung on the wall near the kitchen
door. The cord was intact. He took it off its hook and held it to his ear. The
dial tone was there, nornmal, undamaged. He hung up again, and he stared at the
phone, willing it toring, willing it to tell himwhat was going on. He even
willed it to know what was going on, but the "nessage waiting" |ight remained
st ubbornly dark.

He knew he was being silly. If they were going to call, they would wait.
They woul d want his nerves as nuch on edge as possible. They would want himto
be grateful for the call, so that he would do what they wanted

And there was no way that Muffy had done it all herself. She wasn't
enotionally violent. She never had been, and honey suckers never were. The
honey nmade them qui et, passive, content to do no nore than sit and suck nore
honey. Muffy wasn't as far gone as nost, for she retained the energy to dance.
But the tendencies were there. They had been there, perhaps, even before she
di scovered the honey's charmns.

So he shouldn't just wait. He should do sonmething. He | ooked at his watch.
Only twenty m nutes had passed since he had entered the building. Hs stomach
runbl ed. He would, he thought, wait just a little longer. Vhile he
wai ted... The refrigerator was an old nodel, and while it kept food cold
enough, its nenmory was failing. Once, |long before Tomand Muf fy had noved into
the apartment, it had kept track of its contents and automatically printed out
shopping lists. Now, when he touched its handle, it nuttered lists of foods
Tom and Muffy could not afford and of brand-names no one had seen in many
years. "Haagen-Daaz," it said. "Lobster tails. Sara Lee. Prime rib."

Modern food supposedly tasted much the same, though the sources had
changed practically beyond all recognition. He thought of pie plants and
sanm tch bushes and broccoli trees and hanberries. Lobster could still be had,
for a price, but for nost people...The potster salad in the | eftover contai ner
before himwas made froma hybrid of potato and lobster, and if it tasted nmuch
like the latter, it |ooked and grew |ike the forner.

He forced hinself to eat the sal ad before he reached for the phone again.
Then, while he was waiting for the police to arrive, he paced. He held Randy
in his arns, petting the bristly fur, and he renenbered. He and Freddy had
been on stage for the first tinme in their lives, singing dirty songs to warm
Muf fy's audi ence up for her. There had been boozy cheers and catcalls when
they had finished, and then soneone had patted his shoul der and nurnured,
"Good job, guys." The voice was soft, fem nine, but when he turned, no one was
t here.

"Watch the stage, dumy," Freddy had told him

In the glare of the spot, he had seen: black hair, glistening in the
light, falling hal fway down a bare back: a mass of black fur cradled in a bare
arm a profile undinmed by cloth of any kind. He had gasped in unison with the
col l ective sigh of the nightclub's patrons.

He had nmet her later, and later still she had joined himfor breakfast in
the nightclub's kitchen. They had becone friends. She had introduced himto



the art museum where Freddy now lived. And then his bud had begun to swell and
itch. It had grown painful, and one norning he had been unable to get out of
bed.

She had cone to himthen. She had hel ped hi munfurl his | eaves and open
hi s bud.

They had been inseparable ever since. Until now.
The tears canme. He let Randy clinb upon his shoulder to taste them
He wi shed that she had never tasted honeysuckl e wi ne.

He heard the boom of Sparrowhawk wings in the air outside the window The
cops had arrived. He sighed at the thought of talking, of strangers poking
through his and Muffy's life, but he also felt a surge of hope. They woul d
find her. They had to. That was their job.

CHAPTER 2

The chatters, wheezes, huns, and rattles of the city's afternoon traffic
flowed through the open truck wi ndow at JimBrane's el bow. The streets were
full of bioformvehicles, and the sidewal ks were a river of humanity clad in
coveralls of a thousand colors and designs, with a mllion ornanentations of
pat ches, enbroideries, sashes, and nedal | ions. Sone individuals wore ot her
garnment s--jackets, vests, even skirts--over their coveralls.

Qut side the truck wi ndow, just ahead, cocked backward to catch his voice,
was an ear the size of a bedspread, held erect except for a flopping tip. On
the right side of the Mack's great brindle head, the ear was fol ded down.

Ti ge' s shape nade clear his canine ancestry. His only marking was a white
circle around one eye.

Jims markings were only a little nore elaborate. He wore the bl ue
coveralls of an indentured trucker. Shoul der patches tagged himw th the Daisy
H 1l Truck Farms distinctive |ogo, a black-eared white beagle. The logo's
aptness was lost in the nmists of tinme; the Farm s products were descended not
from beagl es, but from bulldogs. A sinilar enblem adorned the side of the
fi berglass pod strapped to the Mack's back. The control conpartnment or cab in
which Jimsat was at the forward end of the pod. The rear was for cargo.

Greasy smoke and an enticing odor poured froma parking |ot a bl ock ahead
and on the right. As Jimand Tige drew cl oser, they could see that the | ot
hel d no vehi cles, except as weckage. It had been taken over by a small nopb of
Engi neers, a few of whom were still breaking up the shack that had sheltered
the Iot's attendant fromthe el ements. There was no sign of the attendant.

The rest of the Engineers were gathered around a fire built of the broken
| unber. Over it they had hung a gutted litterbug and chunks of Roachster tai
and Hopper haunch. They faced the street, sone of them holding bullhorns to
their nmouths, all of them scream ng slogans such as, "EAT THE CORRUPTI ONS OF
LIFE!'" When an ol d nechani cal autonobile passed by, they cheered. Wen the
vehi cl e was a gengi neered Roachster or Armadon or Beetle, they threw rocks.

Soneone even threw a rock at Tige. But where other vehicles dodged and



accel erated and did their best to escape as quickly as they could the

nei ghbor hood of the parking lot, when the rock clattered on the pod's side,
the Mack just stopped. As horns then blared from behind, Tige turned his great
head toward the | ot and grow ed.

The Engineers fell silent. They dropped their rocks. They turned away from
the feast they had planned. Only a few dared to shake their fists.

Jimleaned toward his right hand wi ndow and showed his teeth in as fierce
a grin as he could nanage. He could feel the heat of the fire, even above the
heat ermanating fromthe city's pavenents and buildings. He wi shed he dared to
do nore than nmake faces. He would love to turn Tige into the lotto chase the
fanatics, scream ng, back to their holes, to scatter the coals of the fire, to
seize their nmeat, nearly done now, judging fromthe smell. Tige would |ove
that. He would | ove that.

H s stomach runbl ed, but he knew better. H's instructors at the Farm had
drummed it into his head over and over again, and into the heads of his fell ow
trai nees, that reacting to the Engi neers' provocations could nean only
trouble. It nmight be very, very satisfying, but though they were a minority,
they were still a vocal force in society, and they had a great nany silent
synpat hi zers. If he attacked them he would only help their cause.

He yawned. He had been on the job since six that norning, and he should
have quit two hours before. Then, as deliberately as he had grinned, he turned
his attention back to the road. "Mwve it, Tige." The department store that was
his destination was not far away now. In fact, there was the alley that led to
t he | oadi ng dock

"Slow down, Tige. Ease right. A hair left. Let's stop, now. Back up. Sw ng
right, left, straight. Stop. Good boy, Tige." Jimseened to be steering his
Mack truck by voice alone, but a careful observer m ght have noticed that as
he spoke, his hands never left the steering wheel, while his feet danced from
throttle to brake. The controls were nounted on a cabi net whose top was
covered with rocker switches and flashing diodes, a control cabinet precisely
the sane as those found in all bioformvehicles. It held a computer which the
government's Bi of orm Regul atory Administration insisted always be connected to
the genimal's brain. Bioformvehicles were supposed to be plugged in, not
trained, so that they obeyed the driver's hands and feet, not his voice.

Jimwaved at the crew waiting on the | oading dock. He recognized themall,
for he had made many deliveries here, both as a student trucker and since his
graduation last spring to journeyman status. "Hey, Sanml" he called to the
crew s silver-haired and dark-skinned chief. "Let ne get it open." He yawned
again, junped fromhis conpartnent, patted the Mack's shoul der, ducked a
string of drool, tossed a biscuit the size of a football between the nmassive
jaws, and touched--for |uck--the chrone nodel of an ol d nechani ca
ei ght een-wheel er that swung fromthe Mack's collar. Autonpbiles still existed,;
the old freight-haul ers had been extinct for decades. Then he went behind
Ti ge, where the crew was waiting, and unlocked the pod's cargo conpartnent.

The doors swung open to reveal stacked bolts of multicolored fabric from
the bacterial cultures of Chicago Mcro. Sam Gundar, the crew chief, stepped
onto the lip of the pod to survey the shipnent. "Is that all? W' ve been
expecting a | oad of nechin' draperies. Not to nmention underwear and shirts."

Ji m yawned once nore and waved a hand. "I can't help you there," he said.

"I just pick up and deliver."

"I know that, son." Sam spat onto the stained pavenent below. "It's those



goddam bi of abrics. They haven't got the bugs out yet, is all." He spat again,
added, "They never will," and turned toward the dock. "C non, guys."

Ji m shrugged and took the invoice pack fromits hook on the wall. As the
store's crew unl oaded, he used its electronic wand to tick off the itenms. Wen
the pod was enpty, he held out the pack. Sam signed his acceptance of the
shi pnent, Jim pushed a button, and the pack bl eeped its record of the
transaction through Tige's conputer to the office back at the Farm At the
bl eep, Sam shook his head and said, "Don't trust us nuch, do you?"

Ji mshrugged again. "I do. They don't."

They didn't, either, he thought as he tal ked and westled Tige out of the
all ey and back into the flow of traffic. They refused to take any chance t hat
an invoice wuld be lost on the road back to the Farm or that a trucker would
have the time to falsify his records. They knew that the Farm stayed in
busi ness only as long as its reputation renmai ned unbl em shed.

The parking ot was enpty now, the Engineers gone, their roast litterbug
and Roachster and Hopper nothing but scraps of bone and shell. A live
litterbug was nosing at that part of the nmess; it would be gone within
m nutes. Police weckers, great-clawed Crabs, were renoving the vehicles the
Engi neers had destroyed. A nan and a woman in fire departnent coveralls,
slickers, and hel nets were spraying water from backpack tanks over the
still-smoldering remants of the fire, raking the coals, and spraying nore
water. To one side of the lot, the attendant, returned from wherever he had
taken refuge, was already guiding civilian vehicles into parking spaces.

They didn't trust, he thought again. But they weren't too clanphol e about
it. They had given himtwo years of training as a trucker. They had let him
choose his own pup. The price he had accepted--driving for the Farmfor ten
years--had seened cheap enough when they had offered himthe contract. It
still did. In ten years, he'd be just thirty. And Tige would be all his, and
he woul d be free, an independent trucker

He did not yet know whet her he would continue to wear the shoul der
patches. Some truckers did, as a badge of origin. They even continued to drive
for their training Farms. Qthers didn't.

Ji mthought he mght. Both sides benefited fromthe deal, after all, and
they owed each other loyalty. The Farmgot a driver. And though the Farm
didn't pay well at all--at least until he worked off his indenture--he got his
training, his Mack, and all the help he needed while it was growing. Not to
mention a place to live. And Julia.

He grinned to hinself. Tige was still just a pup, though he was three
years old and the size of a delivery van. Macks didn't finish grow ng unti
they were eight. By then, Tige would be able to tow a multiple-wheel trailer
to nore distant places. He would wear only a small pod for his driver and the
conputer, and a hitch for the trailer. A ready, Jimwas | ooking forward to
trading the local delivery work for the |ong hauls.

What woul d Julia do? Julia Tenpleton was a year ol der than he, a year
ahead in her career. She would qualify for the long hauls a year before him
But then! Then! He dreaned that they might run fromcoast to coast in convoy,
toget her. They mi ght even get married.

A buzzing sound yanked Jims attention to the phonelike radi o handset. He
made a face, knowing that it had to be the Farmwi th a new assi gnnent, a
pi ckup that he could nake if only he would go just a little bit out of his
way. The dispatchers were like that, particularly with the indentured



truckers, like him They didn't care that his shift had been over for two and
a half hours already and that he was on the way hone now and nore than ready
to put his feet up for the night. He was tenpted to ignore the call and claim
| ater that he had been out of hearing range. Unfortunately, he didn't think

t hey woul d believe him

He couldn't refuse, he thought, and he couldn't quit. Sonetines, loyalty
or no, he thought he might as well be a slave.

He reached for the handset, kicking at a | oose cable on the cab's floor
"Yes?...No, I'mnot out of town yet...Yeah, | can nake the pickup...Are you
sure of that address? That's a lousy part of town...All right. Al right. See
you in an hour."

He hung up, thinking of how tired and sweaty he was and wonderi ng how | ong
it would be before he could have a cold shower. He sighed, tapped the brakes
with his foot, and said, "Sorry, Tige. W've got to turnaround."

The Mack bent his neck until one great eye peered at Jimthrough the open
wi ndow. "That's right," he said. "One nmore job. And then we can go hone. "1l
hose you down, too. That's a prom se

Tige snorted and shook his head, just as if he understood the words.
Spittle flew. But he stopped and turned obediently.

H s new destination was on the other side of town. If he could drive
directly there, it would take himonly mnutes, but the afternoon rush hour
was starting now, and the traffic on the city's streets was getting thicker
with every passing mnute. He | ooked up, seeing the relatively few
jellyfish-based Floaters that were | eaving the upper floors of office
bui | di ngs. They were noored to bal coni es throughout the day; at night, their
owners kept themin blister-like garages on the sides of their high-rise
apartment buil dings. And they never got caught in traffic. He was sure the
other drivers, like him wi shed they had one of the things.

Ji m si ghed and maneuvered Tige onto the turf-paved beltroad that
ci rcumavi gated the city's center, hoping that that would be faster. But even
there, traffic stopped, started, craw ed, and honked. He si ghed once nore.
This was one aspect of city life that had never changed and never woul d. He
yawned. H s stomach runbl ed again. He rummaged in a cabinet, found a stale
pastry, and ate it. He stared at the honeysuckl e vines that festooned the
banks al ong the road, gorgeous in their bloons, sickening in their odors, and
t hought that the Farmwas surely right to grub up every sprout that dared to
show its tip on or near the property. That was a student chore, and he was
glad to be at last immne to it, but it had to be done, or the students, the
staff, the truckers, even the trucks, might..

There, he thought, under that overpass, strewn across the pavenent of
granite bl ocks that kept the embankment from erodi ng, were a dozen honeybuns.
If his dad hadn't...He had been sucki ng honey hinmsel f, then. Lethargic,
passive, interested in nothing but reaching for another of the bl ossons so
conveniently to hand. On his way, though he had still been washing and
shaving. He made a face. Most of themdidn't even try to find food. \Watever
nutrients were in the honeysuckle wine were all they got, and their bodies
showed all the signs of malnutrition. So did their |ife expectancies. Yet they
did not suffer. The wine saw to that.

The honeysuckl e vines were everywhere, along roads, in alleys, clinbing up
utility poles and the sides of buildings. They were not extirpated as on the
Far m because nost people thought thempretty, though their scent mght be a



bit cloying. Nor did nost people worry about the honey bums. They were, said
some, bums even wi thout the honey. Usel ess speci mens who woul d resign no
matter what fromthe human race. Gthers were nore charitable but still refused
to exercise their synpathies over the honey buns' situation, perhaps because

t he buns posed no social problemother than visual clutter and a bit of rank
body odor which was snot hered anyway, nost of the time, by the scent of
honeysuckl e. They were not given to crinme, a blessing many credited to the
euphoric in the honey. Or...In the past, drug addicts had been forced into
crime to pay for their drugs. The wi ne was everywhere, and it was free.

When the exit that he wanted cane into view, Jimsighed with relief. It
was clear, uncrowded. Only a few unfortunates like hinself were driving into
the city, and they had all the inbound roads to thenselves. Wth |uck, he
t hought, he woul d have the pod | oaded and be on his way again in half an hour
Wt hout |uck--and surely that woul d be Mirphy's choice--the shipper's
representative would be a wi zened old man, the cargo would be a hundred cases
of vintage wine that had to be carried individually, one at a tine, into the
pod, he would have to do it all hinself, and it would take hours.

He swore. Julia Tenpleton was waiting at the Farm She had had the day
of f, and both of them had been | ooking forward to his return, on tine. But
Murphy had had it in for them hadn't he? The Grey God hadn't wanted themto
have much tine together, at |east today.

The beltway ranp had let himinto a district of warehouses. As he searched
for the address he needed, the buil dings grew shabbi er and nore overgrown wth
honeysuckl e vines, the streets dirtier, and the traffic sparser. There were
few signs that the buildings were in use. Ofice windows were darkly lifeless,
and the few shops--a diner here, its windows blocked with faded political
pl acards; a newsstand there, its racks thick with com c books, many of them
revival s of ancient superheroes who resonated with an age of gengi neered
transformati ons--seemed to have been dead for decades.

Dusk was beginning to settle and streetlights were flickering on. Mst of
the lights, in this part of town, remained dark, their bul bs burned out or
br oken, but there was still enough light for himto see, a little back from
the nmouths of the alleys he passed, buried in green honeysuckle gl oom adorned
with the pink and cream of the bl ossons, clusters of tiny shacks assenbl ed
from packing crates and cardboard. In front of them escaping their cranped
confines, sprawl ed and crouched the district's honeybuns.

The sound of a bunbl ebee drew his attention to a single Floater as it rose
into view above the building to his left, its spinning propellor a translucent
di sk. He turned one nore corner, and there was the warehouse where, the
di spatcher had told him he would find both a shipper and a cargo. But the
buil ding was as derelict as any he had ever seen, and far nore derelict than
any building he had ever seen in use. No pane of the glass that had once
bl ocked weather fromits small, high-up wi ndows was |left intact. The paving of
the smal |l | oading area was cracked and pothol ed. The | arge door to the
war ehouse' s i nside | oadi ng bay was undanmaged, but the personnel door to one
side was missing entirely. There were even gaps in the brick wall of the
building, as if there, and there, and there, a giant child had kicked in
pique. An alley to one side was choked with honeysuckl e and crude shelters.
There were no lights, and the dusk was grow ng thick enough to need them He
flicked on the headlights nmounted on the | eading edge of Tige' s pod, below the
wi ndshi el d, and ainmed them at the enpty doorway, but they did not penetrate
the murk within the warehouse.

Anger washed his fatigue away. The address was right, he knew. So where
was his cargo? Wiere was the shipper? The headli ghts showed no sign that



anyone had ever been here. The honeysuckl e shoots before the warehouse door
had not been tranpled. There were no tracks in the dirt. WAs soneone playing a
mechin' joke? O had the dispatcher screwed up?

He opened the door to the pod and descended. Maybe there was another door
and lights or no lights they were inside waiting for him Maybe they just
weren't here yet and he could stretch his legs. O naybe they weren't com ng
and if he didn't nove around and exhaust sone of the steamthat was buil di ng
up within himhe woul d expl ode

He paced around the | oading area, |ooking for tracks. There were none. He
| ooked back at Tige and realized that he had | eft the pod' s door sw nging
open, unl atched, unlocked. He told hinself that didn't natter, for he would be
back inside in just a nonent, whether the shipper and the cargo were here or
not. He wal ked al ong the roadway and peered around the building's corner, down
an accessway a little narrower than nost alleys, and too narrow for vehicul ar
traffic. It was free of honeysuckle, Jimthought as he | ooked for another
entrance, because its surface was unbl em shed, uncracked concrete. Vines
rooted el sewhere avoided it because its narrowness excluded sunlight.

He could find no other entrance. Finally, angrily, kicking the honeysuckle
out of his way as he stonped across the broken pavenent, wi shing he had
sonmeone to holler at, he approached the dark entrance to the warehouse.

He was | eaning forward to peer into the deeper darkness wi thin when he
heard a rush of feet behind him Tige uttered a single deep, inperative bark
He spun around, and there, silhouetted against Tige's headlights, was a figure
rushing toward him a club of sone sort in its upraised hand. He had just tinme
to see that his attacker was not dressed in rags, was no honey bum before a
bl ow knocked hi m sensel ess.

When he awakened, he could barely make out the three figures bending over
him Ni ght had conpletely cone. The only light was a di mskygl ow from nore
active parts of the city. But that |ight was enough for himto see the rags
and know fromthat, and fromthe odors that washed over his prone body, that
the three were honey buns. They had presumably energed fromtheir hovels in
the nearby alleys once he had been still |ong enough. Now one was fingering
his coverall. Another had a hand on his left shoe.

Dimy, he sensed that the alley buns mght retain a vestige of anbition
that those who dwel | ed beneath the hi ghway overpasses had | ost. Not only did
they build rude shelters, but they could recognize an opportunity when they
saw one. |If he were dead, if he failed to protest, they would quite happily
strip himfor his clothes, as well as for whatever might be hidden in his
pocket s.

He groaned. He kicked. He flailed. The honey bums recoil ed, and when he
staggered to his feet, they fled. He felt the back of his head. It was already
swol I en, tender, and hot. It hurt, and he wi nced. The honey bums were
asshol es. Whoever had done this was a nechin' asshole. Not a honey bum no. A
thief. He checked his pockets. Hs wallet was still there, holding still as
many bills as it had before. Nothing was m ssing.

He turned, |ooking for Tige.
Ti ge wasn't there.
So that was why the headlights weren't on anynore.

He swore al oud: "Mechin' Jeezuss on a crutch!"”



Hi s breast pocket held two pens and a small light. He unclipped the light,
clicked it on, and scanned the roadway. Julia had given himthe light, and he
had carried it ever since, though he had never, till now, needed it. He w shed
he coul d renmenber what the occasi on had been

He staggered toward the corner and | ooked down the narrow alley. There was
no sign of Tige. He backtracked and found no sign that Tige had been taken
into the stygian bl ackness of the warehouse. There was only a small pile of
Mack litter beside a pothole.

"Mech!"

Moverrent was naking his head feel better. Now, he asked hinsel f, where had
t hose honey suckers gone? They coul dn't possibly have had anything to do with
slugging himor stealing Tige. They didn't have the energy, or the anbition
O did they? They were ready enough to strip his dead body, if dead it was,
and he supposed they could use noney if they ever happened to get any. Could
t hey have been hired? He renenbered the sil houette. It hadn't been that of a
bum

M ght they have seen anything? He turned toward the alley full of
honeysuckl e vines and heard a scrabbling noise back anong the flimsy walls of
the buns' inprovised tenenent. He strode forward, kicking the sheets of
cardboard aside, flattening roofs and walls, crunching neager possessions. He
di sm ssed the uneasy thought that he should feel guilt for his ranpage, that
honey buns were human too. He was, he told hinself, mad, angry, pissed, and
woe betide anyone who got in his way.

When one foot net a softer, nore resilient mass, he used his light to be
sure the mass was flesh, bent, grabbed its arm and hauled it back to the
| oadi ng area.

The bum had neither shaved nor washed for at |east a year. He | ooked |ike
what Jimraked out of Tige's curry conmb on a rainy day, and he snell ed worse.
H's skin felt as if ropy tunors, stiff and rubbery, were growi ng beneath it,
and dimy, in the darkness, Jimcould make out dark, tw sting nmarkings
wherever the skin was not covered with the rags that had once been a coverall

Jimswal |l owed his revul sion, set the man down, squatted before him and

resol ved to breathe through his nouth. Then he said, "Tell ne. O I'Il find a
desert, and I'lIl take you out in the mddle of it, a hundred niles from honey,
and 1'll |eave you there."

"Tell' oo wha'?" The eyes were wide. The breath was foul. The gravelly
voi ce was surprised and defiant, as any voice night be when its owner was
interrupted by some rude stranger

"You saw. The bastard hit ne on the head and stole ny Mack. Wo was he?
Wi ch way did he go?"

The bum ti pped sideways, caught hinmself on his hands, and began to craw
toward the alley. "Wan' honey."

Ji m grabbed for the back of the filthy coverall. The fabric had been of
sone quality, once, but now it was thoroughly rotten. It tore away in his
hand. He shook shreds of enbroidery fromhis fingers, shifted his grip, fought
renewed revul sion at the greasy filth of the hair and the strange feel of the
skin, and yanked the bum back into place. "Were' d he go?"

The buml s head swayed back and forth. "Don' know. Don"nemer. \Wan' honey."
He tipped back into his interrupted craw and Jim disgusted, got up. He w ped



hi s hands on the thighs of his coverall. He spat, a gesture of frustrated
contempt for the usel essness of honey suckers, even of the human species in
gener al

He shuddered to think that he could have becone the sane sort of creature.
There had been a tinme when the honey had seened a reasonabl e escape fromthe
probl ens of his young life. But then his Dad had taken himto the Farm and he
had met Tige, and...He shook his head, wi nced at the burst of pain he gave
hinself, and turned toward the streets he had driven Tige down on his way to
this trap.

There were no pay phones in the derelict parts of the warehouse district.
It took himhalf an hour to reach a nore active region, one with nore than one
working street light to a block, with nightlights--and even desk
| anps--burning in warehouse offices, with bus stops and--There!--a diner
still it up, still doing business. A phone carrel was visible just inside the
door.

The snells of grease and neat and coffee struck himas he opened the door
ininfinite contrast to the stink of the honey bumhe had tried to question
Hi s stomach grow ed, reminding himthat he had forgotten that he was hungry.
He runmaged in a pocket. There were plenty of bills in his wallet, he knew,
for a neal. But the phone denanded coins, and he had only one pentagona
Mtchell dollar

He dialed his own roomat the Farm If Julia wasn't there, the machine
woul d return his coin and he could try the Farm's main sw tchboard. But she
was, and, "Jim Where have you been?"

He expl ai ned. "They stole Tige."

"Ch, no!" She understood. Any trucker would.
"Cone get nme?"

"OfF course. But you'd better call the cops.™
“I"'moutta Mtchells."

"Cet sone change."

"After | grab a bite. O I'll call when you get here. Use the radio."
"Stingy ass. Maybe 1'll call'emfor you."
"Thanks. "

He told her where he was, hung up, and turned toward the counter. He took
his food to go and, minutes later, was sitting on the diner's steps, eating
and scanning the street and the nmouths of those alleys that opened into it. He
was hopi ng agai nst hope that the thief or thieves would drive Tige past his
gaze. But there was no traffic at all. Al he saw, even here, was honeysuckl e
vi nes and honey buns hiding in their shadows.

He was nearly done with his nmeal when he heard the siren and a Sparrowhawk
stooped out of the sky to land on the street before him Its talons scraped
agai nst the pavenment as it landed. It cocked its head, narked as if it wore an
ancient warrior's helm A reddish crest, resenbling a tonsure, suggested that
those warriors might have been nonks as well. The plumage was dark-spotted
cream on the underside. The throat was white. A red-brown tail jerked, and a
hooked beak opened and cl osed.



The pilot sat in a narrow bubble or pod of clear plastic, marked only by
an oval doorfrane, and within that, a small porthole. The police departnent
mar ki ngs were painted on the fittings that anchored the heavy straps that held
the pod to the bird' s back. There was no need for structural metal or
rotor-mountings, as in the helicopters that still were used at times. Two jet
engi nes were strapped to the root of the bird' s tail.

Hawks had repl aced helicopters for nmany police purposes because their
built-in weaponry, by its nature--beaks and tal ons as sharp as scythe bl ades,
and | arger--had nore deterrent effect on evil-doers than machi neguns or
rockets. The Hawks were also quite effective at catching those who fled the
scenes of their crines.

He hoped that this Hawk, and its pilot, could catch Tige's thief.

CHAPTER 3

Wien Tom Cross first woke up, he knew something was wong, for he felt
enpty, dead inside, his cheeks were stiff with dried tears, and he had the
sort of headache that cones with having had too many sel f-pitying drinks. But
what was that sonething? Menory served himnot at all, and he felt a surge of
pani ¢ as he peered within his skull for the answer he craved so badly.

The light that cane through the bedroom wi ndow was grey, and the
honeysuckl e | eaves beyond the glass glistened with wet. He rolled over with a
grunt, slapping at the alarmwith a clunsy hand to silence its insistent,
strident, "Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!" Then, realizing, he groped at the other
side of the bed. But no curve of haunch or hip or breast net his hand. The bed
was enpty, cold, unwarned all night by any other body, and the scent of
honeysuckl e wine that clung to the pillow was only a weak echo of what he was
used to snelling in the norning.

He renenbered. She was gone, m ssing, kidnapped. The police had cone, and
t hey had been synpathetic, but they had had little help to offer. "Wait," they
had sai d. "Maybe sonmeone will call. O maybe not. Sonetines the victins just
di sappear." The wonan who had said that had not been able to neet his eye.

He had cl eaned up the apartnent, picking up coins, w ping up honey,
righting the only child they had known, their Alice. The |landlord had arrived,
with a loop of chain and a padl ock for the apartment door, a promise that a
| ocksmith woul d soon arrive to repair the door properly, and the news that
i nsurance woul d cover all the damage. Though it could not, admttedly, get
Mif fy back.

When clouds had blotted out the stars and the night had grown cool at
| ast, Tom had cl osed the apartnent's wi ndows. Then he had had a drink. He had
been tenpted to try, in nenory of Muffy and her own preference, the
honeysuckl e wi ne, but he had settled for the scotch in the cupboard. Then he
had had another, sitting as near the phone as he could. He had not wanted to
mss the call. But no call had cone. He had cried, had another drink, cried
sone nore, and finally gone to bed.

He sat up and put his | egs over the side of the bed. The notion nade his
headache worse. He stared at the floor and considered the state of his body.
H's nmouth was dry and foul. Hs belly felt full of acid, and it lurched quite



i nvoluntarily when Randy, responding to the signs that he was awake, | eaped
onto the mattress and presented her bristly back to be scratched. The scratch
was an essential part of Randy's norning ritual, and if Muffy wasn't there, he
woul d have to do. He sighed, met the spider's demand as perfunctorily as
possi bl e, and brushed her aside.

He needed aspirin, a toothbrush, breakfast. Mdst of all he needed Miffy.
Lacki ng that...Mech, but he missed Freddy. And with that thought, he knew what
he wanted to do that day.

As soon as he could, he called the Garden: "Bert? | can't nake it today."

"What you nean you can't make it today?" H's boss was loud in his
surprise. Tomw nced and wi shed the aspirin he had taken worked nore rapidly.
"W have a shipnent to unload. Custoners to take care of! And | cannot do it
all, at all. Today is when the bills | nust send out!"

Tom expl ai ned what he had found when he reached home the day before and
said, "I want to see a friend. | need sonmeone to talk to."

Bert's voice instantly turned synpathetic: "OfF course, you nust! Friends
are a great help! Count on ne! You can, if there is anything | can do. | know
how it is. It never happened to ne. It never happened to ny parents. But ny
grandfather, it happened to him Bad tines those were, and it was the
government that did it, the secret police. Not kidnappers. But | know. The
stories! | heard themmany tinmes." Tom coul d al nost see hi m noddi ng
sagaci ously, insistently.

The art nuseum s main entrance, softened by the norning's mst and rain,
was framed by marble pillars in the classic node, though nore than a little
etched and stained by many decades of exposure. Parked in the paved circle
before the entrance was an anti que nmechanical |inousine, its flanks bearing
the BRA insignia of the Bioform Regul atory Admi nistration. To either side of
the original, central building were nore nodern wi ngs of glass and concrete
and beyond those, clusters of holl owed bioforns, punpkins and squashes rearing
their tunmorous hul ks agai nst the green backdrop of parkland beyond. In the
foreground of the southern cluster, a single dried and wi ndowed eggpl ant swung
froma concrete stem Broad | awns clunped with shrubbery and trees and tw ned
across with gravel wal kways separated the conplex fromthe road.

Usual |y, the nmuseum s punpki ns gave Tom a pang of mingled guilt and
honesi ckness. He had grown up in one, and he had left his nother--but not his
father, never his father, not the real one--behind in one. Today, he
regi stered the details only peripherally as he clinbed the steps to the
entrance. Randy was clinging to his shoul der, her fur scratching against his
neck. The attendant at the ticket booth waved themthrough, saying, "Visitin'
agai n? \Were ya girlfriend?"

Tom nodded and shrugged and t hought the darkness on his face must be what
provoked the attendant's next comment: "Left ya, hah? They do it ever'tine."
He didn't try to set the other straight but stepped past himand into the
cavern of the entrance rotunda, its floor tessellated with geonetric patterns,
its high walls hung with bronze scul ptures. A gift-shop occupied a filigreed
encl osure to one side. A sound-plaque nounted on a pedestal before him
announced that the shop's enclosure was an adaptation of the fibrous skel eton
of the seed pod of the wild cucunmber, and that the bronzes had been done
during the Great Depression of the previous century, as government make-work
projects. The bronzes had adorned public buildings such as post offices and
courthouses for over a hundred years.



The nusic section was in the basenent. Tom headed toward the stairs in the
back of the building, passing paintings, woodwork, pottery, and nore. Near the

stairway was an exhibit of early bioscul ptures. Some still withed or humed
or reflected iridescence fromoverhead spotlights. Sone were aged, silent,
dull. Afew, like the very early Atkinsons, had |ong ago died of old age and

been stuffed. Their value was now | ess that of art than that of history.

It was too early in the day for the nmuseumto be crowded. There was only a
singl e coupl e ahead of him studying the bioscul ptures. The man | ooked
fam liar and, briefly, he wondered why. But he dism ssed the question. Hs
m nd was on ot her things.

When Ji m Brane woke, he too had a headache, but not because of what he had
drunk. The back of his head was tender, swollen, and throbbing. Happily,
however, his bed was not enpty, for beside him short auburn hair runpled on
her cheek, body warm agai nst his own, face still puffy with sleep, was Julia
Tenpl eton. Nor did he hinmself feel so enpty. He renenbered i nmedi ately what
had happened the day before, and though he felt as deprived by fate as Tom
his response was far nore angry than depressed.

He and Julia had their breakfast in the Farm s journeyman dining hall,
abroad and sunny roomwith a serving counter down one side. It |ooked nmuch
like the apprentice refectory, but where the apprentices sat at long trestle
tabl es, the journeynen had tables sized for four and sat, nmostly, in tws. Jim
Brane and Julia Tenpleton could thus be joined by no nore than one or two of
their fellows at a tinme, eager for news of what had happened, full of
conmi seration and perhaps--nore privately, of course--"There, but for the
grace of God, go |I." Losing one's truck was every trucker's greatest dread. If
happened | ate enough in life, it meant having to start one's career over again
with a new pup, doing years of |ocal delivery work while the pup grew and
| earned and becane able to handl e the | ong hauls.

The Farm s dispatching office was next door to the dining hall. On their
way out, Julia checked the assignment board hanging on the wall. Then she
grinned. "They've left ne free," she said. "Must want me to hold your hand. O
this place has a heart after all."

Jimcouldn't help but grin back as he took her hand in his. "If this were
the Wld West, and if we were cowboys, and if we had six-guns and saddl es, we
could round up a posse and go hunting the rustlers.™

"But it isn't," she said. "W aren't, we don't, and we can't. That's the
cops' job."

"So what can we do?"
"W haven't been to the art nuseun®”

The last thing he wanted to do was pretend that he wasn't driving his
truck on their joint |abors because he was on holiday. Tige had been stolen
He was bereft, and he grieved. Yet he knew that nothing would be gai ned, he
woul d subtract nothing fromwhatever tine nust pass before he and the Mack
could be reunited by the police, if he noped around the Farmall day.

He made a sour face. "So let's." They had been, at one time or another, to
nost of the city's cultural institutions, but once they had di scovered the
museum of natural history, with its displays of ancient skel etons that seened
so prom sing of the Age of Bioforns, they had been satisfied to return again
and again. Concerts, plays, and human history had |l ost their charm Yet today,
pt eranodons and gonphot heres and gl yptodonts di d not appeal. They both needed
sonet hing fresh



"Maybe it'll take your mind off Tige."

"Mmph." He grunted skeptically, as if to say he woul d be upset for days
and weeks, and so would she if her Bl ackie were stolen

Bl acki e's ancestral stock had included a strong strain of Boston bull. She
was slimer and | onger-1egged than Tige, who had owed nore to the English
vari ety of bulldog. But the stertorous breathing, at rest or in notion, was
simlar, and so was the size. Both dwarfed their drivers and could carry nany
tons upon their backs.

The Farm s Macks were kept in |large barns, each in its own bay, each bay
with its own door to the outside. The bays were lined with naintenance
equi prent. Ceiling hoists held cabs and cargo pods suspended in the air
through the night, relieving the genimals of their weight. Mst bays held at
| east two pods of different sizes, giving the truckers a chance to tailor
their equipment to the jobs of the day. A hallway ran along the barn's centra
axi s, with human-sized doors letting the truckers reach their Macks.

VWhen they passed the door to Tige's bay, Jimhad to stop for just a
nmonent. He opened the door, looked in at all the enpty space, seeing it as no
nore vast and no enptier than the void in his heart. "Cone on," said Julia,
her hand on his arm and he closed the door. Bl ackie' s bay was next door, and
there he hel ped her | ower Blackie's snmallest pod, its cargo conpartment no
| arger than the back of an old-time bread-van, fromthe ceiling and strap it
into place. Then Julia tossed her Mack a biscuit. Once they were aboard, she
found the conputer cable on the floor and plugged it into the socket in
Bl acki e' s spi ne. The socket was exposed in the center of an opening in the
pod's floor behind the control console, and it linked the pod' s computer
directly into the Mack's central nervous system

Wthin an hour they were admring bronze scul ptures, ancient paintings,
and a display that tracked the devel opnent of bioscul pture. "Down that way,"
said Julia. She stopped thunbing through her guidebook | ong enough to point.
"There's nodern art, paintings, ceramcs, even fashion."

In reply, Jimpointed at the silent Atkinsons before them "These are
interesting," he said. One was a furry double helix; its sound plaque said
that it had been gengineered in part froma cat's genes and that it had purred
when stroked. He wi shed he could touch it, but it was enclosed in a glass
case. "I wonder what it felt Iike when it was alive."

"Li ke a cat, of course. A skinny one. | like this one better." She was
staring at three bul b-ti pped stal ks whose bases bore scores of insectile |egs.
The stal ks noved slowy about their enclosure, its top slotted to admt air,
swaying and trenbling, forming and refornming a triangular cluster

"What's it do?" She shrugged, but he did not register the answer.
Approachi ng them down the rmuseumi s hal Il way was a young man who | ooked sonehow
famliar, as if, despite the giant spider riding upon his shoul der, he were
someone Ji m had once known well but had not seen for years, someone who had
changed since |ast Jimhad seen him soneone who had grown as rmuch as had Jim
hi msel f, sonmeone who..

"Tonmmy. Tomy Cross.”

The eyes that net his were rimed with dark, and the nouth, like Jims
own, held no snmile at all. "H, Jimy."

Jimturned to Julia to say, "W were friends in high school. Best friends.
But then he..." He | ooked back at his old friend. "I haven't seen you since



you ran away from home with Freddy."

"W nmade it to the city.” Tomheld one hand as if to add that that was
past and now of no inportance. "Wat have you been doi ng?" The hand noved to
point at the other man's shoul der and the patch it bore. "That...?"

"Ah." Jims tone faltered as if he were enbarrassed by a nenory. "Dad got
nme interested in the Truck Farm |'ma trucker now. " Jimturned just enough to
wrap an arm about Julia's shoulder and pull her close. "So's Julia. Tenpleton
And..."

"l see." Tomls expression fell even further
"What's the matter?" asked Julia. "It sounds |ike you two should be happy
to see each other, but you both look as if you've just |ost your best friend.

Not found him again." She paused for a nmonent and added, "I know why Jimmy's
down. Someone knocked himon the head yesterday and stole his Mack. But you?"

Tom Cross patted the spider on his shoul der and said, apparently
irrelevantly, "This is Randy." But his voice was suddenly choked with tears.
In a nonent, he went on. "Belongs to ny girlfriend. Muffy Bowen." Then he
expl ai ned what had happened.

"Ch, nech," said Jim

"Yeah. | canme here to talk to Freddy."
"You mean he's here, too?"

Julia | ooked puzzl ed.

“I'n the nmusic departnent, downstairs. He's an exhibit, of all things." Tom
pointed toward the stairwell at the end of the hall. "That's where | was
goi ng. Want to conme?"

The basenent nusic roomwas actually a small auditorium There were
several arcs of seats for an audi ence, soft lighting, ceiling panels designed
to inprove the room s acoustics, wall-nounted speakers, and a snall stage. On
the stage, a single man, slender, clean-shaven, grey-haired, clad in an
anonynmous grey coverall and vest, sat in a straight-backed chair, his back to
the m ssing audi ence. A briefcase | eaned against the chair |eg. Before himwas
a small table covered with papers. On the far side of the table were four
padded franmeworks that roughly resenbl ed highchairs. Each of the frameworks
held a genimal. One of the genimals, sitting upright with its snout in the
air, looked precisely like the garbage disposals in M. G eengenes' Appliance
Garden. Another lay on its back with its legs jutting uselessly into the air.
Its blunt snout projected upward much like that of the first geninmal, though
it was considerably nore elongated and it was perforated by a nunber of holes,
like the fingering holes of a flute. Its hide was checkered bl ack and tan. The
third and fourth geninmals were smaller, and each had, poking toward the
ceiling, nore than the usual four |egs.

"That's Freddy!" said Jim pointing at the garbage di sposal

"Call himFrederick," said Tom "He insists, ever since he becane a
serious nusician. He sings," he added, |ooking at Julia. "And Porcul ata. She's
a bagpipe." He pointed at Porculata's snout. "Sphincter nuscles close off the
hol es. Her | egs are just hollow tubes, and they used duck genes to give her
air sacs. The little guys are their kids, the calliope shoats." He shook his
head, as if at the vagaries of uncontrolled hybridization. "Their apartnent's
behi nd the stage."



"Do they have nanes?" asked Julia.
"The ki ds? Barnum and Bar aboo."

Randy shifted on Tom s shoulder, lifting her body and wavi ng her pal ps as
if sifting the air for an odor that seenmed faniliar. Then she uttered a single
"Meep," scuttled down his front as easily as if she still had her ful
conpl emrent of |egs, and charged down the auditoriums central aisle. In a
nonent, she was racing across the stage toward Freddy--Frederick--the garbage
di sposal, the grey man was pulling his glossily shod feet beneath his chair
with an air of distaste, and Frederick was yelling, "Randy!" and twitching as
best he could his stubby Iinbs. Porculata and the shoats were squealing their
own greetings. The conmotion was anythi ng but nusi cal

The t hree young humans approached the stage nore slowy, while Randy
clinmbed over Frederick's inmobile form pal ping and neepi ng. Wen they stepped
onto the stage and Frederick could see them the geninmal said in a nasal bass,
"Where's Muffy? How d Randy lose a |l eg? And hi, Jimmy, longtine no see. Wo's
the broad? She's got nice..."

Tom gl anced at the grey man whil e Randy noved happily on to Porcul ata and
t he shoats. He wondered what he was doing there--the papers on the table
| ooked intimdatingly official--but he ignored the man's obvious irritation
whil e he glumy expl ai ned what had happened the day before. Wen he was done,
the grey man cleared his throat enphatically and spoke to Frederick: "You can
chat with your friends later. R ght now, we have inportant business to
finish."

Surprised, Tomsaid, "Wiat's with this bird, Frederick?"

H's old friend made a rude noise, and his voice rose in pitch. "The man
fromBRA He's still wet behind the ears. He hasn't been weaned yet. He..."

"But..."

"He says we're guilty of unlicensed gengi neering. Someone spotted Ringling
and Bailey at the Met and asked questions." He repeated the rude noise.
Ringling and Bail ey were Barnumi s and Baraboo's sisters. "Now he wants to
confiscate the kids."

The BRA agent glared inpartially at everyone. "It is a serious offense,”
he said. "The regulations are quite clear, and no plan was ever submtted.
There was never any application for pernission. There was no environnenta
i mpact statenment. And the law requires all these things of all gengineers
bef ore production can possibly be allowed to begin. If they are not done, we
must be sure there is no hazard. W nust exam ne them That's what our
| aboratories are for." As he spoke, his hands noved over his papers, pointing
to the forns that had to be filed

"Litter," said Tom Cross. "I suppose all those pieces of paper were
submitted, in triplicate, before your producti on was begun?"

"Quintuplicate," said the BRA agent. "And | was born, not nade. | had
parents, and they reproduced quite naturally. There were nO gengi neers
i nvol ved." His expression was smug with sel f-righteous satisfaction

Randy was clinging to Frederick's torso with all but two of her seven
remai ning |l egs. She turned to face the man from BRA, waving the free pair, and
hi ssed.

"So were the shoats," said Frederick. "And we're not gengineers, either."



"The curator told ne you were responsi ble for producing them"

"They're our kids, and they're just as natural as any litterhead
bureaucrat. Maybe nore so!" When Frederick stopped, Porculata snarled, "Get
out!" and began to play a nartial tune of the sort for which bagpi pes had | ong
been neant. For the first time, Jimnoticed that a conpass rose was tattooed
on her throat. The shoats added their own tones to her nusic, and there was
none of the gaiety one m ght have expected froma pair of instrunents whose
nane still meant "circus" even though the wandering shows for which calliopes
had been desi gned had | ong been extinct.

"You'd better. They're not very nmobile, but we are." As Tom spoke, Jim
pi cked up the agent's briefcase and set it on the table. He and Julia then
both grabbed fistsful of paper and cramred theminto the case. After a nonent
of stunned immbility, the agent pushed them aside and finished the job
hinself. He did not try to straighten the crunpled ness they had nade.

When the auditorium door had closed behind him Porcul ata screeched, the
bagpi pe still strong in her voice, "He'll be back! I'm psychic, you know, and
he'l | be back. Just as soon as he realizes the kids are legal, but we're not!"
Her voice trailed off at the last, bubbling into a sob. Frederick squirned in
hi s padded support frame and said, "Tomy? Mve ne next to her? Pl ease?"

Tom was obliging when Jiml| ooked at the shoats, who had said nothing
t hroughout the crisis. "Tomy? Can't they...?"

Tom shook his head as Frederick answered. "None of us can nbve nuch on our
own. And they can't tal k. But they understand, and they hate that bastard.
Ri ght, boys?"

They answered with strident blasts of sound.
"Now, " said Frederick. "As they used to say: Shit!"

VWhen the humans | ooked puzzled by the archaic curse, he added, "You were
telling me what happened to Muffy, and | never got a chance to react."

Tom shrugged. "I wanted to tell you, talk about it, you know? Get it off
nmy chest. But you had troubles of your own. And so does Jim"

Briefly, Julia explained how Jimhad |ost his truck

"Huh." The sound was a soft hooting noise. "Well, ny problens are done
now. You did a good job of chasing himoff."

"W make a good team O we used to."
"What d'ya nmean, used to? Sounds |ike you need sone help now. "
"It's not the sanme thing..."

Porcul ata squirmed in her seat and began to shriek: "You' d better not
leave nme! | won't stand for it! | can't take care of the kids all by nyself!
And if you do, you'd better forget right now any thought of deflowering any
strange | adi es!"

Hal fway through her tirade, Jimand Julia turned away to hide their grins.
They were thus the first to see the man standing in the stage's wi ngs. He
wasn't very tall, his skin was ruddy, and his forehead stopped only when his
hairline was even with the tops of his ears. He wore a tan coverall and a
tweed jacket, and he was grinning back at themwhile holding a finger to his



lips.

"But Honey-buns, Pork-pie, Gavy-down-nmy-gullet Sweetuns, the kids are
al nost as big as you are. The staff takes care of them And | haven't been
anywhere in ages!”

Porcul ata answered her mate nore calmy, though her words were stil

punct uat ed by bagpi pi sh squawks: "I'm psychic. You know it! And if you go,
you'll be a help, all right. But only if you stay away fromthe | adies, and
that's inmpossible, so you stay right here. | need you!"

When she ran down, Frederick rolled his eyes as if to say, "See what |
have to put up with?" The stranger in the w ngs stepped forward, stil
grinning, and said, "If you wish, Frederick, | can give you a | eave of
absence." Then he | ooked at Tom Cross. "Did sonething happen? Were's Miffy?"

The garbage di sposal made an unnusi cal noise. "The way you're al
shoving," he said, "I guess | haven't got much choice. So I'll go." He rolled
his eyes. "Hey, Frankie, you know where to find that handcart | rode in on?"
Then, as if realizing that Jimdidn't know who Frankie was and Julia didn't
know anyt hi ng about the handcart, he added, "Wen we ran away from hone, Tonmy
jamred ne in beside his suitcase and trundl ed the whol e schnear down the road.
Pinched ny toes and pounded my butt black and blue.” He sighed ostentatiously.
"Now he'll do it again. And he's Franklin Peirce, the curator around here. He
knows what's in all the closets.”

"l hope so," said Peirce

Tom began to explain to the curator why Muffy wasn't with him
Jiminterrupted with, "He cane here to see Freddy."

Porcul ata butted in with, "Just wanted aid and confort."
Peirce said, "And I"'msure Frederick will give it to him™"

The garbage di sposal said, "Just call ne Freddy. For the duration, anyway,
since | won't be a singer again till | get back."

Porcul ata began to sob, "I'Il never see you again!" But she didn't say a
wor d about being psychic.

Julia Tenpl eton said, "Shaddap everybody! Tom was tal ki ng!"

In the sudden silence, he |ooked at her gratefully. Then he continued wth
the story. When he was done, Peirce shook his head and said, "I'msorry. |
really wish | could help. But the | eave of absence is about all | can do."

They stood in the nmuseum s main door, |ooking out. The rain had increased,
and the air that swept around their ankles was danp and chilly. Tom held the
handl es of the handcart in which Freddy sat, braced with a pair of pillows
Peirce had liberated froma staff |ounge. Randy sat besi de the garbage
di sposal, patting himover and over with her palps, as if to reassure herself
t hat though she had | ost one friend, she had regai ned anot her

"Forget it," Freddy said. "You can take me right back downstairs where
it's warmand dry. | admit it, |'ve been spoiled. | don't want pneunoni a.
don't even want a bruised butt again. 1'd rather..."

Tom t sked. "You' ve been wetter. Renenber when the sink | eaked all over
you?"



Freddy made a di sgusted noise. "At least this is clean."

"W haven't seen the scul ptures,
maybe the rain'll quit."

said Jim "Let's stay here awhile, and

"l thought we wanted to find Muffy," said Julia. "And what's going on over
t here?" She pointed to the |left, where an open | awn had di sappeared beneath a
snmall crowd, all wearing raincoats and ponchos over their coveralls. The
people were mlling about, separating into two groups, one that hung | oosely
around the other, which forned itself into two circles. The outer group began
to clap and voices raised in a song that soon becane recogni sable as the
anci ent "Havah Nagilah." To one side watched a pair of Engineers in raincoats
the color of their blue coveralls. Their faces wore matchi ng dour expressions.

The circles began to nove, counterrotating so that, for a nonent, each
person in one circle faced each person in the other. As they passed, their
hands rai sed, swung, and nmet. The sounds that echoed across the | awn were
solid clacks whose rhythm grew synchroni zed by the pounding words and feet
and, driven by the song, accelerated. Watever they held to make the cl acks
was hard, but it was also invisible except for occasional flashes of color

Pei rce expl ai ned what was going on. "They're hol ding worrystones." He
reached into a pocket and w thdrew an egg-sized chunk of translucent, glow ng
green. The shape was that of a tetrahedron that had been half nelted in a
fire, pinched in the mddle, and slightly stretched. Wthin it hovered an
anor phous gl ob. A gol d-col ored chai n passed through a hole bored in one end.
Peirce ran his thunb over the stone's curves and said, "Very soothing, but
they also interact. If you knock the right pair of stones together, they
chine."”

As if to prove his point, a ringing noise lifted above the noving circles
on the lawn. Two figures wal ked away fromthe dance armin arm

"Peopl e think they have sone nystic affinity with whoever rings their
chines." He shrugged. "The dance out there is to give thema chance to knock
stones with as many people as possible as quickly as possible."

"l should think they'd get pneunonia," said Julia.

Peirce shrugged again. "They don't seemto care, but we...W fee
responsi ble. W sponsored the artist who...He nodified iguanas. The stones
forminside their skulls, and they contain a bit of nerve tissue.” He pointed
at the shapeless glob within the stone. "It's alive, but..." He shook his
head. "I'mnot sure even the artist understands exactly what he did."

"How | ong do they |ast?" asked Jim

"A year, at least. That's how long they've been available."

"l haven't seen them and..."

"I know, Tom You're here often, but nostly only on weekends. They show up
during the week, and they seemto prefer the nastier days, as if they don't
want too nmany observers.”

Tom grinned, while Peirce fell silent for a nonment. Then the nuseum
curator ran his eyes over the group. "None of you," he said, "are wearing

pendants. "

Ji m shrugged. "Truckers don't."



"Most don't," Julia corrected him

Wth a grin, Peirce offered, "W sell themin the gift-shop. Wuld you
i ke any? They say they bring luck, and it's one nore thing | can do, after
all."

Soon, a worrystone dangled froma chain around the neck of each nenber of
the party except for Randy. Julia's was a green al nost precisely the sane
shade as Franklin Peirce's. Tomis was a gold laced with threads of red. Jinis
was a clear sky-blue. Freddy's was yell ow.

The three young people were standing in the rotunda outside the giftshop
their new luck charns in their hands, when Freddy squirmed in his handcart and
said, "So knock'em al ready. Maybe you'll find out you're all soul-mates."

Franklin Peirce enmerged from behind the shop's counter with a small box in
his hand. "Here," he said. "One nore." He held it out to Tom "Gve it to
Mif fy when you find her."

Tom Cross accepted the box. H's eyes watered. Freddy repeated his cry,
"Knock' em "

Jimand Julia | ooked at each other as if each found the idea just a little
silly. It was superstition, of course, just like the notion that the stones
could bring luck. "Go on," said Freddy. They noved cl oser, raised their stones
on their chains, and knocked them gently together

The only sound was a quiet click

"Now Tommy," said Freddy, and Julia Tenpleton turned toward him Perhaps
fortunately, they drew the same quiet click, as did Julia and Peirce. Nor did
Jimfind a chine with the other two nmen, nor Tomw th Peirce.

"And now you," said Julia. One by one, the humans | eaned over the handcart
to click their stones against Freddy's. Still there were no chines.

CHAPTER 4

"Now what ?" asked Freddy. He was still sitting in the handcart, propped by
a pair of nowdanmp pillows. "Wiere are we going to |look for Muiffy? O Jins
truck?"

They were crowded into the cab of Blackie, Julia Tenpleton's Mack. Tom
Cross sat on the floor beside the handcart. Randy was in his lap. Julia drove
slow y down the boulevard that led traffic past the nuseum Jim Brane had the
seat beside her.

"The police are looking," said Tom

"We can't do much but wait," said Julia.

"We could go to the apartnent,” said Tom

"Or the Farm" Jimadded to the |ist of options.

"We could get drunk," said Freddy.



"Or wait sober." Julia gave the pig a reproving stare.

"I've got sone scotch," said Tom He sounded wistful, as if that option
hel d a strong appeal

"There's al ways honeysuckle wine, too," said Jim
Freddy snorted. "I'd rather twi ddle ny thunbs." He wi ggled his stubby
forelinbs as if to draw his trotters to their attention. "If | had thunbs."

"How about |unch?" Julia pointed ahead and to the |left where a snal
restaurant |ay washed nearly free of patrons by the weather. On sunnier days,
it would fatten on the flow of people to and fromthe nmuseum and t he park
beyond. Today, however, they would have it alnpst to thensel ves.

When they entered, they saw that it held a single bored | ooking waiter who
wore over the ubiquitous coverall a tailless striped shirt with dark bands
around the upper arns. He was | eaning agai nst one end of the bar and chatting
desultorily with an androgynous bartender whose face bore both a nustache and
eye shadow. The only other custoners were a trio of determ nedly blue-rinsed
|adies at a table by the far wi ndow. Their coveralls were decorated with caneo
brooches and ruffled sl eeves and col |l ars.

The | adies were so quick to junp to their feet when they saw Freddy that
they beat the waiter to their table. "W saw you once," one said. "In the
museum Si ngi ng. "

"And very nicely, too," added the second. Her cheeks, just forward of her

ears, bore inserts of tortoise shell. They were faded by tinme, relics of a day
when it had been all the rage to induce patches of human skin to transform
into jewel -like fragnents of insect wings and reptile hide. "Could we have

your aut ograph?”

"Don't be silly, Bets!" said the third. She reached out as if to touch
Freddy's stubby forelinbs. He flinched away as best he could. "He can't
witel”

"Excuse ne," said the waiter, reaching past themw th the bread basket and
a sheaf of nmenus adorned with a sepia photo of a bicycle with an over-sized
front wheel and a bicyclist with a shirt simlar to his ow. H's novenent
brought his armclose to a mass of bristly black fur on Tom s shoul der. Wen
he realized what he was al nost touching, he jerked away, face white.

"Well, then, how about a paw print? Or..." Bets's voice hesitated as she

real i zed what she had said. "A hoof print?"

“I"l1l give you a print, all right," said Freddy. "I'll give you a..." His
voi ce choked off as Tom cramred a nmuffin into his nouth.

Jim grinning, said, "You d better go. His manners are really inexcusable,
you know. "

"It's not surprising,” said Tom "He is a pig, after all. And he got his
start in a strip joint. W sang bawdy duets.” And he's not used to fans, he
t hought. W weren't fanobus when we sang together, and now the nuseum protects
himfromthe gropies.

"Li ke'the Duchess and the Student'?" offered the |ady who had spoken
first.

"Maude! " said the third.



"Don't be silly, Emly," answered Maude. "You | aughed too the day we heard
that one." But she let her friend seize her armand pull her away.

Freddy swall owed noisily. "Killjoy," he said. "I was just going to..."
"I know you," said Tom "You want another nuffin?"

“Your nother was a coi n-op
not hi ng.

the pig replied. Tomw nced, but he said

Jimreached for a roll hinself, but only to break and butter it. "So now
what ?" he asked.

"It's obvious," said Freddy. "And yes, | want another nmuffin. In pieces,
this time. | get enough stomach-aches already. And butter it, like Jimy's."

Julia obliged himas Tom Cross said, "What do you nean, it's obvi ous?"

"You' ve got your best friend back," said Freddy. "You've got ne back. But
"Il bet you still haven't called your parents."

Julia stopped feeding the pig and stared at Tom Jim shrugged and said,
"What do you expect, Julia? He stole the fam |y garbage di sposal the day he
ran away. Can you imagi ne what happened the first time sonmeone tried to use
the sink after that?"

"I hope they | aughed. Later, anyway. But why'd he run away?" As she spoke,
Julia turned toward Tomand laid a hand on his forearm "Wy did you?"

Tom had nmet Julia for the first time just that day. She was a stranger
but she was also Jims girlfriend, and Jimwas his buddy fromyears before.
Therefore, she was his friend, too, or at |east she could be, and she was
nice, kind and caring, the sort of person he would Iike for a friend of his
own. So was Muffy.

He stared at the tabletop, silent, bowi ng under the twin weights of |oss
and the painful remi nder of what he had thrown away. Freddy answered for him
"He found out his Daddy wasn't really his Daddy. That tunbled Momy right off
her pedestal, and then..."

"They've gotta still be mad,"” said Tom "I haven't dared..."

"It's been years," said Freddy.

"Freddy's right," said Julia. "Right after lunch, let's go see them"
"But why shoul d we?"

"Isn't that what famlies are for? Even nore than friends? So you can go
to themfor help and support and encouragenent ?"

"But only then? Only when you need...?" Tom knew he sounded pl aintive.
Jimsnorted. "I've seen it that way as often as not."

Later, when Tomtried to give her directions, she said, "I know the way.
You |lived next door to each other, right? Your folks are in that punpkin? And
Jims taken nme honme to neet his folks. Wile yours have never heard of Miffy."

Tom hung his head, ashanmed of hinself, know ng that he had indeed waited
far too long, aching with the knowl edge that if he never saw Muffy again,
neither would his parents, and then...He would have no one to hel p himhold



the nmenory. She would be twi ce as gone, twi ce as dead, and he tw ce as

di m ni shed by her loss. He stared out the side of Blackie' s pod, watching the
rain slant through the air, dinpling puddles, dripping fromleaves, spraying
fromthe feet and wheel s of other vehicles.

Their destination was one of the city's several suburbs. The streets
there, unlike those in the city, were paved with turf, and when Bl ackie's feet
hit that softer pavenent, each step becane a squel ching splash. The houses
that lined the roads changed from stone and concrete high-rises to snmall brick
and wood bungal ows to bioforns such as the Cross fanmly owned. Lights, turned
on agai nst the greyness of the day, testified that within their walls all the
many sorts of hones were much the sanme

The edge of the biof orm nei ghborhood was narked by a dil api dat ed nopsque,
its mnaret overgrown w th honeysuckle. Tom renenbered playing with Jimand
other kids in its enpty courtyards. Now snoke rose fromthose courtyards, and
anci ent mechani cal vehicles, in many stages of dilapidation, were parked
hel ter-skelter against the outer walls. Three figures in telltale blue
coveralls lounged in the main doorway. The Engi neers had adopted the buil ding
as their local base.

Tom Cross snorted at the aptness of the Engineers' choice. As boys, he and
Ji m Brane had puzzl ed over the nbsque's abandonnent until they had thought to
ask at the local library. There they had learned it had happened a century
bef ore. When certain Mslem groups had chosen to threaten with destruction al
witers, actors, politicians, and other public figures who offended their
conservative beliefs, the nation's governnent had decided that Islam as a
religion, was too great a threat to social progress, human rights, and freedom
to tolerate. It had then deported all avowed Moslens, claimng that the | ega
precedent had been set |ong before, with the deportations of the Mafiosi. A
few had argued that the deportations were as irrational as the Mslem death
squads, but they had acconplished nothing. Still others had argued that the
probl em was not Islam but intolerant, irrational, fundanentalist fanaticism
of all kinds--Mslem Christian, Jew sh, Comunist, Capitalist--but they had
acconpl i shed even | ess. Sone cows were too sacred to gore.

Julia turned Bl ackie around the |ast corner, and there the houses were,
two in a long row of bioforms, punpkins, beanstal ks, squash, a Chinese
lantern, a puffball, the layer of plastic that strengthened its inflated skin
glinting slickly in the rain. The Branes lived in a Swi ss-style chal et nounted
atop a beanstal k sone fifteen meters high that twi ned around a concrete pillar
that provided wi nd resi stance, added strength, and housed an el evator shaft.
The beanstal k bore both flowers and fruit.

The Cross punpkin was a six-room house shaded by the i mense | eaves and
decorated by the yellow bl ossons of its parent vine. Both the beanstal k and
t he punpkin were tw ned around w th honeysuckl e vines. Honeysuckl e bl ossons
dangl ed over the railing of the porch that surrounded the chalet on three
sides. They weathed the punpkin's doorway and wi ndows. They littered the
ground.

The punpkin's bl ossons were sterile, for the plant had been gengineered to
bear only the one fruit. That fruit, once it had reached its full size, had
been | evered onto a concrete stand and its flesh had been chiseled out with
j ackhammers. The shell had been allowed to dry and coated inside and out with
preservatives and seal ants. Wndows and doors had been cut, partitions and
wi ring and plunbing installed, and Petra and Ral ph Cross had noved in. Tom had
been born later.

Jimpeered upward at his parents' chalet, lightless in the rainy gl oom



and said, "The Armadon's not there. They're at work." H s father, Abraham
Brane, was a textdisk editor; his nother, Lisa, was a statistical analyst for
alawfirm "And Caleb's in school." Caleb was his younger brother

Tom s | egal father was a departnent store bioppliance buyer. H's nother
didn't work, so even though the Cross fanmily vehicle, a Roachster, was not in
the drive, there was light in the punpkin's wi ndows. "She's hone," he said,
and Julia turned her Mack into the drive.

They left the handcart and Randy in the Mack. Jimcarried Freddy while Tom
tried the knob to the front door. The latch clicked. He hesitated, pushed the
door hal fway open, and | eaned forward. "MnP"

There was no answer other than a | ow murnmur from anot her room "Mn®"

Finally, the nmurnur quieted and a slurred voice said, "Wo's there?
Cmn."

They entered, passing through a small entry into a kitchen whose counters
were littered, its sink stacked, with dirty dishes. Dirty |laundry was nounded
on the table. The dry stalk of a |long-dead pie-plant jutted froman
eart henware pot by the wi ndow. Paint was peeling fromthe wi ndow frame. The
floor gritted under their feet, and the air was sickly with the reek of
honeysuckl e wine spilled and soured and of bl ossons rotted on the floor

Tom s voice was low with surprise: "It didn't used to be like this."

"1 remenber now," said Jim "Before |l went to the Farm | could stand on
our porch and see her picking honeysuckle."

"She can't be..." Tom protested. "A honey bum" he was about to add, but
the words died in his throat as they stepped through the doorway into the
house's |iving room

Their first inpression was ol factory: The roomreeked of unwashed body,
dirty laundry, and honeysuckle, fresher now Their second was visual: Petra
Cross was clad in a stained and tattered bathrobe. She sprawl ed across a | ow
Sino Finn couch. A table beside her held a wooden rack that centuries' worth
of laboratory workers would instantly have recogni zed. Its hal f-dozen
openi ngs, however, were too broad for test-tubes. Wat they held was
honeysuckl e bl ossons, each with its ration of euphoric nectar. On the floor
beneath the table was a snmall pile of enpty, wilted bl ossons. Sticky patches
nmuch |i ke those Tomhad found in his and Muffy's place marked the table top
the floor, the rack.

Tom s nother was staring at a | arge veedo screen that hung flat agai nst
the wall opposite the couch. On it, a singing group clothed in bright green
costunmes brandi shed equally green instruments. A line of type across the
bottom of the screen identified the group as "The Lily Wite Boys," though it
contained only three Caucasians; its other three nenbers were two bl acks and
an Oriental.

As Tomled the way into the room Petra turned her gaze upon him and said,
as if he had been gone only a week, "Tomy. S down and have a drink." She
turned toward her rack of blossonms, her hand hovering briefly before selecting
one, and then she held it toward himin a rudi mentary sal ute. She blinked at
the others. "Friends, too."

They made no nove toward her honeysuckl e rack or the nearby wi ndow, which
needed only opening to serve themall. The afternoon |ight, grey as it was,
was nore than enough to show the rich reserve that awaited on the other side



of the gl ass.

When their refusal had registered, Petra shrugged al nost invisibly and
returned her attention to the veedo screen. She funbled in her lap for a
control unit, and The Lily Wite Boys' song becane audi bl e:

You' ve got the question.
Your perfune says it all
I've got the anther!
Shakin' ny anther for you

They sang in six-part harnony, with a strong bass line, and their
gyrations made Tom snile despite the pain of his |osses, of Miffy and of the
not her he had once known. But he ignored the singers while he crossed the
room took the control unit fromhis nother's lap, and turned the veedo off.

She squirmed in the couch, reaching toward her son's hand to retrieve the
renote. Her robe slipped to expose the grey-tinged slope of a breast, and he
hesitated, alnost allow ng her to touch him before recoiling fromher, her
dirt, her snell, her...But his reaction did not register on her awareness. Her
hand patted the air as if it had indeed reached its goal

"Where's Ral ph?"

"He's at work," she said, her voice beginning to slip into a whine.
"Always at work. Works nore'n ever now, and he's pronoted, got nore
assistants, s'posed to have nore tine, time for ne, y'know? But no. He's
al ways gotta work." She fingered the renote control unit once nore, and the
Lily White Boys sang:

You' re spreadi ng your | eaves.
I snell it on the air.
Showers of pollen

Shakin' ny anther for youl

Tom si ghed, stepped to the veedo set itself, and punched the off button
The screen flickered, the picture died, and the nusic stopped. Hi s nother
pout ed and reached for another honeysuckl e bl ossom while Jimand Julia shared
gl ances. Tomnoticed, and he had to agree: Cbviously, his famly was in a bad
way. Petra was what she was. His father was fleeing into his work, or perhaps
to a mstress in the city, one who was not a honey bum Tom understood how his
friends mght feel sorry for him though he hated that understanding. No one
wants to be an object of pity.

Tom hinself sinply stared at his nother. She drai ned another bl ossom and
nmuttered, "Me, | just stay hone and watch the veedo. And get potted." She
tossed the enpty bl ossomon the floor and reached for another, but the rack
was enpty. She held it up toward her son. "Get ne sone nore? Please? That's a
good boy, Tomy."

He grimaced, but he did as she wi shed. He opened the wi ndow, admitting a
gust of cold, danp air, plucked bl ossons, and inserted one in each of the
rack's holes. Wien he was done, he closed the wi ndow and passed the rack back
to his nmother. She inmedi ately grabbed a bl ossom and drained it with a sigh
"So much nicer fresh," she said. "Ch, yes." Then she blinked at Tomas if she
were seeing himfor the first tinme. "Tommy! What are you doing here? You' ve
been away for..."

He nodded, tears springing to his eyes. "I know," he said. "Along tine."
He hesitated, while his friends backed up toward the door into the roomas if
to give himwhat privacy they could. Jimset Freddy down and shook his arns in



nmut e expression of their fatigue. Freddy remained uncharacteristically silent,
| eaving the stage, |ike the humans behind him to the mother and son

"Did you get married?" asked Petra, peering toward Freddy. "Is that a kid?
My grandson?"

“"No, Mom" He didn't try to explain what Freddy really was. "I got a
girlfriend, though. She was ki dnapped yesterday."

Petra's expression shifted rapidly fromsynpathetic interest through
consternation to a bitter skepticism "You sure she didn't just runaway?"

"Yeah." He shook his head and described the way the apartment had been
when he canme hone. "I wanted to tell you and Ral ph. Share it, you know?"

"Just like he really was your Daddy?"

"l guess."

"He'd like to know, y'know. Like to help, even."”
"But he's not here."

"Not much at all." Her nouth turned down sadly, self-pityingly, but her
face brightened i nmedi ately as she reached for another honeysuckl e bl ossom
"He comes around, though. Sonetines. Even brings nme presents." She | ooked at
Tom from under the ragged edge of her hair, slyly coquettish. Wen she
realized that he was enpty-handed, she added, "Brought nme a Sl ugabed once, he
did."

"And he's not ny Dad."

She shook her head. "That was next door." She spoke slowy, as if it took
effort to retrieve the nemory. "Jimy's place.' Fore they noved in."

Tom gl anced at his friend. He renmenbered when he had first told Jim not
I ong after he had found out hinself, that Ral ph was not his real father. He
had said, quite sinply, "So what else is new? Mne isn't either.”

Tom had glared at this lack of synpathy, but Jimhad said, "Test-tube
stuff, you know?"

"That's different," Tom had said. And he had thought it was. BRA all owed
human gengineering only in order to cure genetic diseases. Anything el se was
"man- mucki ng," and both its practitioners and its exanpl es were hounded
ruthlessly. Yet there were varieties of human biol ogi cal engineering that were
not genetic engi neering. For many decades, plenty of parents had been using
not just sperm banks, but even egg and enbryo banks, to obtain the children
they wanted. Sonmetines the reason was infertility. Mre often, it was the w sh
for talented or intelligent or beautiful offspring. Supposedly, the donors had
genes of higher quality.

Hi s nmother continued her struggle to bring back the past: "He noved
outright after...right after we..." She hesitated. She turned to stare at Tom

her eyes wide, inploring. "I wanted so nmuch then. And he had it all. Parties.
Loud nusic. | could see the dancing. And...So one day | clinbed up the
beanst al k. "

The others were silent, though Freddy wiggled on the floor. Her eyes
drawn to the nmotion, Petra went on. "Wanted a good tinme, | did. Wanted
everything,' n Ral ph wasn't giving it to me." Quietly then, as if speaking only



to herself, she added, "Still isn't. Never did, really. The bastard.”

She paused while her gaze roaned around the room "Place' s a dunp. Meant
to clean't up this norning." She | ooked back at Tom and his friends, but her
eyes seened unfocused, her mind on other days and other people. "So |I chased
Jack. That was his nane, y'know. Jack. A gengineer, he was."

She took another of the honeysuckl e bl ossons her son had fetched for her
"I peeped in the window. 'N there he was. Dancing. Shakin' it. H s |adies
standin' round the room in rows, just swayin'. Gant Aices. Though there
weren't many Alices then."

Jimshifted his weight and spoke, |oudly enough for Tomto hear. "Before
went to the Farm we replaced the carpet. And under the old one were a bunch
of round marks on the floor. Like big flower pots."

Petra nodded, and Tom t hought that he and his true father nust share a
liking for the plants with the human-|ike faces. They were child-1ike, cute,
pretty. But dancing in front of them just |ike they were people, wonen?

"That's when he got ne," his nmother said. "Just shook it.'N when | woke
up, there I was, on the ground, mnightie all dirty. And you in ny belly. He's
your Daddy. Your real Daddy."

Freddy snickered. "If 1'd been there, you'd have waked up in a bed!" Wen
Tom spun around, his nouth open to utter sone reproof, he added, "Sorry, Boss.
She may be your nother, but she's a sillier windbag than ny wife."

Petra was sitting stiffly upright, her eyes wide. "That's no little kid!"
she said. "That's..."

"Right, lady," said Freddy. "I'm your garbage disposal. Tom|liberated ne
when he ran away."

"W ran away together," said Tom He ained toward his nother a gesture
that said the situation all those years ago had |left himno choice. "He could
think and tal k..."

"Don't forget 'sing, put in Freddy.

"And sing. He didn't belong under the sink. So..."

Petra blinked at the thought that a garbage disposal m ght not bel ong
under the sink. After a nonent, she nodded. "I guess. But..." She reached for
anot her honeysuckl e bl ossom but the rack was enpty. She gave her son a nute
and pl eadi ng | ook.

He obliged, taking the rack once nore to the window and refilling it. Wen
he handed it to her, their fingers touched and he alnost failed to suppress a
shudder at the gritty, sticky feel of her hand. As she took it, her sleeve
rode up her armand he noticed faint threadlike narks beneath the surface of
her skin. Did she, he wondered, have sonme kind of wornms as well as filth?
Shoul d he call the public health departnent? Should he find Ral ph and suggest
that she be taken away, hospitalized, for treatnent? But she had nade it clear
that he saw her at |east occasionally. He knew what she was |ike, and he
woul d, Tom had to trust, do what was necessary. His | egal father was a
consci entious man, a good nan, even a good father, except..

Freddy was apparently less willing to | eave Petra's salvation entirely to
others. "You shouldn't," he said, "be giving her that. She's had nore than
enough. | wouldn't dare even to eat her enpties."



"I know," said Tom He |ooked at Jimand Julia as if to ask them what el se
he could do. "But..."

"F'get it," said his nmother. "I'Il drink all I want. Can't stop ne. Ralph
can't stop nme either. I'Il drink mself to death. Least, it doesn't hurt. Not
i ke having y'son run away from hone, and steal the garbage di sposal while
he's at it. Not like..."

She paused, groping at the air with the one hand that did not hold a
bl ossom She seened to be searching for words, or a thought, and no one
interrupted. Finally, she went on. "Jack couldn't either. Even if he cane
back. Wi ch he won't. He's busy. He's got your girl, Tommy. What's her nane?"

n Mjffy n

"CGot your Muffy. What goes around, conmes around. He got me. Got her, now.
Gonna turn her into a flower lady, he is. You wait and see. She'll be potted,
too. Just like ne. He's got her."

CHAPTER 5

The broken gl ass had been cl eaned up but not repaired. The central expanse
of the building' s doorway, through which visitors had been able to watch their
hosts descending the stairs and residents had been able to watch for nail
deliveries and friends, had been filled in with a sheet of plywood.

This time, Tom Cross had to use his key. He held the door while Jimand
Julia entered the building. Julia was holding two sacks, one of take-out
Korean food and one--froma pet store--with a rat for Randy. Ji mwas once nore
carrying Freddy. Randy, perched on Tom s shoul der, began to shift her weight
back and forth when he stepped through the door hinself.

"Third fl oor," he said. Then he reached up to give the giant spider a
reassuring pat. "Nervous?" he asked her softly. "I don't think anyone'll be
there. Not this tinme." Not even, he thought, Miffy. She was gone, perhaps
forever. The ki dnappers hadn't called before he left the apartnent that
norni ng. They hadn't tried to reach himat all. Unless..

By the tinme he caught up to the others in front of the apartnment door, he
had dug from his pocket the key to the landlord' s padl ock. He used it, w shing
t he door had been repaired, that it had a normal, working lock, that life
coul d have returned already that much closer to normal. Wen they entered the
apartment, the first thing he did was to check the phone.

Hi s heart | eaped when he saw the blinking light that neant soneone had
call ed. But when he nade the phone play back the message it had recorded, it
was only Cal, the owner of The Spider's Wb, where Tom and Freddy once had
sung, where Muffy danced, where she had been supposed to dance | ast night, and
again tonight. "Were is she?" Cal wanted to know. "Is something wong?"

As he told his friends that the nessage was not fromthe ki dnappers, Jim
Brane set Freddy on the couch, propping his barrel form against the cushions.
The pig twisted as best he could to bring his gaze to bear on everything. In a
nonent, he said in his distinctive nasal runble, "Wat a dunp! A plywood door
downstairs. A chain upstairs. No elevator! No...!"



"Shut up,"” said Tom "I have to call Cal." He did so, explained that Miffy
was m ssing, apol ogized for not calling the night before, and finally said,
"Yes, the cops are on it. W have our fingers crossed." H's eyes watered.

There was a nonent of awkward silence after he hung up. Then Freddy said,
"I's that Muffy's picture? By the Aice?"

"Yeah." Tom picked it up and showed Jimand Julia what she | ooked I|ike.

"I'd like to see her again," said Freddy. He sounded wi stful

"So would I," said Tom Hi s eyes filled now with actual tears, and when he
had wi ped themdry, Julia said gently, but practically, "The food s getting
cold.™

Tom barely noticed what he was putting into his mouth. Nor did Jimseemto
be paying nmuch attention to the food, while Julia was watching Jimfar nore
intently than her plate. It was left to Freddy to say, in between the forksfu
that the others dropped into his nouth, "Good stuff. Not |ike the swill at the
nmuseum They try, you know? But they're not geared for intelligent geninals.
And it's not nuch better when they feed us fromthe cafeteria. 1'd still get
heartburn, but | wi sh they'd send out nore often. Either that or hire a..."

Julia Tenpleton interrupted him "Wy doesn't your Dad do sonethi ng?"

"He's not ny Dad." Tomturned away to watch the spider. She had junped on
the rat as soon as they had released it, paralyzed it with her venom and
withdrawn with it under the couch. Now she was pulling it into the open again,
all neatly trussed with silk. He pointed, and they all watched as Randy tugged
the rat across the floor until it was under Julia's chair.

She noved, he thought, as if nothing--not Muffy, not a |linb--were m ssing
at all. The wound where she had gnawed free her broken |eg was already tightly
sealed with new tissue, and her nervous system had conpensated nore than
adequately for the inbalance in her gait. He wished he could adjust as easily.

"That's where Muffy usually sits,” said Tom Finally, when she was where
she wanted to be, Randy crouched over her rat to suck its fluids.

"Ral ph's her husband, isn't he?" asked Julia. "Then..."

Tom shrugged. Jimoffered, "Sounds like he's not there nuch anynore. 1'I]
bet he has anot her place."

"He should be there,"” said Julia. "She's not well, physically or..."

"She's off her nut," growl ed Freddy. "A drunk. A junky. A honey bum"

“"We could call the cops?" said Jim "Though they don't care nuch about
honey suckers. And they can't do a thing. The vines are everywhere, after
all."

"Then put her in a loony bin," said the pig. "Dry her out."

"It's up to Ralph, really,” said Tom "If he cares anynore."

"Don't you?" asked Freddy.

"Yeah, but..."

"He has his own troubles,” said Jim



"So do you," said Julia.
Tom sighed. "Muffy," he said. "She |likes honey too. Though not that nuch."
"How d your nother know that ?"

When he | ooked puzzled, Julia added, "She said it had to be your rea
Daddy, that Jack, who ki dnapped her, and he was going to turn her into a
potted plant, just |ike her."

"If she likes the wine, that shouldn't be too hard,” said Jim
"But he can't turn her into a plant. Can he?" asked Tom
"You're the one who works in a bioppliance store."

"Maybe, " said Freddy. "Maybe she's as psychic as Porcul ata."”
"That's..."

"Hogwash?" said Freddy. "You bet, and it's a ot of fun. W' ve got a tub
there at the nuseum and..."

Randy's rat now lay shriveled on the floor. Jimpicked it up by a | oose
strand of silk and said, "Want the leftovers, Freddy?"

The response was outraged. "Goddanmit! |I'ma nusician! | may have started
of f as a garbage disposal, but even then | didn't have to eat dead rats. You
can stuff that rat up your..."

Tom Cross scooped a handful of rice fromone of the cardboard boxes before
them and dropped it into Freddy's mouth. Then, while the pig made choki ng
noi ses, he said, "What's Randy doi ng now?"

The gi ant spider was scuttling back and forth across the apartnent floor
her pal ps raised and twitching. If she had been a dog, they would have thought
she was casting for a scent, and then, as she froze, waved her pal ps, and
began to nove straight toward the apartnent door, that she had found one.

When she reached the door, Randy stopped and neeped. "I think," said
Julia, "that we should follow her."

Ji m Brane dropped the dead rat into an enpty take-out carton. Then he and
Tom cl eared away the debris of their nmeal. While they worked, Jimsaid, "It's
ni ght, and she's black. How can we?"

"There's a | eash," said Tom

The rain had stopped. The sky had cleared. Now the air was still and danp.
Randy scuttled around the intersection, searching for ascent that tinme and
weat her nust al nost totally have destroyed. But her senses were as keen as
t hose of any bl oodhound. She stiffened, paused, and turned |left, her seven
legs pulling the | eash taut agai nst Tonis arm

The man behind the armrefused to nove. After six blocks of follow ng the
spi der down the center of the road, dodging traffic, wishing fruitlessly to be
i nvi si bl e when pedestrians were in sight, he had had enough. His feet were
al ready sore, and there seened no sign that Randy woul d ever stop

Hand over hand, he drew | eash and spider toward him picked her up, and
turned toward the Mack not far behind him Jimopened the right-hand door and
sai d, "Had enough? Whatever she's followi ng has to be riding by now"



"Keep going," Tom Cross said. "I'lI|l get out at the next intersection and
| et her check the direction.”

Their progress was slow, but it was neverthel ess faster than wal ki ng.
Bl acki e coul d cover the long straight stretches between the intersections far
nore qui ckly than Tom s personal shank's nmare. He could catch his breath while
he petted the bristly back of the spider who was | eading them he hoped,
toward her mistress and his mate. For a nonment he envied his old friend, Jim
who mi ght have |lost his Mack, and, yes, of course, that had to be a blow But
he still had Julia.

As Tom t hought, he renmenbered that when he had cone hone--j ust
yest erday! --an Arnadon had pulled away fromthe curb in front of his and
Muf fy's building and gone down the road ahead of him in just the direction
they were noving now. He wondered if there were indeed any connection besides
coi nci dence, and then he decided it didn't matter, for here was anot her
intersection. It was tine to get down, |let Randy cast about for the scent and
point their direction of travel, clinb aboard again, and then drive on

It was a slow stop-and-start process, but in due tine it led them out of
the residential neighborhood in which they had begun their tracking and onto a
larger artery that bent their path back toward the city center. Now Tom had to
give up his wish for invisibility, for it was nore unrealistic than ever. The
brightly lighted streets were thick with Buggies of every description, and the
si dewal ks with shoppers and theater-goers. And here, as nearly everywhere,
honeysuckl e vi nes grew wherever they could find bare soil, in the cracked
pavenent of alleys, by the roots of curbside gi nkgoes and maples, in the
m ni parks to be found on many bl ocks, and then clinbed toward the sun on
what ever vertical surfaces were within their reach. Honey bums huddled in
cardboard huts sheltered in the shadows of the vines. Litterbugs patrolled the
streets and si dewal ks.

The intersections were now so busy that they had to use Bl ackie to bl ock
traffic while Randy searched for scent. Drivers made their various genimals
honk, grow, and bark. Drivers and pedestrians alike cried out, "Were's your
Spi derman suit?" Mst of themsurely did not know that Spiderman had been
created long in advance of the genetic technol ogy that had pronpted the
revival of superheroes in new com cs and veedo shows.

At one intersection, however, there was no such noi se. Bl ackie stopped,
deliberately blocking traffic. Tomenerged with Randy in his arns. He set her
down, and she quickly ran to the limts of the leash to scuttle fromside to
side, forward and back, exploring for the scent that had first caught her
attention in the apartment. But the halted traffic was silent, and the humans
si nply wat ched.

"Tommy!"

He raised his head, and the silence caught at his attention. JimBrane was
| eani ng out the door of Blackie's pod, pointing urgently with one hand toward
the side of the intersection on the other side of the Mack, gesturing
frantically with the other for Tomto get back inside the pod. Tom wondered
what had so upset his friend. Were the cops conming to tell themto quit
bl ocking traffic? He | ooked around him Then why was everyone so quiet?
Knowi ng that he might be doing sonething foolish but intent only on answering
that question, hoping that the answer might help himsolve the |arger nystery
of Muffy's di sappearance, he |let Randy draw himforward until he could see
around the Mack.

Standi ng on the other side of the intersection were four Engineers,



distinctive in their blue coveralls and gol den cogwheel s. They had apparently
been strolling dowmn the center of the street, for a horde of bioformvehicles
was silently backed up behind them One wore a netal helnmet that resenbl ed the
hel m of sone ancient knight. Another had shiny brass springs dangling fromhis
earl obes. All held curved | engths of sharpened netal that nmi ght once have been
aut onobil e springs. Now they were swords, machetes, the perfect weapons wth
which to terrorize nodern drivers. They could chop off a genimal's |inbs or
head, slash its wheels, destroy upholstery and control computers and even
drivers. The Engineers were staring at the Mack that had dared to block their
path, at the nman and the spider, which had now, finally, caught the scent and
begun to strain the | eash strai ght ahead, toward the threatening quartet.

The Engi neers | aughed and stepped forward as if to neet her
A chill ran down Tonmi s spine.
Bl acki e growl ed. The Engi neers stopped and gave her a wary | ook

Pedestri ans began to edge away, deciding that though this bit of inpending
street theater m ght be fascinating enough, it mght turn nasty, and who,
after all, wanted to get his or her shoes or coverall or gown bl oody?

"Get in here!" Jims gesture was nore urgent than before. Tom obediently
drew the spider in, picked her up, and turned toward the Mack

"What's going on?" cried Freddy. The Mack's pod had not been neant for
passengers. It had only two seats, one of themthe driver's. Jimsat in the
other. Tom had to squat behind, while the pig was sinply braced in the
handcart by his cushions. "Lift ne up so | can see!"

The Engi neers | aughed again when Jimraised the pig's head into view One
said, "I'mkinda sick of pork, but at least it's not a litterbug." Another
added, "Too small. Just an appetizer."

Freddy swore and added loudly, "Gotta catch me first!"

"We' || catch you all! Dogneat for dinner!" They waved their nakeshift
swords in the air, but Blackie growl ed once nore and they didn't nove.

"Let's get out of here," said Jimas Tomclinmbed into the pod. Julia put
her Mack into notion, the Engineers stepped aside to | et them pass, and soon
the intersecti on was behi nd t hem

Jimturned the rear-view screen toward his face and adjusted the
magni fi cation. "They've stopped a Roachster," he said. "Hauled the driver
out." Tom | eaned over his shoulder to see. The Roachster's owner was curled on
the sidewal k while two of the Engineers kicked at his head and ribs. The other
two were turning the Buggy into sonmething rem niscent of an antique
convertible. Roachsters were exoskeletal geninmals, half |obster and half
cockroach, and their passenger conpartments were bubbles in the shell of their
back. Dealers cut holes in the bubble wall and installed wi ndows and doors
before selling the vehicles. Now the Engineers were using their blades to chop
away the entire bubble. Fortunately for the owner, if the Engineers left the
Roachster alive, its next nolt would recreate the bubble, and the post-nolt
body shop woul d have no nore work to do than ever to nake it just as good as
new.

"Now they're foll ow ng us,
ot her way."

said Jim "And everyone else is going the

"I wish we were going the other way!" Freddy's |oud defiance of a nonent



before had turned into a noan of despair. "Fast. | don't wannabe barbecued!"

"Do you think Engineers did it?" asked Tom Kidnapped Muffy and stole
Tige, he neant. "Maybe they wanted to get ne to destroy the Garden, or..."

“"I't's not their style," said Julia Tenpleton. "If they wanted to cl osedown
the store, or that place where she dances, they'd sinply walk in and chop it
to bits." The precedent had been established | ong ago by protestors agai nst
al cohol and abortion

They stopped at the next intersection as usual. But while Tom set Randy
again to searching for scent, Julia turned Blackie to face the way they had
cone. The Engi neers stopped their hijacked Roachster half a bl ock away, waved
their bl ades, and screanmed threats. The few residents of the nei ghborhood who
were on the street pronptly di sappeared. Vehicles turned and fled, seeking
other routes to their destinations.

VWhen they set off again, this tine down a side street that led theminto a
nei ghborhood with fewer streetlights and open stores and less traffic, the
Engi neers continued to follow. Their shouts echoed fromthe walls that
encl osed the street.

As the intersections passed behind them their surroundi ngs grew darker
the hones and apartnents that |lined the streets shabbier, nore festooned with
graffiti, much of it reflecting the sentinents of the dispossessed of the age,
the Engi neers and their synpathizers. But Randy continued to pick out their
turns, and the speed and apparent confidence of her choices increased as the
streets grew drabber and | ess traveled. "Not so nmany newer odors |laid down on
top," said Ji mBrane.

"She didn't pick out any scent yesterday?" asked Julia.

Tom st ared ahead, over their shoul ders and out the wi ndshield. Sonewhere
ahead, near or far, the trail would cone to an end. And then..."No," he nmade
himsel f say. "I wish | knew why she did today. You'd think the scent woul d be
a lot dimer."

"OfF course it is," said Freddy. "But she lost a leg, right? She was in
shock. It just didn't penetrate.”

Ji m checked the viewer and barked a surprised |augh. "They're turning off!
Got bored, | bet."

"Or decided they didn't have enough of an audience,"” said Julia.

Al'l four relaxed, though Freddy didn't seementirely to trust Jims
report. "Keep an eye out," he said. "They may be circling." They were entering
a district of factories and warehouses, of streets that even litterbugs
i gnored and whose gutters overflowed with filth, of alleys choked with
honeysuckl e, of cracked masonry and burned-out hul ks, of stark desol ation
softened only by the draperies of the honeysuckl e vines.

"This isn't far fromwhere | picked you up," said Julia, with a glance at
Jim

"A few bl ocks," he said.
"Turn of f the headlights!" said Tom

Ahead of them the street ended in a paved square surrounded by buil di ngs
and unusual ly free of honeysuckl e and rubbish. An Armadon was parked to the



left. The only exit was a narrow, tunnel-like opening in one wall. Yell ow
light, flickering as if soneone or sonething were noving between the source
and them glimrered around the edges of sone object in the tunnel. The |ight
was brightest on the right.

"Looks like we walk," said Julia. "Unless this..."

"You stay with Blackie," said Jim thinking of how he had | ost his own
Mack. "And | ock the doors." Wen he and Tom were down, Tom put Randy on the
ground, and she began to dance and strain at the |leash, pulling themtoward
the tunnel. She meeped insistently.

"The scent's fresh," said Jim "Right in there, but what is it?"

As they drew closer, they could hear quiet voices and nake out scattered
words: "That's...last...d ad...done. Winder what...do." The object in the
tunnel becane clearly a truck trailer, being | oaded through a side door drawn
hard by a |oading platformin the side of the tunnel. At the trailer's other
end, presunmably, there was a Mack.

The trailer's door slamed and | atched. The lights on the | oading platform
went out. A voice rose: "Let's get outa here." They heard the door to the
Mack's cab open and close. The trailer's lights blinked on, and the glare of
headl i ghts reflected froma wall beyond the tunnel

"I wonder!" Jims voice was just a whisper, but it carried as clear a | oad
of eager anticipation as if he had shouted.

"What ?"
I nstead of responding, he called aloud: "Tige!"

There was an answering bark. Jims voice rose joyfully. "Tige!" Behind
them Bl ackie woofed a nore canine greeting. A cry of anger echoed in the
tunnel fromthe nmen in Tige's cab. The trailer lurched forward, but as soon as
it had cleared the far end of the tunnel, the Mack pulling it began to turn
its headlights revealing that the tunnel linked a pair of simlar courtyards.
Reflected light illumnated Tige's brindle hide, the white circle around one
bright eye, an open nouth, a lolling tongue.

Ti ge stopped and turned his head, snarling, toward the cab of the pod upon
his back. H s |linbs and neck shook spastically, as if there were within his
brain a war between his loyalty to the master who had called his nanme and the
el ectronic controls through which the thieves were trying to nake himturn and
flee.

"Tige!" The great dog still trenbled, but the spasticity dininished and he
wal ked haltingly into the tunnel and toward his true master, the signals from
the conputer in the cab classified as del usions though they renmai ned obviously
di stressing. Tige snarled, whined, and whi npered by turns, until at last the
door to the cab opened and three cursing nen | eaped out and fled back through
t he tunnel .

Ti ge stopped, panting, in front of Jim The trucker grinned, thunped the
side of the overhangi ng snout, dodged an i mense tongue, danced his delight,
turned, and saluted Julia in her owm Mack. But Randy was still neeping and
tuggi ng at the | eash

Tom Cross let her lead himtoward the trailer that had been hitched onto
the stolen Mack. Tige still wore his original pod, cargo conpartnment and all,
and the newtrailer had little nore roomfor cargo than the pod. Wat it had



in addition was the side door that had permitted | oading fromthe kidnappers
hi deaway here, and that was where Randy stopped to neep again, nore
i nsistently than ever.

The giant spider clinbed up his side until it could face the trailer's
door fromhis shoulder. He pulled on the door's handle, and it clicked. It was
not | ocked. He froze, suddenly afraid to pull the door open. Was Muffy behi nd
it? Randy seened to be saying that she was. But if she wasn't? What would he
do then?

Julia Tenpleton touched himon the shoulder. He turned and saw Freddy in
her arnms. "So open it," said the pig.

He coul d see JimBrane clinbing into Tige's cab, presumably to see what
damage had been done and to turn off the flow of conflicting comrands that
still had the Mack tw tching. He turned back to the door and pulled. As soon
as the opening was w de enough, Randy stopped neeping, |eaped for it, and
di sappear ed.

The interior of the trailer was pitch black. There was no notion, no sound
of anything but quiet breathing, interrupted by Jims swearing fromthe
direction of the cab on Tige's back. "I'Il bring Blackie over,"” said Julia
handi ng hi m Freddy. "For the headlights."

In a nonent, he could see a | arge bucket fromwhich jutted the stens of a
nunber of |engths of honeysuckl e vine. He supposed soneone had wanted to keep
the vines, and the bl ossons that bedecked them fresh. Mre bl ossons were
scattered, enpty, tranpled, across the floor of the trailer. A ong one wal
were several ceramc flower pots or planters the size of half-barrels.

The breathing was coning froma row of heaped and runpl ed bl ankets on the
ot her side of the conpartment. Tom set Freddy inside the trailer, stepped in
hi nsel f, grabbed a bl anket, and pulled. The snoring, honey-stunned face that
was reveal ed was young, fermale, and lovely, but it was not Miffy's.

"Mech," he said. He grabbed another blanket, Julia joined him and
t oget her they uncovered the rest of the captive wonren. Only at the end did
they find one agai nst whose side huddled a bristly spider. She had dark hair
and a famliar face that made Tomsigh. Wth an air of imense relief and
sati sfaction, he said, "That's Muffy!l"

"But...who are the rest of thenP"

Tom shook his head. There were six, seven counting Muffy, all wearing
coveralls much like Tomis or Jinms own, varying mainly in the length of leg or
sleeve, all in the same stupor. Had their captors forced themto drink the
wi ne? O had they, |ike Petra, been ready enough to drink if only soneone
would put it within their reach? They didn't | ook so dissipated. Perhaps they
had just been willing to drink to relieve the boredomof captivity, and their
captors had encouraged themwi th the bucket and the vines to sinplify their
task of preventing escape.

"They're just as potted as your nother said," said Freddy. He had ti pped
over and now lay on his side, his snout ainmed toward the bodies Tom was
uncovering. "But | bet it's not your real Daddy. It's slavers, hauling them
off to an Iranian brothel. N ce nmerchandise, too. If | didn't get seasick, |I'd
di sqgui se nyself as a eunuch and sneak onto the boat with them" Ogling the
sprawl ed bodi es, he whi stl ed.

"You are a hypochondriac," said Julia.



Tom shook his head again. He didn't believe Freddy's suggestion. "How are
we goi ng to wake them up?”

"Try fresh air and cold water," said Jim He was standing on the ground
outside the trailer door, having finished what he had to do in the cab

The water in the bucket wasn't cold, but it would do. They pl ucked
honeysuckl e bl ossons, enptied them of nectar, and used themto splash water on
the sl eeping faces. The wonen responded gradually, at first able only to npan,
gasp, and utter incoherent words. But then Muffy's eyes focused on the face
| eani ng over her, and she said, "Thomas!" For a nonent, her face was alive,
alert, and she was fully there. Her hand clutched at the famliar bristly
shape cuddling itself against her. But then, though her eyes renai ned open
her al ertness faded. Tom supposed that she was the victimless of the al coho
in the honeysuckle wi ne than of the drug, which nuch nore effectively bl ocked
the channel s of caring and attention

"W' ve been | ooking for you, hey?" The tears cane to his eyes once nore,
and he blinked as he lifted her head so she could see the others.

"'s Freddy! But who...?"

"That's Jinmmy. An old friend. They swi ped his Mack to haul you off. And
his girl, Julia. Randy tracked you down." Renenbering, he drew a snall package
froma pocket. "Franklin sent this, for when we found you." He showed her the
worryst one and when her hands could only funble with the chain | ooped it
around her neck.

"But...but..."

He was going too fast, and he knew it. He stopped, guided her hand to the
worrystone, patted it, laid her head down again, and said, "We'll get you
somet hing to wake you up. And then home, right?" She nodded weakly.

To make room Freddy's handcart went into Tige's cargo conpartnment. Wthin
m nutes, then, they had noved Muffy Bowen and two of the strange wonen into
Tige's cab and the others into Blackie's. Al the ex-captives were stil
dopey, and there was no argunent when Julia said, "That diner's not far off.
See you there," and headed her Mack out of the courtyard.

Noticing Tom's puzzled | ook, Jimsaid, "Last night, after they stole Tige,
| had to call the Farm That diner. Conme on. W'll| keep the trailer for the
cops. "

They clinbed aboard, Jimsaid, "Follow Blackie," and Tige noved so
smoothly into notion that they barely staggered as they found their seats.
Then Jim ki cked at a | oose cable on the floor. "Litterheads plugged that in.
Tige isn't used to that."

"What do you nean?"

"Way back," Jim Brane explained. "When | was new at the Farm | wanted to
inmpress Julia, so | taught Tige to do a fewtricks. He was just a pup then
but now he does al nost anything | tell himto. | don't need to touch a thing,
though | do." He set his hands on the wheel as if he were steering.

"Then why...? Tom gestured at the cable, the console of the control
conputer, and the wheel.

"For show," said Jim "Pretense. The conputer just works the headlights,
and the radio, but | never plug himin. We're training Blackie too."



Nei t her nentioned what they both knew, that voice control of a bioform
vehicle was illegal. The Bi of orm Regul atory Adm nistration insisted on
el ectronic chains in order to prevent any possibility of genimals running anok
in the streets.

By the tinme they reached the diner, Muffy Bowen and her conpani ons had
returned close enough to full consciousness to hold and drink fromtheir own
cups. Wiile the coffee then percolated through their systens, Jimsaid, "Mybe
your nother's really psychic after all."

The Macks were parked al ong the side of the street, and everyone had noved
into Tige's cab. No one had thought it a good idea to take the ex-captives
into the diner. Now Freddy snorted. "Nuts, naybe. Wird. Bizarre. Not
psychic."

They ignored him Julia Tenpleton said, "The pots? Wre there enough?"

"I didn't count,"” said JimBrane.

"Enough for what?" said Tom Cross. "To plant seven wonen? There woul d be
no point, for they'd never grow roots."

"And pigs don't talk," said Freddy. "Don't count on it."

"Sheer coincidence," said Tom "They were part of your truck's cargo
before. ™"

"Uh-uh." Jimshook his head. "Enpty. Though maybe they stole the trailer
and they were in that."

"No." The voice, still slow and wavering with residual daze, was Muffy's.
"They | oaded themon with us. They didn't say why."

"So maybe your nother's psychic after all, Tonmy," Freddy said. "Your
Daddy's behind it all, and he wanted to turn your bride into a plant. A potted
pl ant."

Muf fy shuddered. Another of the ex-captives |aughed out |oud. "Conme on,
now " She was short and slender, with yellow hair cut short, the sort of young
woman who, if she were indeed to be turned into a flower, mght be a daffodil.
When Tom turned toward her, she added, "I'm Ki nberl ey--Ki mer. They caught me
when. ..l was shopping, and | wanted to try sonething on, and when | went to
t he back of the store, for the changing room they just grabbed nme and pul | ed
nme out the back door."

"I was with her," said another, taller, heavier, ruddier, perhaps a
dahlia. Kimer nodded her confirmation, and then the others told their
stories. Mst had been kidnapped in simlar circunstances, in public, when
isolated for just a nmoment. Only for Muffy had the ki dnappers broken into a
hone. Only Muffy had apparently been a specifically chosen target. The others
had been chosen for their Kkidnapping solely by accident or fate.

Three of the six lived in the suburbs. The rest lived in town, and when
Kimer said, "Just drop us off at nmy place. I'll see they all get honme," the
other two both said, "Or mne."

But Julia shook her head. "No," she said. "We'Il have to drop you off at a
police station."”

Despite the protests that erupted around them Jimand Tom had to agree
with her. They would have to report that Muffy and Ti ge had been recovered and



turn over the trailer and its remaining contents. And Muffy and the other
young wonen woul d have to be interviewed while their menories were fresh, for
the police would want the best possible descriptions of the kidnappers.

CHAPTER 6

"I"mbeat," said Freddy as the apartnent building cane into view ahead.
"I"mnot used to running around | ooking for Kkidnappers. Hey, |I'mnot even used
to staying up this late. It's way past my bedtinme. | like to cuddle up next to

my little bagpi pe around nine, unless we have a |ate show, and..."

The street was quiet, free of traffic and pedestrians, the streetlights
dinmred for the hours of little need, the entry lights of buildings sparks that
remenbered the conmings and goings of life. The curbs were largely free of
par ked bi of orns, for nobst people put their vehicles in stables, their own or
public, at night. Mechanical vehicles, because they were val uabl e anti ques,
were even nore likely to be kept under shelter. Yet there were a few vehicles
in sight--a Roachster, an Arnamdon, a Tortoi se.

"W all are," said JimBrane. He was wearing a grin of inmense
satisfaction now that he had his Tige back. As if to prove his point, he
stretched that grin into a deliberate, colossal yawn. Tom Cross, grinning just
as happily, yawned back at him Jimwas sure that Julia Tenpleton in the other
Mack was just as tired. Muffy Bowen, still under the influence of the honey
she had consunmed while a captive, was sound asleep on the floor in the back of
Tige's cab. Freddy sat propped agai nst her side, while Randy rested on her
bel | y.

"Slow, Tige," said Jim He held the wheel in his habitual conceal ment of
t he Mack's independence, but his fingers danced with little pats and strokes.
"Right, now There's plenty of roomfor both of us."

Ti ge obeyed the verbal conmands. H's control conputer was not plugged into
his nervous system though it still had functions. One was to feed appropriate
signals to the control panel's LEDs, anong whose tasks it fell to inform
whoever | ooked that it was now wel|l after mdnight. They had, as pl anned,
stopped at the nearest police station, and the cops had taken charge of the
trailer and agreed to get Kinmer and the other young wonen to their hones. But
t hey had asked only the sinplest of questions, saying that the details could
wait for daylight, when the detectives who were working on Tige's theft and
t he di sappearances of the wonen came on duty. "Go hone," they had said. "W'l
call you."

"Do you think," said Jim "That they will ever catch the ki dnappers?"

Tom Cross shook his head. Then, as if realizing that his old friend, who
was staring out the windshield, could not see the gesture, he said, "No. They
ran away, and | don't think the girls' descriptions will help themvery nuch."

Freddy yawned again. "W know why they stole the Mack," he said. "They
needed something to haul the wonmen. But why'd they steal the women?"

"Not white slavery," said Tom "They don't do that anynore."

"Wanna bet ?"



"Then what ?"

"“Mur phy knows," said JimBrane. Tige was parked, with Julia's Blackie
right behind him Jimturned off the headlights and added, "Wait just a bit,
Tige. And then the Farm™

At the slamof a door behind them Tom opened his door and peered toward
Julia's Mack. Its parking lights were still on, and Julia was striding toward
him Wen she was beside the cab, |ooking up at him and past himto her nate,
she said, "lIs she awake?"

"“Uh-uh. Here." They passed her Freddy and shooed Randy out of Tige's cab
Then they tried to wake up Muffy, who stirred and muttered but stubbornly
refused to open her eyes or stiffen her nuscles enough to support her weight.

"Cone on," said Tom "W're alnost hone. Alnost into our own bed. Just
across the walk and up the stairs and..." He pulled her into a sitting
position, and she responded, clunsily folding her |egs beneath her
straightening themas he and Jimlifted, bracing a hand agai nst the side of
the door frame, letting them guide her feet onto the steps that |led down to
the sidewal k.

Julia and Freddy were watching intently. The nmen were concentrating on
keeping Muffy fromfalling. Muffy herself barely had her eyes open

No one was watching their surroundings, the buildings that overl ooked
their struggle agai nst m nor catastrophe |ike box seats in a theater, the
expanse of roadway and sidewal k that stretched away fromthemto fore and back
like sone infinite stage, the few vehicles parked along the curb like critics.
No one noticed that the Arnmadon parked near the nouth of the alley across the
street was not enpty, nor that its door had opened and several slender figures
were slipping fromshadow to shadow in their direction

Jim Il ocked the doors to Tige's cab. He was sure that no one was wanderi ng
around this neighborhood at this late hour and that he could quite safely
| eave the doors wi de open. But he had thought the sanme the evening before, and
t he back of his head was still tender fromthe thunp it had taken. He woul d
never take that chance again. Nor, he guessed, would any of the Farm s ot her
truckers, at least until the nmenory wore thin.

Toget her, he and Tom supported Muffy Bowen as she stumbl ed al ong the
sidewal k toward the front door of the apartnment building. Wth every step, her
efforts grew stronger, her head rose fromits drug-dazed slunp, and she needed
their help |l ess. She | ooked at Julia Tenpl eton and seened puzzl ed. She noticed
Freddy in Julia's arnms and smled. Randy clanbered up Tom s | eg and si de and
stepped from his shoulder to hers, and she produced a | opsi ded, drunken grin.

They swung fromthe roadside sidewalk into the short walk that led to the
apartnment building' s entrance. Tomand Jimfelt their |egs brush against the
shrubs to either side. Then Muffy braced herself against the step the nen's
hands were urging her into, stopped just feet away fromthe building' s door
shook them off, and raised a hand to pet her spider

"Conme on, honey," said Tom Cross. "Just a few steps nore."
"Yeah," said Freddy in his nasal bass. "Let's get to bed."

Alow, rumbling growl made themall turn right to | ook at the Macks. Tige
was staring toward the building, and his neck hair, where the weight of the
pod did not rmash it down, was bristling erect.



"What...?" said Julia.

Jimhad the oninous feeling that he knew just what it was that was
upsetting the Mack, but before he could speak, Tom said, "There's
sonething..." and a stranger stepped into the light that spilled fromthe
bui I di ng' s entrance.

Dressed in a black coverall unadorned by patches or enbroidery, his skin
darkened by nature or by artifice, he had been invisible in the shadows. Now
Jimwas aware of just how nmany shadows there were and that they m ght shelter
an arnmy in the night. He | ooked, his eyes flicking fromright to left, but he
coul d see no others.

The stranger |aughed quietly and said, "Let's have her back. The boss
insists."”

"You too," said a voice behind them Hands seized Tom and pul | ed hi m awnay
fromMiffy Bowen, drawing himtoward the street. Qthers seized Muffy herself,
and t hough Tom struggl ed, whoever held himwas too strong. Jimtried to grab
Muf fy from her abductor, but another figure blocked his nmove, butting himinto
t he shrubbery beside the walk. In a nonent, Julia fell beside him Freddy
spilled fromher arns and cried, "Quch! These nechin' bushes...!"

The strangers, each of themclad in black, were clearing all possible
interference fromtheir path. Ji mwatched, stunned, as Tomtried to scream As
soon as his friend opened his mouth, his attacker cramred into it a dripping
sponge. The reek of honeysuckl e w ne was strong.

Tom Cross struggled visibly not to swallow, but the wine was too nuch. Jim
i mgined it pooling in his nmouth and running down his throat. If he wished to
breat he wi thout strangling on the alcoholic, drug-laden liquid...Very soon
Jimcoul d see the wine's euphoric striking into his friend s brain, bringing
placidity, passivity, nonresistance. Tom blinked and wenched his arns,
fighting both the drug and his captor

Jimshifted his gaze to watch Randy leap from Muffy's shoul der to the man
who held her. He heard a scream "Goddam spider!" and a cry of pain. He saw
the man go to his knees, one hand against the side of his neck, and fall to
his side on the wal k. Released, Muffy tried to run, but another of the
bl ack-cl ad strangers seized her before she had stunbled nore than three steps.

"Got'em"
"Then let's get out of here.”

"Wait. Hold them" The man who had greeted them by the door stepped down
the wal k, knelt beside the one Randy had bitten, and said, "Got himthis
tinme." Vaguely, his mnd fogged by the honeysuckle wine, Jimnoticed that
Randy was now nowhere in sight and recalled her broken | eg. Had she attacked
her victimbefore--in the apartnent? when Muffy was ki dnapped?--but failed to
get cl ose enough to bite? Had he struck her and broken the | eg before she
reached hi n? The apparent chief of the kidnappers laid a hand on the victinms
throat, waited briefly, and shook his head. "Leave him He's gone."

They were clunped then, one down, two holding Tom and Muffy, two nore
standing free. Jimnoticed that Muffy too had a sponge in her nmouth and her
head was dropping as if the drug were having an easier time with her. He shook
his head. O course, he thought. She already had plenty of the stuff in her
As woul d Tom before |long. He swall owed despite the enpathy that tried to | ock
his throat and shuddered at the thought. What did they want Tom for? Wat did
they want Miffy for?



Tom was staring back toward the building. JimBrane was getting to his
feet, Julia beside him Tom s captor took a firmer grip on his shoul ders.
Anot her bent to seize his ankles, and he was being carried |ike a sack of
grain across the street, Muffy beside him At |east, Jimthought, they were
together this tine.

They were nearing the Armadon across the street. Someone opened the
vehicle's door, and as his friends were lifted into captivity, Jimopened his
nouth and yelled, "Tige!"

A how of rage erupted fromthe Mack. Tom s head spun toward the giant
canine, as did those of his abductors, and he gaped at the sight of the
wi de-open jaws, streetlights reflecting fromthe fangs and drops of spittle,
all getting nearer very quickly as ponderous |egs propeled the genimal's
charge across the road. The ki dnappers dropped their victins--Jimw nced when
he heard Muffy's head strike the pavenent--and | eaped for the safety of their
Armadon. The door slammed, and the smaller vehicle began to flail its |inbs
agai nst the tops of its wheels.

Tige | oonmed over Tom and Muffy, his feet avoiding their bodies as if by
m racul ous chance, and his jaws cl osed around the Armadon's rear. Crunching
sounds marked the danage his teeth were doing to the Armadon's surface arnor
to the root of the genimal's tail, and to its left hind |inb and wheel. The
Armadon' s scream was i ncongruously shrill. On the other side of the street,
Bl ackie's throaty snarl played counterpoint and threatened that, if Tige were
not enough, she would be all too pleased to join the fray.

"Ti ge! Enough. Let go." The Mack obeyed, and the Armadon spurted down the
road away fromthemall. It now had only three useful wheels and propul sive
linbs, and its left rear quarter dragged on the ground, but the adrenaline of
fear gave it almpst as much speed as it could have nustered when intact. It
barely needed what nust surely have been its nasters' pani cky hands upon its
throttle.

Jimcould not help but pity the geninal. A Roachster, like the one the
Engi neers had nutilated earlier, could be restored when it nolted and repl aced
its shell. This Arnmadon, however, would have to be destroyed. It was not an

exoskel etal aninal, despite its appearance. It was a namml, and its arnor was
bony pl ates enbedded in its skin and covered by horn or scale, delicate and
slow to heal. The wheels, great holl ow bubbl es of scale and bone, their rins
covered with rubber treads, were irrepl aceable.

Jimand Julia helped Tomto his feet. Then, while Toml s own adrenaline
began to clear his head of the honeysuckle w ne's euphoric haze, he and Jim
carried Muffy into the building and up the stairs. Julia handled the genimals,
directing Tige back to his parking place and patting the side of Blackie's
shout to cal mher down.

Once in the apartnment, Miffy coll apsed onto the bed and began to snore.
Tom managed to sit down on the couch before the residue of the wine forced him
to close his eyes. Julia was the one who called the police and asked themto
cone pick up the body on the sidewal k. She did not tell themto | ook for a
damaged Arnmadon. Macks were not supposed to have the freedomto do such
things. Nor did she identify herself.

After hanging up the phone, she told Ji mhow she had scooched over the
body of the kidnapper Randy had bitten. \Wile she had checked the fading
pul se, Randy had energed fromthe shrubbery and positioned herself as if
proudly beside her victims head. Julia had stared and shaken her head
respectfully. "Too bad," she had said. "Too bad there's only one of you." Yet



she had noved her hands slowy, warily, when they cane near the spider. She
was still, she told her mate, unsure of the genimal's ability to discrimnate
between friend and foe.

There was a cross on a chain around the kidnapper's neck. She had checked
his pupils and found themas constricted as if he had received a nassive dose
of heroin. He was conmatose, unwakeable, and she had |l eft himto pickup Freddy.
The pig was undamaged but not speechl ess. Wien she | eaned over him he said,
"I knewit! | can't go anywhere with Tonmy w thout sonethi ng happening! |'m
scratched. | have a headache. And ny butt is even sorer than the last tine."

In the apartment, she grinned and said to Jim "Just inagi ne what that
thug will say when he wakes up in a cell and learns that his friends left him
behi nd, thinking he was dead."

"I'f he wakes up," said Freddy, now propped in an easy chair. Randy was
squatting by his side, uttering occasional quiet neeps. "And | hope he
doesn't."

I NTERLUDE 1

The gallery faced west, and the rising sun could not shine its brilliant
rays directly through the glass of roof and wall. The building of which the
gallery was but one small part, albeit the part that gave it its reason for
exi stence, was opaque toward the east, its walls pierced by no openings that
could bring light to the El dest and her sisters.

Yet the sky above brightened quickly, and soon after the sun peeped above
the horizon, that portion of its light that reached the gallery outshone the
electric lights that sustained intent and dreans through the dark hours of
ni ght. The El dest and her sisters awakened and spoke, Eldest first, the air
currents carrying the messages along the line of speakers and listeners,
permtting coment and expansion

"FAILURE," was the Eldest's first word, or not-word, an expression of
scent and tw sting sword-blade |eaf. Alnbst as a footnote, she emtted scents
to sumon the hands that could turn off the artificial |ights, open the
| ouvers in the glass roof, and activate the sprinklers that would refresh them
all with a norning shower.

"Vi ne- borne word

Yes, has cone:

Qur nast er/ pet

Chose bul b-rotted agents
Bul b-rot, root-rot

WEAKNESS | S NO EXCUSE

They had naster/pet's

Hi s scion/seedling/sprout's
Own pistil/mate

Twi ce!

And the scion/seedling/sprout hinself
And ot hers too

THEY LOST THEM

No pollen for us

No fresh genes



And we have no nore old

No fruition and no rootstock

No new pistils

For us oursel ves

To pollinate

WE WLL TRY AGAIN

Unl ess our master/pet has lost all his useful ness
If so..."

The | ast speaker's fronds drooped dejectedly. Soon, very soon, the next
sister downdrift followed suit, and the next. Then the air currents wafted
t hrough the darker spaces of their dwelling and returned to the gallery's
updrift end, and the El dest of the sisters began to echo the gesture. But,
even as the signal reached the next in line, the El dest stiffened her |eaves
and sternly pronounced:

"NO HE CANNOT, FOR IF HE HAS
W are | ost

Cannot reach out

Cannot do

Cannot change

WE WLL USE OUR MASTER/ PET

To order out his agents

Once again

To try again

AND AGAI N

As many tines

As necessary

Until we have them al

Have enough

Do not forget

Qur naster/pet's own pistil/nmate
W need..."

A vagrant breeze disrupted the phrase, but it did not matter. Frustration
and regret had been expressed, and determ nation affirmed anew. Their plans
woul d go on, until such time as all their hopes were fulfilled, or all hope
was | ost. They had tinme, and patience, and briskly scurrying allies who could
and did upon conmrand run their errands for them

As al ways, the discussion had taken tine. The sun had noved fromits | ow
dawn position to high in the done of sky. Now it shone down upon the El dest
and her sisters, through the glass above them filtered by mute pal ns and
other trees, given sparkling rainbows by the mst that issued fromthe pipes
beneath the roof. The El dest spread her sheath of |eaves to soak in sun and
mst, to bask in the forces of life, to grow, to think, to dream again, but
nore vi gorously, enpowered by the day-bright Iight.

Her sisters followed suit. The gallery grew still, and the odors of
conmuni cati on di ed away.

CHAPTER 7

Detective Bernard Fischer |ooked |ike an experienced cop. Hs hair was



thin and grey, his nose round, his cheeks jowy, his belly a taut arc of
flesh, and he wal ked with a stiff-legged |inp. But his eyes were the sane
flinty blue they had surely been in his youth. They matched his uniform
coveral |.

Muf fy Bowen and Tom Cross were eating breakfast when they saw the
Sparrowhawk | and in the street outside their building. "They said," said Tom
"that they would want to interview us." He touched his worrystone. Miffy, her
eyes caught by his, raised her hand in tentative imtation of his gesture.
There was sonething hard at her throat, a stone like his. She blinked and
sm |l ed, suddenly renenbering, aware of Peirce's gift. The ni ght before, her
m nd had been too fuzzed by honeysuckle wine to hold a thought.

"I"'mglad he's not using the siren," said Tom Both of them had awakened
wi th headaches. Aspirin and coffee were hel ping, but..

"It better not take long," Freddy grunted. The pig was propped with
cushions in a chair beside Tom's, his own worrystone dangling around his neck
and his mouth was full. The nan had been feedi ng hi mchunks of toast covered
with hanberry jam "You' ve got Muffy back. And | want to get back to the
museum To ny wife and kids. And ny nusic. |'ve had enough already. You shoul d
have heard ny heart |ast night! | had pal pitations!"

"Did we stop at a station?" Miffy ignored the geninmal. She was far nore
consci ous of her surroundi ngs than she had been, but she still felt alittle
dazed, and her eyes kept straying toward the window with its fringe of
honeysuckl e vine and bl ossons. She al so i gnored Randy, happily crouched
beneat h her chair. Beside the spider |lay a husk of sparrow. She had gone out
the wi ndow earlier to catch her own breakfast.

Tom Cross snmiled gently at his mate. "OF course. W had to tell themyou
were safe. And so was Jims Mack."

She | ooked again toward the honeysuckle vines. Her glossy black hair,
cl ean now, trenbled as she shuddered at the thought of the stupor the
ki dnappers had used themto induce in her, and at the further thought that she
mght willingly do the sane thing to herself. She was still groggy.

"Jin?" she finally said. "You' ve nmentioned..." The entrance buzzer
interrupted her. Tomrose fromthe table, used the viewer, said that their
visitor was indeed the cop who had just |landed, and Ilet himin. Then he opened
the apartment door to wait for their visitor to clinb the stairs, the sounds
of his clinmbing betraying his linp as surely as sight.

Once Detective Fischer had introduced hinmself, Miffy pointed to a chair
and said, "Coffee?"

"Snells good," said Fischer. "What's that? A pig? At the table?"

"I may not have a uniform" said Freddy with a snort. "O hands. But |'ve
got as nuch brain as you do."

Even Muffy, dazed as she still was, could not help but snile at the
expression on Fischer's face. Tomsaid, "He's a fluke. |'ve never seen anot her
one like him"

"Neither have |," said Fischer. "But you'd better keep himout of sight.
BRA doesn't |ike rogues."

"They know," said Tom He tried to explain where Freddy |ived, and what he
did there, but the pig interrupted, "They're a pain in the..."



Tom dr opped anot her piece of toast into Freddy's open nouth. Miffy rose,
moving slowy but with a clear sense that her dancer's grace was returning.
When she returned, cup in hand, Fischer said "Thanks," took out his recorder
and began to ask his questions: Ms. Bowen had been ki dnapped, right? How many
ki dnappers had there been? Did she get a good | ook at then? What kind of
vehicle did they drive? Were did they keep her for the day she had been a
captive? She didn't know? They had kept her drunk on honeysuckl e w ne? And
things were still a little fuzzy? He under st ood.

He shook his head and turned his attention to Tom And you, sir? You
tracked the ki dnappers down? How? By follow ng the spider? What spider? That
one? What in the world do you people keep a spider for? Ch.

Wil e Tom answered the questions, Muffy | eaned forward, absorbed, as if
she had never heard the tale before. She was sure she had. Tom woul d have told
her everything when he had found her, but she had then been too benunbed by
the wine she had drunk to register a word he had said. And she still had not
entirely recovered her wts.

The buzzer sounded again. Tomwent to the wi ndow and | ooked at the street.
A ring-eyed Mack was now parked behi nd Fischer's Sparrowhawk. "That |ooks |ike
Tige," he said. The entrance viewer confirmed himas he let the newconers in.
"And both of them" he added. "Jimand Julia."

"The Truck Farmwas ny next stop," said Detective Fischer. He finished his
coffee while Muffy poured two nore cups and admitted that the two truckers
seened just barely famliar. Tomintroduced her to his old friend, and his
mate, all over again.

Fi scher cocked his head--perhaps he was skeptical of this part of the
case--and turned to the truckers. He asked whether the dispatcher at the Farm
recorded calls such as the one that had sent M. Brane to the abandoned
war ehouse. When they shook their heads and said they didn't know, he sighed
and said he would have to visit the Farm anyway. A recordi ng woul d be handy,
for it mght allow a voice-print identification. Then he felt the still-tender
spot on Jims head, where the man who had stolen Tige had clubbed him He
asked, Why hadn't he | ocked the door? And when he finally found the m ssing
Mack, he just called? Like this? "Tige!" he cried, as if he were calling a
dog. He had had one, he explained, when he was a kid. And he cane? Geni nals
weren't supposed to do that, were they?

Jims face turned pale. Muffy guessed that he had not intended to revea
as much as he had. He set his cup down, | ooked at the table top, seeming to
think, and said at last, "I've been training him | figured it mght come in
handy, you know? Like renote control, or if the control conputer broke down."

"Or was sabotaged," said Detective Fischer. He sounded thoughtful, as if
he were renmenbering sonmething other than a | ong-gone dog fromhis own past. In
a noment, he smiled, and the expression had an air of conspiracy about it.
"Don't worry," he said. "I think I'Il leave that out of ny report. It would
get into the national database, and there's no point in alerting BRA to the
irregularity.”

After a pause, he added, "And besides, you were riding another Mack
anyway, weren't you? And there was only the one exit fromthe courtyard? You
must have bl ocked the exit, and then the kidnappers fled, and you recl ai ned
Tige. Wasn't that nore like it?"

"No," said JimBrane. "The archway went through. | think there nust have
been anot her courtyard there. O a street."



"But Tige cane toward you?" Ji mnodded, Fischer flicked his recorder off
and everyone sighed their relief at the end of the questioning. "I can't help
much, " Fischer said then. "W probably won't ever touch those fellows. W'l
never figure out who they were, and if we do, we won't be able to prove a
thing. Doping you--" he tilted his head toward Muffy"--with the w ne was
better than wearing masks. And last night, it was dark, their skins were
bl ackened..." He shrugged and grinned. "And |'m sure they' re not driving an
Armadon anynore. "

Muf fy Bowen gl anced at Jimand struggled with her nmenory of the night
before. Through the fog cane a picture of how Tige had danmaged the other
genimal . Detective Fischer had seened very synpathetic, very understanding, of
the earlier anomaly, when they had called Tige and he had cone. Now he seened
to be saying that he could guess what had really happened, that Tige could do
nore than sinply conme when call ed. The kidnappers surely would be driving
sonet hing el se. By now, she thought, they nust have fed the Arnmadon to the
litterbugs, sonething the veedo shows insisted was a comopn underworld tactic
for disposing of biological evidence.

Fi scher sighed. "I w sh that body we collected fromthe sidewal k | ast
ni ght had been nore than that."

Julia stiffened. "He was alive when..."

"When you called it in? | guessed it was you when |I saw t he address.
Unfortunately, the fell ow never woke up. Spider venon?" When Miffy nodded,
Fi scher turned his recorder on again and asked her and Tom a few questions
about the attack of the night before--How many were there? They grabbed you
both? But the four of you fought themoff? And they fled?

"What puzzles ne," said Fischer. "I can see why they woul d kidnap you." He
was pointing at Muffy with the mddle finger of his left hand. There was a
gold band on the finger beside it. "As M. Cross said, if they were Engineers,
they could use you to put pressure on him or on the store." He shifted the
target of his finger to Tom "But why you? They want you both, and that says
there has to be sone other reason. | w sh we knew what it was."

"So do we," said Tom

"Maybe it's his Daddy," said Freddy. Wen Detective Fischer |ooked
curious, the pig explained: "H s real Daddy was a nei ghbor man, a gengi neer
And his nother says he wants to turn Muffy into a plant. Maybe he wants to do
it to Tom too." He paused while Fischer's expression changed to baffl enment,
and then he added, "But she's a honey bum"

Tomdidn't |augh, but Jimdid, uneasily. Miffy smled, and so did
Detective Fischer. "Ah," he said. "Maybe so. But they did try a second tine.
Maybe they' Il try again, whatever their reason. Perhaps you should lay |ow
Stay away fromthe places you usually go. Wrk. Even here. Mke yoursel ves
hard to find."

Tom nodded i n agreenent.

"Litter!" said Freddy. "I wanted to go honme. You'll have to call Frankie
for me, Tormy." He twitched his linbs as if to renmind his old friend of how
usel ess they were.

The city zoo was in no way uni que. Like nost zoos, it had quarters for
birds, reptiles, small mammual s, el ephants, antel opes, buffalo, wolves,
bui | di ngs and fenced enclosures, large and snmall. There were endangered
speci es and conmon speci es and even donestic ani mal s--goats and sheep and



rabbits and fow --for the children to pet and feed. There were concessi ons
selling hot dogs and potster chips and popcorn and peanuts and cotton candy
and caps and pennants and toy animals, both stuffed and plastic. There were
benches for the tired and pedal boats for the romantic. There were el ephant
and canel and donkey rides. And litterbugs were everywhere; there was no
shortage of food for them

There were even novi ng vans, hydrogen-filled Bioblinps gengi neered from
jellyfish, tethered to the ground, turning to festive nusic while children and
adults rode the seats suspended fromtheir tentacles and enjoyed the shade
cast by their fifty-neter gasbags. The sailing-ship | ogo was promni nent on
their sides, for they had been donated for the sake of publicity. Mayfl ower
Van Lines held the nonopoly on these genimals, but it had found that the vans
bred in far greater nunbers than the conpany could use, and it had had to find
ot her uses for them Most becane food for jets and other geninmals. Sonme were
pi ckl ed when tiny for use in school biology classes. A few had found their way
to zoos and anusenent parks as biol ogi cal merry-go-rounds.

The zoo was crowded and noi sy and, Jim Brane had suggested, not at all a
pl ace where anyone woul d expect to find them They had been there, of course.
Hadn't everyone? But they were not in the habit of strolling fromcage to cage
and throw ng popcorn and peanuts at the aninals.

It would be, they all agreed, a perfect place to go to ground, at |east
for a day, and while the police were trying to find the villains, or while the
villains were growing tired of their nefarious determnation to spirit
Muf fy--and now Tom -away for unnamed but presunably foul purposes, they could
enj oy thensel ves.

As soon as Detective Fischer had left, they had therefore all crowded into
Tige's cab. Tomhad fitted the handcart and its cushions into a corner and set
Freddy in it. Randy had clung with her seven legs to the cart's edge and a
cushion, close to the pig but safely out of range of any crushing lurch. Jim
had taken the wheel and said to his Mack, "Head for the Reagan, Tige. We're
going to the zoo." Tige had known the way, and thereafter Jimhad had to do no
nore than hold the wheel and | ook |like a driver. Muffy Bowen had marvel ed at
the Mack truck's obedience, forgetting that Jimhad explained it the day
bef ore.

"More honey bums," said Tom Cross, pointing at the stone ranp beneath an
overpass. Heat shimmered off the concrete that sheltered the buns fromthe
weat her.

"They're further gone than your nother," said Julia Tenpl eton

“I"ve heard," said Muffy. "That they stay on the pavenent there because if
they don't..."

"They' Il grow roots?" Tomsnorted. "I don't believe it."

"But you never do see themlying down on dirt," said JimBrane. "In the

city, they're in the alleys, never in the park."
"How woul d t hey know?"

"Sonething in the wine? A gene vector with a nenory tag? O maybe they' ve
just seen a few bad examples."

Freddy | aughed. "Renmenber that boob from BRA?" Tom nodded, smiling at the
crack.



"What boob?" asked Muffy, puzzled. She hadn't been there.

Tom descri bed the scene he and Jimand Julia had net on the nmuseum s snal
st age.

"He was telling us why our kids are dangerous," said Freddy. "But that
honeysuckl e is dangerous. Look at'em ™ He rolled his eyes toward the nearest
wi ndow. "And no one ever asked perm ssion to gengineer it, or to release it.
And no one's analyzed it to see what the gengi neer behind it might have hidden
inits genes."

"But roots?"
"Your nother seens to think..."
"But she's..."

They passed under a wrought-iron archway, found a parking place, and paid
their entry fees. Once they were past the turnstile, they relaxed, feeling
safe. Julia said, "You can't be sure. They mi ght have followed us."

Tom shrugged. "Then there's nowhere safe. W might as well enjoy
oursel ves."

The handcart shook as its wheels rolled over a hunp heaved up in the path
by a root. "Watch it!" cried Freddy. "I'mstill sore fromyesterday!"

"There aren't any honey buns," said Muffy. Randy was riding on her
shoul der now, shifting her stance to scan the zoo's woods and encl osures for
new and interesting sights. She herself was scanning with sonething else in
m nd.

"Too many fences," said Jim "And the gates are | ocked, except where
there's a ticket booth."

"There also isn't much honey," said Julia. "It's like the Farm They nust
dig it up." She pointed at a single small vine with three flowers, and Muffy
stepped toward it.

Tom st opped her with a hand on her arm "You shouldn't."

The craving was strong in her. In fact, perhaps thanks to the heavy dose
her ki dnappers had given her, it was stronger than she had ever felt it.
Certainly, it was stronger than it could possibly have been the week before,
when Tom had said nmuch the same thing, and she had responded, "I'man adult! |
can have sone if | want it! | can handle it!"

She turned, glaring, feeling her brows hunched aggressively above her
eyes. But then she froze, facing Tom and her nind raced.

Her father had been an al coholic. Her nother had favored pills. Neither
had often been consci ous enough to talk with her, to help her with all the
concerns of a growing girl. She had tried to flee to her friends, but they had
teased her about her parents the zonbies. She had retreated, keeping only one
girlfriend, Helena. But then her father had nade a pass at Hel, her nother had
said nothing--if she had even been aware of what was goi ng on--and she had
been al one. That was when she had acquired Randy. Soon after, she had begun to
dance.

And when her father had made a pass at her, she had left.



She had never told Tom what she had fled. Now she wondered how nuch he
guessed, how much her own dependence on the honeysuckle wine had told him how
far she had already gone on the path to being just |ike her father, or her
not her. She shudder ed.

But just alittle? It would ease the tension in her skull, the
bef uddl enent she still felt. It would clear her vision and rel ease her
normal ly lively spirit fromthe nud in which she felt it was trapped. It
woul d...Finally, her face rel axed, she sighed, and she said, "You're right."
She said nothing nore as she turned away fromthe tenpting vine and its
bl ossons.

As they wal ked al ong the zoo's many broad paths, Freddy was vocal in his
di sapproval of the animals: "Look at that," he said when they had stopped to
peer at one of the three remaining rhinoceroses on Earth. The other two were
in the Paris zoo. "The horniest aninmal here. And absolutely usel ess. Unless
you' re anot her rhino."

"Or a gengineer trying to grow a Tank," said JimBrane. Long after the
| ast pure rhino died, the species' genes would live on. Arm es had been using
Tanks for decades.

No one el se said a word. An unnodified rhino was indeed a forlorn and
usel ess beast. Once, said the printed notice nounted on the lowrailing that
surrounded the rhino's enclosure, Africans had slaughtered the rhinos so that
Arabs could carve their horns into dagger handles and grind the chips fromthe
carving into a dust reputed to be an aphrodisiac. Fortunately for the rhinos,
war had sterilized the lands that had supported that trade before all the
beasts were gone. Yet that had not saved them Their original habitats were
gone now, eaten up by expandi ng popul ations and their need for farm and, or
too altered by changing climate.

Sound pl aques seened rare outdoors, but there was one on the wall around
the armadill o yard. As they approached, it began to speak, describing its
subj ects and outlining how arnmadi | | oes | eaped strai ght upward when startl ed.
As a result, when one of the animals is crossing a road, and a vehicle cones
along, it either is hit by the bunper or knocks its brains out on the
vehicle's underside. The results were generally fatal in the days when
vehicles were built of steel and propelled at high speeds by interna
conbustion engi nes. Today, when nost vehicles are alive, and hence softer and
slower, nore arnadilloes survive their peculiar reflexive response.

"Bright," rasped Freddy. "But | guess they got that bug out of the
Armadons. "

They noved on, and Freddy was saying, "Look at that one! It's weirder than
| am or Porculata, or the shoats. A hairy-assed banana on legs. A .."

"I"ve read," said Muffy as Randy peered at the strange beast, neeped, and
began to crawl down her nistress's front. She caught the cat-sized spider in
bot h hands before she could escape and, perhaps, try to turn the aninmal into
[ unch. "They're working on maki ng vacuum cl eaners out of them™

"Don't laugh," said Jim pointing at the sign on the fence. Tom | eaned
forward and read the words al oud: "Born Samuel Hurd, December 19, 2045,this
anteater volunteered for the 'Endangered Species Replacenent Program' After
massi ve gene substitutions, he assuned the formyou see."

The sign did not say, but they were aware, that so many species were so
nearly extinct--or, indeed, had died out conpletely--that this was the only
possi bl e way to supply speci nens of those species for zoos. It was al so an



expi ation of human guilt, an expression of human responsibility, a prom se of
what anmends were possible, for in nost cases the species' endangernent or
extinction was due to human actions. People had hunted them for furs and skins
and ivory and dagger handl es, for gall bladders and nusk and oil. People had
destroyed the forests and swanps and plains in which they lived to build farms
and subdi vi si ons and shopping malls.

This was the only form of non-nedi cal hunman gengi neeri ng, nan-nucking,
that was legal. It was only fair, said sone, that people turn thenselves into
the images of their victins. Wth tine and progress, the day m ght come when
peopl e coul d becone nore than nmere inmages, but duplicates or avatars, al
their genes replaced, and the di m ni shed and vani shed species would |ive
again. Qhers said that the idealismwas only noisy propaganda designed to
maintain the flow of failures, crimnals, escapists, and psychiatric refugees
on whi ch the ESRP depended, and to let the renmainder of society feel virtuous
about permitting the programto exist.

Freddy muttered, "I'd like to substitute ny genes." The sane techni ques
m ght give hima body to match his brain, a human body, with | egs that could
wal k and run, with hands that could do nore than protrude uselessly fromhis
torso. Tom Cross reached out a hand to pat the pig's barrel torso
reassuringly, and Muffy recalled tales she had heard of the dawn of the Age of
CGengi neering, when the first steps were being taken toward the genetic repair
of birth defects, and handi capped people, |ed by anti-progress denagogues,
were saying they preferred their handi caps to being cured by gene replacenent.
G ven the chance for such a "cure," Freddy would seize it with all four of his
twi tching stubs.

"And | ook over there," said the pig. He was pointing as best he could with
a forelinmb at a young wonan wearing a very brief tunic. "How about
substituting those genes for Porculata' s? Ww. "

"You'll need noney," Tom sai d.

"So I'll go on tour,"'
songs together again."

said the pig. "Want to cone along? W'll sing dirty

Tom opened his nmouth and | et "Shakin' ny anther for yoouu!" energe.
"You need sone practice," said JimBrane.

"What's that?" asked Julia Tenpleton, and they, like all the zoo-goers
around them I|ike the animals thenselves, fell silent to listen to a distant
grow . Was it thunder?

Whunp! A gout of flane erupted noisily beyond the trees as the hydrogen
that filled the gasbag of a Bioblinmp nmerry-go-round expl oded. Screans echoed
out of sight.

The t hunder grew | ouder. Sonme zoo-goers began to nove toward the edges of
t he wal kway. A dozen notorcycles, three abreast, rounded the curve of the path
beyond the rhino yard and accel erated toward them Those pedestrians who had
| acked the foresight to get out of the way ahead of tinme now | eaped, cursing,
for safety. Children screaned. Zoo ani mals scanpered, crawl ed, and | unbered
for the entries to their dens, caves, and stables.

The riders wore the coveralls and insignia of Engineers. The first three
carried pennants adorned with crude portraits of gears, hanmers, and w enches.
Most of the rest wore strapped to their backs flat bundl es of boards and
sticks, clearly picket signs. Two backs bore each a pair of crossed bull horns.



Muf fy and her friends had been heading toward a broad mall that ran
roughly down the zoo's center. It held flower beds and fountains, the sea lion
pool, an open-air cafeteria, and several concessions. To either side were the
zoo's larger buildings, ancient, ivy-covered masonry, housing for prinates,
cats, elephants, and staff.

Now t he Engi neers roared their notorcycles into the open space,
di smounted, planted their pennant staves in a flower bed, unfolded their
signs, and unslung their |oudspeakers. In nonents their nessage becane
clear--they wanted an end to gengineering and a return to the glories of the
Mechani cal Age, when hunmans coul d not be turned into animals, when |ife was
sacred, immune to tanpering, and when God's divine plan could not be daily
bl asphened.

Most of the pedestrians were now flow ng, running, away fromthe mall.
Wth them went Muffy and her conpani ons, Freddy bouncing in the cart. Wen
they found a quiet spot in which to pause, the pig noaned. "I feel like a
nmechin' soccer ball! 1'lIl be black and blue all over! I"Il..."

Tom said, "The first tine | ever saw them | had just cone into the city.
They were screaning the sane sort of stuff and barbecuing a litterbug. | had
Freddy in the handcart."

"And they saw us," said Freddy.

"They wanted him" He paused as if renmenbering. "I crashed the cart into
an Engi neer's knees, and we fled. W wound up hiding in The Spider's Wb." He
| ooked at Muffy. "And neeting you."

Now it was Jims turn to renmenber: "They don't know what they're tal king
about." He gestured at the zoo around them "It was the Mechani cal Age that
Wi ped out so nmany species. It also used up the very resources it needed to
survive--especially fossil fuels--and if they got their mechani cal gol den age
back, it would i nmedi ately cone crashing down around their ears. They'd get
the real 'Good A d Days' then--subsistence farm ng, high infant nortality,
starvation."”

Julia Tenpleton |aughed. "That's what they taught us in Bi oeconomcs."

"We've heard it too," said Muffy. She spoke hesitantly, the effects of the
wi ne on her mnd still apparent. Tomtook her hand, and she I et himfinish her
t hought. "On veedo, and in the magazines." Hi s voice changed to indicate that
he was quoting, at |east roughly, a line of thought he--and they--had heard
many tinmes: "It's only the gengi neers who have kept civilization going since
t he nmechani cal resources became scarce. W have just enough left to fool the
reactionaries into believing they can retreat into the past successfully."

The Engineers' bullhorns fell silent as the ululating, siren-like cry of a
Sparr owhawk echoed overhead. They | ooked up and saw three police jets stooping
toward the denonstrators. "Over there," said Jim pointing toward a broad path
a hundred neters off, and they saw two police-nodel Roachsters, their
| ong-arnmed claws gaping toward the mall, nmaneuvering through the pedestri ans.
In a nonent, the notorcycles roared again, the pedestrians | eaped for safety,
and the Engineers were fleeing as they had cone.

"Now can we have a bite?" asked Freddy.

Tom | aughed, and they turned back toward the nmall and its cafeteria. Wen
they reached it, they saw a litter of picket signs and pennants, abandoned
when the Engineers had fled. Litterbugs were already attacking the debris,
while police officers tried to shoo themaway. One litterbug was al ready



denonstrating the reason why, lying on its side and panting usel essly for
breath. "Sometines, the ink they use on their signs is poisoned. A
neurotoxin," said Julia. "On purpose.”

Freddy made a whi npering noise. "That's barbaric. Poisoning food!"

“"It's worse than you think," she added. "If they feed the carcass to other
l[itterbugs, or to anything else, the poison will get themtoo. They'll have to
burnit."”

Eventual | y, the Engineers' debris was renoved and the zoo returned to
normal . They explored the exhibits, had |unch, roaned sonme nore, and grew
bored. Tom s arms, he said, were weary and his back sore, and he and Ji m began
to trade off the chore of pushing the pig in the handcart. Both of them said
they envied Muffy, for Randy was a nuch smaller genimal, and though she kept
t he spider on her shoul der, her step actually seened to grow lighter as the
| ast traces of the honeysuckle wine |left her system

They were in the bird house when they finally decided that they could dare
to go home. The sun was still high, but Julia had sat down on a bench, taken
of f her shoes, and begun to rub her feet. "I've hidden | ong enough,"” she said.
"I"mhot and sweaty and tired. And..."

"There's been no sign that anyone is followi ng us," said Ji mBrane.

Muf fy Bowen said, "You forget, that's why we're here. It doesn't mean no
one's waiting for us at hone."

"But we can't stay here all night," said Jim "They'll chase us out."

"So where do we go now?"
"The FarnP"

As they left the building and headed toward the parking |ot, Freddy began
to sing just loudly enough to attract the attention of the others on the
wal kway: "I1've got the anther!"

Muf fy chuckl ed when Ji mwi nced at the pig' s rough bass. He was pushing
Freddy, and the pig's nouth was closest to his ear. But Tomjoined in on the
second |ine anyway:

"And showers of pollen
I've got the anther!
Shakin' ny anther for you!"

When they were done, Julia said, "lIt's an idiot song." She and Jimboth
| aughed.

They were passing a paddock in which grazed a m xed herd of bison, zebra,
and wi | debeest. A broad, slow streamran through the paddock and hel d nunerous
wat erfow . Where the paddock ended began a grove of broad oaks. Set anong the
trees was a cluster of acorn squashes, each about half the size of the punpkin
Petra Cross lived in. Woden hallways |inked the squashes into a single
structure that blended into the woods and contrasted happily with the stone
and concrete of npbst of the zoo's buildings.

A short gravel path led toward what was clearly the main entrance to the
structure. Were the path left the nmain wal kway was a sign
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As they paused to read it, a short, grey-haired woman appeared in the open
doorway a few feet away. "Interested?" she said. "The Mnke's a pretty good
deal. No hands, but it has a nice big brain. And the ocean's always cool ."

Freddy twitched. "Can you...?"

She shook her head, apparently unsurprised that a garbage di sposal could
speak. "Sorry. People only. The humane society insists.”

Behind them there was a rush of feet. The ESRP woman's eyebrows rose and
her mouth opened. Hands seized Muffy, and she watched Tom spin even as someone
hurled himto the ground. She jerked her head to either side and saw that she
was held by two nen. There were five nore of their attackers, all nen, al
burly, all wearing grimy determ ned expressions and |ight tan coveralls. None
of themwere famliar fromthe night before. Two were now bendi ng over Tom
Two nore had Julia by the arnms. Jim like Tom was on the ground. The only
sounds had been the thugs' grunts of effort. No one had spoken or cried out in
al arm

The attackers were ignoring Freddy, who had fl own out of the handcart and
now |l ay half under a | ow shrub. Randy was scuttling up a tree trunk, her
m ssing | eg no handicap at all

Rough hands wenched Tominto a sitting position and bound his arns behind
him Mffy felt her arns being yanked into the sanme position and rough cord
grinding into her skin. The two thugs who held Julia seened to be waiting
their turn with the rope. Wien Jimtried to get up, the seventh thug, standing
to one side of the path where he could see both them and the ESRP wonan, ai ned
a pistol at him He did not need to say a word to nake the trucker lie down
again. Nor did he need to speak to nake the ESRP wonman halt her novenent back
into her building. It was enough to point the gun in her direction

The thugs' coveralls, Miffy noticed, were none too clean, and the thugs
t hensel ves snelled as if they could have benefited froma cl oser acquai ntance
with soap and water. But they knew their business. They noved w t hout
confusion or wasted notion, and they spoke not a word, neither to each ot her
nor to their victins.

The silence was eerie. These nmen were trying to take Muffy captive once
nore, for whatever reason. Wth her, this tinme, they would take both Tom and
Julia. Wiy hadn't she yelled? O TonP JinP Julia? Wre they all so shy of
attention that they would rather be kidnapped?

She gl anced upward. Only inches fromher face hovered a sl ender
honeysuckl e branch with two bl ossons. She swall owed, said a silent No!, and
| ooked away as quickly as she could. And there, there was sonething she could
focus on. Randy had noved out onto a branch above them and was fastening to
the bark a strand of her silk. In a nonent..

The spider |eaped, |anding on the neck of the thug with the gun. He



screanmed as she bit, his gun jerked up, pointing at the sky, and went off. He
fell to the ground. The ESRP woman backed up and cl osed the door. The ot her
thugs turned to see what was happening. Jimscranbled to his feet and begun to
run toward the parking lot, yelling, "Tige!"

Two of the thugs began to chase him Randy |eaped toward the others, they
backed up, and she clinbed back onto Muffy's shoul der, where she faced the
woul d- be ki dnappers with her forelegs raised threateningly in the air and her
fangs gapi ng. Each of those venomfilled hypodermnmi cs was over an inch |ong.

Tomgot to his feet. Julia, the only one other than Ji mwhose hands were
still free, picked up Freddy.

There was a distant roar and a crash as Jim s Mack came through the fence
nearest the parking lot. In a nmonent, Tige was in view, with Jimsitting atop
his head, holding to the tips of the ears.

Those of their attackers who still could turned and fl ed.
CHAPTER 8
The city, like all cities, was a nosai c of nei ghborhoods. Sone were new,

ext ensions of the basic urban structure into its peripheral suburbs and even
open |l and, places for the prosperous to build or grow expensive hones, places
for industry to stretch free of the constraints of ancient infrastructure.
Sone nei ghbor hoods were ol d and unfashionable, falling into decay |ike that
war ehouse district where JimBrane had |l ost his Tige. Sone were old but had
somrehow retai ned their exclusive, noneyed respectability and added to it a
patina of time. Here were well-kept, classic residences, built of red brick
and stone, roofed with slate or tile, solid, anchored in the soil of history
both by the achi evenments that had earned their builders their wealth and by
their architects' respect for ancient building styles. None of the residences
were bioforns, for that technol ogy was not yet mature enough to carry the
necessary weight of tradition. The city's aristocrats | ooked down on those who
dwelled in biofornms with something of the disdain prior generations had
reserved for those who lived in nobile hones.

Sone of the city's nmansions held the descendants of those who had had them
built. OQhers held | ater purchasers and renters. Mist held private househol ds.
A few hel d businesses--a brothel, a casino, a dealer in biological
contraband--that required the sort of roomand the invisibility that only an
address in such a nei ghborhood coul d provide. There were as well a few private
foundati ons and foreign consul ates.

No one could tell who or what occupied any specific house, for there were
no signs, not even the nost discreet of brass plaques, and the houses
exteriors and grounds offered no clues. Wth few exceptions, they all | ooked
much the same, surrounded by broad | awns and thick trees, their walls draped
with ivy, the brickwork showi ng through |ike the scalp beneath an old wonan's
hair. Very few honeowners all owed honeysuckle to replace the ivy, although
many di d, for the sake of an occasional sip (or nore) of wine, let the vines
have a planter by the pool

The nopst obvious exception to the general pattern was a three-story house
whose brick had been painted blue. The four white colums that dom nated its



facade had been given spiral bands of red so that now they resenbl ed
pepperm nt sticks. But as startling as the paint-job seened anong the nore
staid treatnents of the neighboring houses, very little of it struck the eye.
The house was swathed not in ivy, but in a thick layer of brilliant green, a
vi gorous grow h of curling vine that spilled onto the awn and buried it in
verdure, that clinbed and cl oaked the trees, that threatened the nei ghbors so
greatly that they had set the mniature sheep that normally served them as

| awn nowers on pernmanent boundary patrol. Their | awns were shaggy, but the
strange vines did not invade.

"I't's not honeysuckle," said Julia Tenpleton. "But what is it?"

"That's the address," said Freddy. Tom Cross was hol di ng himso he could
see over Jims shoulder. JimBrane was driving Tige, with Julia in the seat
besi de him The rest were crowded into the space behind the seats.

"Are you sure?" asked Muffy Bowen.
"It has to be. | told you he was strange."

They had been stuck at the zoo until the police had cone and gone,
satisfied that Jimhad, as he clained, run to the parking ot and driven Tige
through the fence to rescue his friends. The cops had taken with themthe body
of the thug Randy had bitten. Then they had had to wait until the zoo's own
of ficials had decided that the blane for the danage lay with the terrorists
who had wayl aid them Once they were free, they had gone directly to the Farm
On the way and over dinner and afterwards, in the snmall apartnment that Jimand
Julia shared, they had di scussed events.

The di scussion had told them nothing, of course, but it had solidified
their sense of mystery and made them wi sh out |oud that they could find out
why they were being attacked and ki dnapped and robbed, and who was behind it.
Was Toml's nother, Petra, right despite her honey-drunken befuddl ement? O was
it nerely fantasy that Tomls father, Jack, wanted to turn Miffy into a plant?
If so, then what had those giant flower-pots been doing in the trailer in
whi ch they had found Muffy? Was the villain soneone el se? Then what was the
notive? The goal ?

"Maybe, " Freddy had said. "I know a fellow. He comes to the rmuseum
occasionally, and we're pretty friendly."

"So what?" said Jiminpatiently.

"Hol d your water." The pig's voice dropped a note in scorn. "So he's a
conputer expert, he nmakes his living as a free-lance researcher, and he m ght

be able to help."
"What's his nanme?" asked Julia.
"Joe-Dee Alvidrez."

No one had recognized it, but none of themwas surprised at that. The city
was full of people of whomthey had never heard, and never would. But the
address--that they recogni zed, and it made Tom whistle. "He nust be a pretty
hot researcher. Maybe he can help us."

Now Jimtal ked Tige into the long drive that curved past the front of the
house and said, "But how strange is he?"

"Wait and see," said Freddy.



But when the door opened behind the peppermint pillars, they did not see a
man. The figure peering out at the Mack truck that had stopped before the
house was that of a young woman, bl onde and slight and wapped in a robe,
patterned in geonetric designs on a white ground and cl asped at breast and

wai st by gaudy brooches that shone brilliantly in the sun. Tom | eaned over
Julia's shoulder, pointing toward the cab's window in surprise. "lIsn't
that...?"

"It's Kinmmer!" cried Muffy. \Where before the other had been as dishevel ed
and nuzzy as Muffy, now her hair gleamed and her eyes shone alertly. "I never
t hought |I'd see her again!" Randy, riding as usual on her shoul der, shifted
her wei ght and neeped in reflection of Muffy's excitenent. "But she said she
had an apartnent."

Julia Tenpl eton opened the door to Tige's cab and the two wonen junped to
the ground. Now it was Kinmer's turn for a double-take and a rush of words:
"How did you find me here? But oh! You don't want me. |'ll bet you're | ooking
for Daddy."

As the men descended fromthe Mack, she and Muf fy Bowen enbraced. Freddy
interrupted fromhis perch in Toms arms: "Right. We're old friends. And if
I'd known he had soneone |like you around the house, |1'd have visited before."

"You'll fit right in," she answered him "He's a pig too."

Muf fy |aughed, Julia said, "Do we want the cart?" and Tom said, "Leave
it." Then he gestured at the greenery covering the house and grounds.
"What's. .. ?"

"Kudzu." Kinmrer's grin said she thought her father was a nut as well as a
pig. "He prefers nore traditional vines, but he doesn't want to be as
ol d-fashioned as..." To finish the sentence, she sinply pointed at the ivy on
t he house next door

"Who' s there?" The voice that echoed fromw thin the house was a deep
bass.

"G on in," said Kirmer. They let her lead the way through a living room
whose identity showed only in odd scraps of carpet, the armof a chair or
couch, a corner of a once-shiny table, that peeped out from under nounds of
cardboard boxes, piles of technical manuals, hanks of wire, and dusty pieces
of electronic equipnent identifiable by their keyboards and screens. Ki mer
waved a hand at the disorder: "Mdst of this is so obsolete it belongs in an
antique store. He never throws anything out. Says he night need a box, or
parts, or a spare. And he never does."

The next room was hi gh-ceilinged, |ong, and broad enough to have served as
a banquet hall for the nansion's previous owers. Perhaps it had. But now the
parquet floor was scarred, the French wi ndows void of draperies but fringed by
encroachi ng kudzu, the panel ed walls snudged and stai ned. The hall was
presently the throne roomfor the nmaster of an electronic kingdom The throne
was a padded seat that rode a netal rail down the center of the room On the
seat sat the king; he nmust have wei ghed 200 kil ograns, and the |ong, greasy
hair that rimed his broad bald spot, the unshaven cheeks, the stains and
tears that marked his ol d-fashioned pants and shirt, said i mediately that he
cared less for his appearance than for the gadgets that surrounded him To
either side of the rooms central throne-rail were two |ong rows of
wor kbenches covered with conputers, their screens glowing with rapidly
changi ng text and di agrans. The room held at | east two dozen of the nachines,
along with photonic printers and plotters, external nenory banks, and



conmuni cati ons gear

At the nonment, the king was staring expectantly toward the entrance to his
throne room Wen his daughter appeared there, he repeated, "Wio is it?" But
then Freddy was in view, carried in Tom s arns, saying, "Hey, Joe-Dee! Your
daughter's got nice..."

Joe-Dee Alvidrez |aughed so |oudly that Tom t hought something night fal
fromthe netal shelves that covered the rooms walls and groaned beneath
burdens of nore nmanuals, electronic parts, unused conputer apparatus, and
unl abel ed boxes, all seening nuch newer than the technol ogical debris in the
living room Fromthe ceiling hung robotic arns on tracks |like those for
theater lights. The aisles between the tiered shelving and the wor kbenches
were choked with cables and debris. Enpty food containers, wadded paper, and
an abandoned shirt caught Tom s eye, and he thought that the nechanical gofers
really were the only way to reach the shel ves.

"She does, doesn't she!" Kimer Alvidrez blushed, but her father ignored
her. "Wat do you want, Freddy? | thought you never left the nuseum Want some
cof fee? A snack?" He wore a nouse, a glove inlaid with electronic circuitry.
Now he pointed at a conputer screen, clicked a button set on the side of his
i ndex finger, and wiggled his fingers. One of the robotic arns whizzed al ong
its track to grab a coffee pot that had been positioned out of all human
reach. Meanwhil e, a second armwas arrangi ng nugs, sugar, and cream upon a
tray. The first arm poured and then, while the second |lowered the tray to
within reach of the visitors, sought a paper bag on another shelf. It dropped
the bag on a workbench near Freddy, opened it, drew out a jelly-filled
doughnut, and dropped it into Freddy's nouth.

VWiile all this was happening, Alvidrez was sliding toward themon his
rail. He arrived only slightly behind the refreshments and when he saw how Tom
and the rest were staring, he |laughed again. "CGo ahead,"” he said at |ast.
"Grab a mug. And there's enough doughnuts for everybody."

He showed them what he nmeant, and for a noment there was no noise in the
room except for the huns and ticks of active electronic devices. Finally, he
wi ped his fingers and said, "Hey, Freddy. |'ve been to hear you sing, right?
Now you're here, and |I'm going to show you sonething. C nere." He touched the
controls on the armof his seat and slid away fromthem conmng to a halt by a
conputer screen covered with rapidly scrolling text.

Tom Cross followed him Freddy still in his arms; the others tailed
behi nd. Alvidrez touched the keyboard, pointed his nobuse-covered hand, and
wi ggl ed his fingers. The screen before him steadi ed, blanked, and refilled
with an arrow colum of words. "I'Il bet you didn't know | was a poet, did
you, Freddy?"

"I still don't," said the pig. "You're an electron freak."

"The things those electrons can do!" Alvidrez |aughed again. "Look--1 gave
the programa word list, all about elephants. Then | added a few words about
Australia. It gave ne a bunch of random sentences m xi ng up el ephants and
di ngoes. And then | cleaned emup. Threw out the nonsense, edited, revised,
and--" He held a hand toward the screen, inviting themto read the words:

DI NGO FANTASY

Wal | abi es al ways were unpopul ar
Substitutes for kangaroos,

But then the rains cane.

Laughi ng swagnen rolled in |usher grass



And farmers prospered in the mre
But joeys nelted in sudden swanps.
Di ngo said, | wanna beee nahout!
Sai d wi dow Roo, Spread nud

Make the howdah shi ny.

I mport a Dunbo flapping high

Let it alll hang out!

Pachyder s

like it hot and wet.

Too nmuch sand nmakes themitch

They fly to spreading billabongs
And trunki sh spout!

Mai den Di ngo crossed the water

Lay royal soul before huge fictions,
Let sexist tusks enjoy her Kkindness,
Thought her pup woul d be mahout.

She made a sparkling bride

But she forgot that wall abies
Psychotic beasts, use ankhs on tulips,
And soaring el ephants pout.

Freddy grunted. "That's...That's nunber one. There's a nunber two?"
"Right! Let ne..." Alvidrez reached for the keyboard.

"No! | don't wanna see it. That is...It's..."

"I't's published.”

"You're kidding," said Julia Tenpleton

Al vidrez shook his head, while Freddy said, "It's still tripe.
Bull-litter."

The man threw his head back and | aughed | ouder than he had when they first
entered the room "I know But the poets don't!" Then he spun to face them
fully. "So. What brings you here? Wiat do you want ?"

"Wait a mnute," said his daughter. She turned toward the others, her
mouth set in a disgusted noue. "You should know. He uses that poet schtick on
everybody. He's not serious about it."

"l guessed..." said JimBrane.

"Sure | am" bellowed Al vidrez, |aughing again. He pointed a fleshy finger
at Tom "l seriously want to know if your bullshit detector is any good! "He
sobered instantly. "I nean it. You're all wearing these things. Even you
Freddy." He pulled a rose-pink worrystone out of the front of his own shirt.
Refl ectively, rubbing his stone with a thunb, he went on. "They're pretty. And
they feel nice. But they're a nystic crock."

"Franki e gave themto us," said Freddy. "For luck."

Alvidrez grinned. "That's what Ki mrer said when she gave nme this one. She
doesn't wear one herself." He paused for a nmonent before continuing. "But I
asked a question. Freddy's a friend, and needs no excuse to visit. The rest of
you--what do you want? Way are you here?"

"I't was ny idea," said Freddy. "They need information, and | told them.."

"That | was the best man in the city for finding it. I am But what sort



of info do you want?"

Tomtold himhow he had come home fromwork to find Muf fy m ssing,
ki dnapped. Jimdescribed the theft of his truck and nmeeting Tom and Freddy in
t he museum

"Then," said Freddy. "W went to see Tomry's nother. She's a drunk."

Tom wi nced at the description but he acknow edged its truth with a nod. "A
honey bum But she said ny real father was a genetic engineer, and he had to
be behind it all."

"'He's gonna turn Muffy into a potted plant, he is,'" said Freddy, as if
he were quoting. "'And he had his m nions swipe the Mack to carry Miffy to his
secret | aboratory in the sewers beneath the deepest subbasenents of the city,
where he...""

"I was potted, all right," said Muffy. "But..."

"M, too." Kimrer's voice was trenbling softly, and when they turned to
| ook at her, the tears were hovering on the edges of her eyelids. "They
ki dnapped ne, too, renenmber. And they doped us all up on the stuff."

She hesitated, and her father |ooked startled for a nmoment. "So you're the
ones..." he said. "I do owe you, don't |?"

Ki mrer spoke again, nore tentatively: "What kind of plant...?"

Tom shook his head. "My nmother's not psychic,” he said. "She's dream ng
She has to be." Together then, tripping over each other's words, he and Ji m
told how Randy had led themto Tige and Muffy.

"And then they tried to grab us all," said Muffy Bowen. "Me again, and
Julia this tinme, and Tom" She described what had happened at the zoo.

"But what's your Daddy's name?" asked Alvidrez. His fingers wiggled as Tom
answered, and the letters appeared on a nearby screen: "Jack, gengineer..."He
asked for Tom s age, for Jack's address that lifetinme ago, for everything Tom
and Freddy and the others could possibly tell him and slowy the screen grew
what | ooked much |ike a short dossier.

"You sound |like you think you can help," said Jim

"I can help," said Alvidrez. "And | will, since you rescued ny daughter
too, thanks to that spider." Randy seened to know he was tal ki ng about her
for she shifted on Muffy's shoul der, neeped, and aimed her palps in his
direction. For a nonent, he watched her curiously. Then he went on. "There are
mllions of databases in this city, and | can search nost of them | use a

worm-1'll load it with the key words you've given ne, and then I'Il send it
out. It'll break into all the conputers it can reach via the phone lines and
check their files for the keys. If it doesn't find them it'll nove on to
another machine. If it does, it'll send a copy of the file containing the keys

back here and then nove on."

He paused, staring at themas if he expected appl ause. "Cone back here
tonmorrow," he said. "If the answer you want is anywhere in this city, ['l
have it then."

When they reached the nuseum they found a trio of school buses in the
parking area. Two were nulti-w ndowed pods strapped to the backs of Macks much
like Tige. One was a simlar pod slung fromthe gasbag of a Bioblinp. Unlike



the Bioblinps that served as noving vans, this one had only short tentacles,
and its hide was as brilliant an orange as its pod.

They clinbed the nuseum steps behind a flock of scanpering, yelling
grade-school children shepherded by teachers and parental vol unteers. Wen
they finally reached the ticket booth, since Freddy was with them the
attendant waved themthrough without a word. They clunped then to one side of
the rotunda, where they could hear the sound-plaque on its pedestal speaking
to the kids: "The WPA was a partial response to the nassive unenpl oynent of
the Great Depression. It gave work of benefit to society as a whole to witers
and painters--and scul ptors, such as those who executed the bronzes you
see..."

The kids weren't paying much attention. They were chattering, peering at
the scul ptures overhead, noticing the gift shop, racing to check its wares for
candy and com cs. Adults pursued them struggling to keep the groups together
d ancing at the gift shop, JimBrane winced at the noise and fingered the
worrystone that dangl ed around his neck. Muffy Bowen did |ikew se, while Tom
Cross pointed toward a hallway too snmall to have anything to do with the
nmuseunm s exhibits and said, "Peirce has his office down there. It's quieter."

"But we're going downstairs,
Porcul ata and the kids."

said Freddy. "G ddyap. | want to see

As they passed through the hall of bioscul ptures, they noticed a new
exhibit, a meter-wide niche in the wall, fronted with plate glass. "'Facial
Masques' ?" St opping, Tomread al oud the banner sign across the top of the
wi ndow.

The exhibit was dominated by a | arge aquariumthat seened to hold nothing
other than a few cloudy patches whose contours suggested isol ated, ghostly
faces. The resenbl ance was hei ghtened by cl ear spots that seenmed positioned to
serve as eyes and nout hs.

Behi nd the aquarium as sensors registered their presence, a |arge veedo
screen flickered to life to show a sinmilar tank. An attractive wonan stepped
into position behind that tank, reached into the water, withdrew a sheet of
translucent tissue, held it to her face, and snoothed it over her own skin.
The cl ear spots becane eye and nouth holes that matched perfectly her own eyes
and mout h, and when she was done, the filny nmask was al nost invisible, though
it left her face pale. Now she picked up a rack clearly | abel ed "Conmand
Lotions"--a sinilar rack sat beside the aquariumin front of the screen--and
held it to reveal the dozen snall bottles of clear fluid it held. She chose a
bottle, opened it, and applied the small brush within its cap to her |ips.
They turned brilliant red.

O her bottles put color in her cheeks and around her eyes, and when she

was done, lines of print replaced her image to explain that the "Faci al
Masque" was cultured skin and the command | otions were artificial hornones
that controlled its pignentation. "lI've heard of this," said Julia Tenpl eton

"lIt's new." Mre print informed themthat the Masque's tissue rooted in the
wearer's bl oodstream for its nourishnment, and it coul d be designed to secrete
various drugs, such as antibiotics. It also blocked solar ultraviolet.

"Is it permanent?" asked Jim

Julia shook her head. "They say a wonan can nake several up in advance.
You store themin the nutrient fluid." She pointed at the aquariumin the
wi ndow. "Then you just put on the face you wish."

He snorted. "I hope you don't..."



"Way not? It sounds good to ne." She patted her auburn hair with one hand.
"And maybe soneday they'll have a version for hairdoes."

"Me, too," said Muffy, laughing. "It would save a |ot of tinme." She
pointed at a small sign, a strip of wood nounted on a stand beside the
aquarium Its two lines of print said:

A General Bodies Product

Better Living Through Gengi neering

Tom shook his head. "And Peirce thinks it's art."

"Way not?" said Muffy. "There's brush, paint, canvas..."

“I'"ve never heard of putting nmake-up in a nuseum An art nmuseum anyway."
"That doesn't nmean it's a bad idea."”

VWhen they reached the small auditoriumin the basenment, they found the
curator standing before the door, his hands up, palnms out, saying to another
throng of noisy children and harried shepherds: "Frederick is on a | eave of
absence. He's not here. And his wife does not want to performalone. |I'm
sorry." He pointed at and strai ghtened a sign that hung askew from the door
"But this exhibit really is closed."

When Freddy | aughed, the crowd turned as one to see who dared to defy
authority. Then he yelled, "Knock it off, Frankie! |I'mback, for awhile. So
let'emin."

The curator was delighted to see the pig, and his expression showed it. As
the children yelled their own delight, he opened the door and said, "The next
performance will begin i mediatel y!"

"Sure," said Freddy. "Just give me a few mnutes with the famly first."

Peirce Il ed Tom and the ot hers backstage, where the gengi neered nusici ans
had their quarters, a single roomw th a thickly padded fl oor, cushions, a
bat ht ub, a waste trough, and a booth for the caretaker. The caretaker of the
nmonent was a young wonan who wore over her black and red coverall the Iight
bl ue vest of a nmuseum vol unteer. She was kneel i ng beside Porcul ata, rmurmuring
gently, massaging oil into her tartan-patterned hide, while Baraboo and Bar num
wat ched silently fromcushions to one side of the room The gleam ng of their
skins reveal ed that they had enjoyed simlar attentions already.

The tabl eau held only as long as it took Freddy to yell, "Porkchop
Darling! |I'mback! And the audi ence awaits!"

Instantly, a bagpi pish blast set the caretaker back on her heels, w ncing,
her short, dark curls bouncing. Tombarely had tinme to notice that she wore a
"Jan" nanetag before Porcul ata shrieked, "Run! You don't know what he's I|ike!
My husband! He's staring at your hans right now OGCh, Frederick!"

Jan gl anced at her boss, capped her bottle of lotion, and retired quietly
to her booth. Tom set Freddy down near his nate, who i medi ately cried,
"You're safe! O course you are. But those nmaidens are waiting for you, and
you' d better not try to deflower themthe way you'd like to! | won't stand for
it! You save yourself for..."

Alittle later, while the geninals entertai ned their young audi ence wth
fol k songs and calliope nmusic, Tomand his friends sprawl ed on the apartnent's



floor and cushions and told Peirce what had been happeni ng. Wen they told him
what Petra had said, that Jack must be planning to turn Muffy into a plant, he
| aughed. "I don't think," he said. "That your father could do nore than a
partial job of it."

"But at the zoo..." said Julia Tenpl eton

"I know," he said. "But there you're dealing with aninmals. The basic
infrastructure is nuch the sane from species to species, especially within a
single group like the manmal s. "

"Plants are too different?" As Muffy Bowen spoke, Tom shivered. He knew
that it was entirely possible to nove at |east some plant genes into humans.
So did she, he knew, and when he | ooked at her she was grinning. He grinned
back at her, but he said nothing.

"For a conpl ete make-over, anyway. | think. You could probably give people
chl oropl asts. Those are the organelles that live inside plant cells and give
themthe ability to use sunlight for photosynthesis. Then we'd have green
skin, and we could take a sunbath for |unch."

He stopped and stared into space, his head cocked as if he were |istening
to the sounds of nusic and enthusiasmthat penetrated fromthe auditorium next
door. Finally, he said, "Actually, |I'msurprised no one's done it already.
Sone ani nmal s--corals and cl ans--have synbiotic algae in their cells now. W
don't have enough surface area to use photosynthesis for all our food--neither
do they--but it could be a useful supplenment, especially in Third Wrld
countries. They may | ack water and food, but never sunlight."

"What about endangered pl ants?" asked Tom Like Julia, he was thinking of
the zoo's Endangered Speci es Repl acenent Program

“I't would be sinpler just to do a gene replacenment on a conmon plant."
Peirce hesitated. "Even with aninmals, the gene replacenents woul d be sinpler
if we started with a related aninmal, not a hunan. Yes, we have a debt to
endangered species, but..." He shrugged.

"Then there's no real point to what they do at the zoo?" asked Miffy.
"It's just public relations?"

"The hunmane societies have pushed the | egislation through. They say
converting dogs or cats, say, would be cruel, just nore exploitation. But we
do things like that, don't we? It's a human thing."

"So," said JimBrane, "is that 'Facial Msque' thing upstairs.”

Franklin Peirce | aughed. "Speaking of PRI GB offered to donate it, and
t hought, 'Why not?' Let's put it on display now, w thout waiting for some
future archeol ogist to dig one of the kits up."

"And they wouldn't put it in an art nuseum" said Julia.

"I'f they'd even recognize it. It surely wouldn't last as well as the
Phar aohs' cosnetic kits." The ancient Egyptians had used ground-up mnerals,
chosen for their color, as cosnetics, and they had | asted wi thout change for
m || enni a.

"CGo!" Porculata had said after the performance. "Go! Miuffy's safe, but the
ki dnappers are still out there and mark ny words they'll try again and you
have to keep her safe. Tomtoo, of course. And watch out for those nmidens."



"But Porkchop!" Freddy had cried. "I want to stay with you! Besides, ny
stomach hurts!”

"Go, you hypochondriac. You have a job to do!"

Bar num and Bar aboo, his sons, had tw tched and sounded a note or two of
cal I'i opi sh synpat hy, though he could not tell whether the synpathy was neant
for himor for their nother. They had, of course, said nothing. They could not
tal k.

He had sighed. He had |l et Tom Cross pick himup. He had said, his tone
dej ected, "You should have brought the handcart in." And they had left.

Now they were on their way back to the Farm Jimwas steering the Mck
toward the expressway, but they had not yet left the museum s urban
nei ghbor hood. The busy but clean streets had broader sidewal ks and nore
litterbugs than el sewhere. The buil dings were many-storied anthol ogi es of
of fices and apartnents. The shops were purveyors of expensive artworKks,
antiques, clothing, specialty foods, and nore.

"Look at that," said Muffy. She was pointing toward a shop w ndow t hat
bore the same "Facial Masques" banner they had al ready seen in the nuseum

The Daisy H Il Truck Farmwas an array of twenty |arge barns surrounded by
white-fenced pastures. One of the barns was dedicated to the cattle that
provided mlk and neat for the growi ng trucks. One was the maternity ward.
Still another was the nursery, swarmng with baby trucks, or Macks, nost of
whi ch resenbl ed bull dogs. On its second fl oor were dornitories for the Farms
apprentice truckers and apartnents for its journeynen.

After dinner, JimBrane |led the rest toward the apartment he and Julia
Tenpl et on shared. They entered the puppy barn through a side door and clinbed
the stairs to a balcony that overlooked the dimy lit first floor. Undivided
by walls, its broad expanse of concrete interrupted only by the pillars that
supported the ceiling and floor above, this was where the young Macks grew
toward useful size

They | eaned on the bal cony's sturdy railing, Freddy wapped in Tom s arns,
Randy clinging to Muffy's shoulder. Their backs were to the door to the living
quarters, through which seeped the sounds of veedos, music, and conversation
Their eyes were on the floor below, noting the steel cages that kept the pups
from nobbing visitors through the ground floor entries, the drainage grills
that surrounded the bases of the pillars, the litterbugs that quietly
patrolled the floor, cleaning up whatever wastes they had m ssed on earlier
circuits. They were, however, hel pl ess against the reek

The puppies lay in sprawing heaps, nestled in straw, wi nd rowed agai nst a
wal I, snorting, kicking, whining. They were small conpared to Tige and
Bl acki e, but they were |large enough, Jimnurnured to his boyhood friend,
sinmultaneously to intimdate and to enthrall a young nan, fresh out of high
school, who had never seen them before. H's Dad had brought himhere, hoping
t he pups might appeal to him that trucking mght appeal, and that he mght in
fact discover here a vocation to draw himfromthe tenptations of
honey-sucking. "They did," he said, his voice seenming on the verge of a
chuckle. "And | did. Just look at them" They dwarfed ordi nary, ungengi neered
puppi es the way cal ves dwarfed bunny rabbits. Yet they were still puppies, and
the human eye insisted on a scale that shrank the vast cavern of the barn to
the size of a living room

Tom grunted his appreciation of Jims thought. Julia nodded her agreenent.
Muf fy said, "They're too big for me. Randy's plenty." The spider nmeeped softly



at this mention of her name, and Muffy petted her bristly pelt.

A draft, a sound, nmade themturn as the door behind them opened. Through
it cane a tall man, heavy-set, round face accentuated by a receding hairline.
"M ke Nickers," said Jim He introduced Tomand Muffy and added, "He's the one
who signed nme up."

"And nme," said Julia. "Still recruiting?"

"We always need nore truckers." N ckers showed them the broad, jovial
smle of a salesman and gestured toward the floor below the bal cony. "Look at

the pups. There's plenty of business, but even if there weren't..." H's
expression grew nore reflective for a nonent. "If we can't find apprentices
for them well...W can't turn themloose. And no one woul d take one for a
pet. So..."

"Dog food," said Julia.

Ni ckers nodded. "It's the only answer. And we have a dozen pups unspoken
for." He | ooked at Tom and Muffy.

Muf fy shook her head inmredi ately, but Tom thought about N ckers' inplied
proposition. The man was a sal esnan, yes. And he was not above trying to hook
a prospect with sinple guilt. But did he want to be a trucker? Wuld it suit
himas well as it did Jin? O did he want to stay with M. G eengenes
Appl i ance Garden, perhaps soneday to run a Garden of his own?

Finally, he too shook his head. N ckers shrugged, said, "If you ever
change your mind..." and turned toward the stairway. "There's always pups. Not
that we can afford to |l ose our trucks." Wth the door half open, he | ooked
back at Jim "Think they' Il catch the thieves?"

The nuscles of Jims jaw bunched visibly. "I wish I knew where to | ook."

Not much later, Freddy and Randy |lay side by side in one corner of a
vacant roomin the Farmis dorm A blanket covered the pig; the spider nestled
inafold of the fabric. The roomalso held a bed in which Tomlay on his
back, with one armcurled around his mate. Muffy had one |l eg stretched out
al ong his own. Both were naked. Her hair, its blackness invisible in the dark
curled over his cheek and tickled his nose.

Tom scratched the tickle. "It's hard," he said softly. He did not nean
anyt hing physical. "It's hard to believe that you were ki dnapped three days
ago." How cl ose he had cone to | osing her

"Alittle nore," said Muffy.

"One day of hunting for you, one for the zoo, and one for Kimrer's dad."
"And here we are." She added, "You saved ne, three tines."

"Randy did, and Jimtoo," he corrected her

"And |I'Il never touch that honeysuckle wi ne again. |'mclanping off."

"I"'mglad." They both were silent, while her hand stroked the skin of his
abdonen, over his ribs and belly.

He had sonething to stroke as well. "And they' ve been determ ned. They've
tried to get you back." He hesitated. "Do you think we'll find out why? Do you
think ny father--Jack--really wants to turn you into a plant?"



"Mmm " she said sleepily.
"It can be done, | guess. | prove that, don't |?"

"We don't even know for sure that he's behind it all. O that he's stil
alive. It was your Mom renenber, who said he wanted to turn ne into a potted
plant. And the honey can give you sone pretty strange ideas."

He grinned in the darkness, recalling the day she had tried to convince
himthat two humans and one spider could make a great dance team "But..."

"Who knows? For now. ..You' re your father's son, aren't you? The
gengi neer's, | nean."

Her fingers closed around his bud, and she was unfurling the |leaf-Ilike
structures that wapped around it, where any other man woul d have a foreskin.
It was too dark for themto see, but both knew the | eaves, his sepals, were
green. The bud within was as pink as one m ght expect, and it had stiffened
and | engthened quite nornally.

"Have | ever told you...?" Hs first awareness that his penis was
different fromthose of nost other human mal es had cone very early. He did not
remenber the nmoment of realization, but he did recall the first tine he had
sai d anything about it. He had been just four years old, his nother had been
giving hima bath, and water had been all over the bathroomfloor. He sniled
gently, fondly, as he told Muffy about the six-inch goldfish with which he had
shared the tub. He had insisted on picking it for his bath, not caring that
the warm water and the soap would soon kill it--he could always pick another
couldn't he?--and he had | aughed as it swam between his feet, nibbling at his
toes. If it had been aware that it had grown upon a shrub beside a punmpkin's
doorstep, it had not seened to care.

Nor had Tom As far as he knew, gol dfish had al ways conme from bushes. He
woul d not have been surprised to hear that children were found beneat h cabbage
pl ants, though the gengi neers had not yet gone that far. Nor had Petra and
Ral ph Cross ever told himsuch a thing, even as a story.

H s nmother had shrieked when a wave spl ashed her bl ouse. The gol dfish had
swum between Toms | egs and tickled. The boy had clutched at hinself and
arched his hips out of the water. "Mmmy," he had said. "Wy isn't nmy thing
i ke Daddy' s?" He renenbered that he had pointed it at her

She had smiled at his innocence. "It'Il get bigger," she had told him
"And the hair will grow. \Wen you're ol der."

He had shaken his head. "I know that." Then he had paused, not quite sure
of what to say. "Daddy's isn't green. Jinmmy's isn't either.”

Petra's face had grown serious, but only a year or so later had she warned
himto keep his difference to hinmself. She had brushed a strand of hair, as
wet and dark as her son's, from her cheek. The two boys had pl ayed together
constantly, and it had hardly been surprising that they had seen each other's
bodi es.

Muf fy murrmured in his ear, "It would have been usel ess, but | bet she
wi shed you hadn't noticed for awhile."

Tom nodded in the darkness. "She handled it well," he said. He was silent
for a noment. At last he said, "She said, 'You're special in lots of ways.
You're ny little boy. And you have nore freckles than anyone | know '™



She had poked a finger at the tip of his nose, then, and he had giggl ed.
As he described the scene, Muffy echoed the action. The freckles once had
covered the flanks of his nose, his cheeks, even his chin and forehead, |ike a
dusting of pollen. Now they were sparser, though they were still there.

He did not giggle now, though. Instead, his voice grew thick with the
grief of loss. He wished he knew what | oss he was feeling--he had lost his
not her once when he had run away from hone, angry at what he felt as betrayal
He had | ost her again when he di scovered the honey bum she had becone.

"She called it ny bud," he said. "And she told nme it would change col or as
it grew, just like a goldfish bud."

"It did, too." Muffy cupped it in her hand.

Tom cupped sonething else in his. "When | told her Jimcalled his a
wi eni e, she said the polite word was 'penis.'" He | aughed gently.

"I like '"bud" better."
"So do I."

“I'f ny Porculata was here, we'd nmake you |l ook like a pair of
i nconpetents,” grow ed Freddy. "So hurry up, why don'cha? Get down to business
and let's get sone sleep.”

CHAPTER 9

"Wat ... ?"

"I hear it's the Engineers."

"How did you cranp their hol es?"

"Anybody get hurt?"

"How s Tige?"

"The veedo news said they tried to grab you at the zoo."
"But why...?"

“"Turn you all into aardvarks."

The Farm's many truckers cane by their table in ones and twos and smal
groups. They pushed aside the nearest of the dining hall's tables. They yanked
chairs into position, straddled them asked their questions, and noved on
abandoning their seats to their successors.

The attenti on was unnerving. Tom Cross and Muffy Bowen forced thensel ves
to eat quietly, dropping the occasional doughnut or nelon chunk down Freddy's
gullet, while Jimand Julia answered the questions and did their best to
di spel the runors.

Finally, a break in the flow of truckers let JimBrane sip his coffee,
find it cold, and nutter, "Mech." He eyed the food he had so far been unabl e



to touch. "W should have gone out."

Julia Tenpl eton poked at her stiffening eggs. "I guess, but..."

"Go away!" yelled Freddy. They | ooked up to see another of the Farm s many
truckers, the tallest and skinniest of themall, approaching. Jim nurnmnured,
"Bill Forsneck," by way of introduction. Behind Forsneck came still nore.
"Gve'ema chance to eat," said the pig. "Or they'Il all get ulcers just like
m ne. "

"You don't have an ulcer," said Tom

"I"'mworking on one right now," said the pig. "And nmy stonmach does too
hurt.”

Forsneck stopped, |ooked at the table, turned, and began to give orders.
In a nonent, a pot of hot coffee was on the table, fresh eggs were in front of
Julia, and he was holding a plate with three wiggling goldfish onit. "For
the spider?" he said. "The kitchen doesn't carry live rats, but there's a bush
by the w ndow. "

Muf fy | aughed, said, "Thanks," and set the plate on the floor. Randy
approached and pal ped its contents cautiously, unsure of what to do with the
strange offering. Her uncertainty did not |last |ong. She was hungry, and the
goldfish felt like neat. Three quick nips paralyzed themw th her venom silk
wr apped them safely, and she began to suck their fluids.

Meanwhi | e, Forsneck was shooi ng the other journeymen away. He was even
stayi ng away hinsel f, though clearly, just like the rest, he wanted to find
out what had been happening. But, for now, he stayed seated three tables away,
where he could play watchdog for their privacy.

In due time, once her plate was clean, Julia crossed the roomto him
"Thanks, Bill," she said. "We'll tell you everything when we get the chance.
But now, | think, we'd better check the dispatch board."

He nodded and nade a synpathetic face. "Yeah. You're on it, too.

"Mechin' litterheads!" She checked, and he was right. The di spatchers
apparently felt that Jimhad his Mack back and needed no nore hand- hol di ng
synpat hy. She was down for the belly run, hauling groceries fromwarehouses to
the markets, and she would be at it for nost of the day.

Jim Brane, on the other hand, was not on the board. The dispatchers either
had no need for him or they thought that he would be worthless until he or
soneone caught the truck thieves. Perhaps, for that matter, they felt that
turning | oose one of their own was only right, for hunting down such thieves
did serve the Farmand all its truckers. Ni ckers had suggested as nuch the
ni ght before, and maybe he had sai d something el sewhere. O perhaps they
t hought that he would want to help his friend hunt Miffy's kidnappers, both
for friendship and--since they had, after all, tried to seize Julia at the
zoo--for revenge.

So why wasn't Julia free as well? Didn't they realize that she too had a
notive?

Ji m wondered how nuch his superiors really knew about what was goi ng on
Were they, for instance, aware that the truck thieves and the ki dnappers
seened to be the sane people? O was his freedom sheer chance? He was not
about to ask, for fear that, thus rem nded, they would put himback on active
duty.



There were now, Tom saw, two abandoned shirts on the cluttered fl oor
bet ween t he workbenches and the shelf-laden wall. Joe-Dee Alvidrez noticed the
direction of his gaze, shrugged, and said, "Yeah, Kinmrer made ne change. Said
| was beginning to snell."

"You were, Dad." Kimer said fromher position near the door. Today she
wore a yellow coverall on which dark blue |ines enphasized the borders of her
form Lightly enbroidered vines curled around the blue as if it represented a
trellis. Her hair, its yellowtoo light to go with that of the suit, was
wrapped in a scarf of lighter blue. "In fact, you still do. You need a bath."

Muf fy Bowen, standing beside her mate, grinned as if to agree. She wore
green and yellow in a curvilinear pattern that enphasized her breasts. Her
dark hair hid her neck, and the chain that bore her worrystone showed only at
her throat. Kimmer had no chain, nor any other sign of a worrystone.

"At least | shaved," said Alvidrez.
"After | brought you the razor."

Diplomatically, Tom Cross said nothing. Neither did Muffy or Jim nor
Freddy, though it would have surprised no one if he had agreed loudly. Tige
was parked as before in the drive before the house, and Randy had | eaped off
Muf fy's shoul der to explore the kudzu. She was, perhaps, hoping to find sone
war m bl ooded prey nore to her taste than hal f-vegetabl e gol dfish

Alvidrez grinned at their silence. "Don't want to piss ne off, eh? Mech,
| know | don't pay enough attention to such things. That's why | can't work
for any of the big conpanies. They fire ne too fast. So..."He gestured at the
array of conputer equipnent around him "It's worked out pretty well."

"Did you...?" Toms question was tentative, as if he dared not hope for
success.

Al vidrez | aughed and pointed at Tomw th his nmouse-glove. "I found out
your Dad's a lot like me. O he was. C nere." He scooted his throne down the
rail until he faced a large screen filled with text. They foll owed him
wal ki ng beside the rail and dodgi ng the corners of keyboards and ot her
conput er paraphernalia that jutted fromthe workbenches.

"The wormturned up several nentions--1leases, payrolls, taxes, and
soon--but this is the only thing that really says nuch." He paused for effect.
"And it says a lot. He was seeing a shrink at one point, and nobst shrinks use
the Tandy Psychi atric Process-Recording System This one was no exception. His
conputer recorded every word spoken by Jack or the doc. It even flagged the
doc's subvocal coments. And he never w ped the file. Look."

He slid aside just enough to |let his three young visitors, and his
daughter, see the screen. Since Freddy was in Tomls arms, he too could read:

SESSI ON TRANSCRI PT: SESSI ON 1

PATI ENT: Jack D. Rivard, 832-076-1074

OCCUPATI ON:  Ceneti ¢ Engi neer

DATE: August 3, 2052

You want the history, right, Doctor? But it goes back a |ong ways, you
know. All the way to G andpa.

Yes, Jack. | need to know all the details if | amto help you with your
little problem

It's not really so little. And | don't think it's a problem



Tell me about it anyway.

Yeah. Ckay. It was the conpany that sent ne here, you know. | didn't cone
on my own. Every gengineer plays with hinself. But they said | had gone too
far.

It is always better when clients cone for their own reasons. But tell ne
what ever you can, please. In your own words, and at your own pace.

Wel | . Grandpa. He was a computer hacker. To hear himtell it, the bug hit
about the sane tine he got interested in girls. Wen they wouldn't have
anything to do with him he got a conputer. And in between the sci-fi and
feelthy magazi nes that gave hima taste of what he was m ssing, he played with
his equi prent. He wote prograns and cracked databases. He invented viruses.

Me, | was just like him Except for the conputers. | had to becone a
gene-hacker. My folks got nme a Little Helix gene-splicing kit when | was ten
and | played around with frogs and pea plants and so on. But the gernplasm
that came with the kit had sonme pretty stiff constraints built into it. |
couldn't do nuch besides change colors and | eaf shapes and nunbers of eyes. |
certainly couldn't replace the frog's eyes with pea bl ossons. It seened |like
such a neat idea, mixing up plants and animals. But | just couldn't do it
then, though | tried. So | got bored.

But then it hit. Puberty. That's when | started playing with nyself.
Gene- hackers do that a |lot.

| tried to date girls. | asked themout. But they never said yes. They
were going with the jocks, the football players. They preferred nuscles to
br ai ns.

Dr.'s subvoc: So what else is new?

But that's not what they told nme. They sneered. They could have just said
no, but they had to be insulting about it. It's no wonder | hate them

Do you really?

Yes! No. Sonetinmes. | did then. But | yearned for themtoo! That's why I
spent so nuch time with the dirty books and magazi nes and veedo tapes. Just
i ke G andpa.

They were safe. They wouldn't insult me. And besides, the nodels and veedo
characters, and even the witers, they were obviously scum

But did you hate then? O was it a matter of...?

Just | ooking down on thenf? Because they were safe? Wrthl ess people who
couldn't criticize nme?

Maybe so. It sounds right. People are like that, aren't they? They runaway
from peopl e whose approval matters to them from people whose existence is a
threat. They turn to those who don't matter, who don't threaten. Maybe that's
why teens join subhuman gangs, or turn to drugs and crine.

But sometines it's the other way around, isn't it? | nean, sone kids join
the arny. But the people there threaten everybody. The kid isn't singled out.
So he's safe.

But | didn't go that route. O the other one, really. | just holed up with
nmy porn and ny dreans and ny Little Helix kit. | took a growh gene out of ny



own cells, and | made it work in one of my nother's African violets. | made
t hat sucker huge! So big it was starting to crowd me out of ny room | had to
use weed killer onit.

That's when | began to wonder if | could put any part of a plant into ne.
Maybe it woul d nake nme nore attractive. O...You know anyt hi ng about how
gengi neeri ng works?

| had a basic course in nedical school, but that's surely out of date by
NOW.

Hmph. | guess. Wat you do now is, you take a virus, and you fiddle the
proteins inits shell so they'll bind to whatever cells you want to plug a new
gene into. Then you splice the new gene in anong the virus's genes. And inject
the virus. It attaches to the target cells, injects its DNA and plugs the new

gene into place. If all goes well, the gene then works just the way you wanted
it to.

That's what | did. | took a gene cluster out of an amaryllis plant ny
not her had and | oaded the virus. Then | injected it into nyself.

What were you hoping to change?

You can guess. You know what ny "problent is. | didn't know if anything
woul d happen at all, since it's always been harder to nake plant genes work in
animal s than vice versa. And | figured, if sonmething went wong, it would be
an easy mstake to cover up. And besides, it didn't seemvery likely that |
woul d ever have any real use for...You know

But it worked. A few days later, | began to turn green down there, and the
whol e thing shriveled up and got hard. It was like a little bud. It stil
wor ked, though, when | had to pee.

That nust have been a relief.

Tom | ooked up fromthe screen to find Muffy | ooking back at him a wi cked
grin on her lips. She winked, and he felt his face turning hot. He hoped no
one el se was wat ching, but he hoped in vain. As he turned back toward the
text, he caught Joe-Dee's eye. The other man | ooked puzzl ed.

"Il say. | was worried for awhile, but...The change seened to be pretty
i nnocuous, and there was sonething about it that took a little of the edge off
nmy yearnings. That was when | went off to college. | was a bio major,
concentrating in nolecular biology. | knew |l wanted to be a gengi neer, you

see?

Four years, and then two nore to get the engineering degree. And all that
while, ny bud kept growi ng | arger

Just like on a plant.

Right. At the sane tine, though, sonething el se happened that was nore
alarm ng. My testicles changed. They stretched, you know? Ri ght up the sides
of the bud. But there wasn't any pain, and | figured | would find out what it
nmeant when the bud opened. And that couldn't be too far off. If | |ooked,
coul d see grooves between the | eaves that wapped around it.

| tried to figure it out. The plant genes were nodifying ny own body
parts, sure. | had expected that. But | didn't understand why they woul d be
affecting ny testicles. The targetting on the virus had been nore specific
than that. But the experts, | knew, were still working on how genes



interacted. Even in the lab, with full gene maps and the gl ossiest splicing
machi nes, they couldn't always predict the results of their nodifications. And
what | had done had been pretty crude. Face it, | had been a kid, shooting

bl'i nd.

Did your relationships with the opposite sex change any during those
years?

You nean, did | get laid? Find anyone | wanted to marry? Stop hating and
fearing wonen?

That shoul d cover it.

Not hardly. | didn't even dare to shower when other guys were in the
dorm s shower room | could just inagine what they would have said if they had
seen ny bud!

So | stank, too, right? And the girls commented. They |aughed. So did the
guys, and by my sophonore year | couldn't find a roommate. Wiich was fine with
me. | had always been a loner. | would always be a loner. |I would, if | had
to, find ways to satisfy all my needs by nyself.

"You didn't show nme this,"” said Kinmer Alvidrez. "You're right. He was a
lot like you. A tech-freak who wouldn't wash."

"CGee, thanks," said her father. "But you're missing the point. He was a
loner, a msfit." He paused. "So was |."

H s daughter | ooked himin the eye and patted his shoul der. "Adaptation,"
she said. "It worked out pretty well for you. But | wonder what happened to
hi nP"

He waved a hand to shut her up as Tom Cross scrolled the screen ahead. For
awhi |l e then, no one interrupted.

But | got frustrated at tinmes. Everybody woul d be tal ki ng about ne,
| aughi ng, sneering. And | was getting straight A's, since | didn't have any
social life to distract me. So they were jealous, too. They had plenty of
social life. I would see them under bushes, on couches in the dorm | ounge,
t hrough wi ndows. Animals. Al of them They were pure aninmals. And | thought
that life would be so nuch nore peaceful if they were all plants. But that was
just a fantasy. An idle wish.

Hhmm

The fantasy didn't |ast. That was about when ny bud began to enlarge. It
soon reached downright inpressive proportions--or they would have been
impressive if | had dared to show anyone. But it wasn't confortable. The |eafy
wr appi ng around the bud grew too, but not quite so fast, and it felt the way
your fingertip does when you wap a rubber band around it. Swollen, you know?
And tight, and hot, and God! it hurt.

It didn't last long. One day, the |leaves sinply separated, peel ed back
and the pressure was off. That was when | found out what had been happening to
nmy testicles.

You | ook curious. 1I'Il show you. See? They're pollen sacs, and what 1've
got is an anther.

| figured the sacs would open in a day or two, and then, for the rest of
ny life, 1'd be a wal king powder puff. The | east novenent, and--Poof!



| suppose wormren would find your, er, apparatus rather alarm ng

Well, sure. But, like | said before, staying away fromthem woul dn't be
anyt hi ng new. The probl em had al ways been getting anywhere near them and by
then | was used to the situation. My solitariness was so nuch a habit, it
m ght as well have been a choi ce.

Actually, | did wonder if | should anputate it right then and there, but |
decided to put that extrene neasure off. First, | would see if |I could contain
the pollen with wappings. Then | would have to see if ny anatom ca
uni queness was good for anything.

| was also reluctant to cut because it was beautiful. It was the prettiest
part of ne! And it was nmy own doing. | was proud of it. But | still had sense
enough not to wave it around in public.

But they caught ne anyway, eventually. That's why the conpany insisted
that | see you.

Tell ne about it.

Wel |, the pollen sacs opened, just as | expected. And they put out quite a
| ot of pollen, beautiful yellow stuff with a powerful mnmusky odor. | wondered
what effect it would have if | could release it in a crowded room But |
girded ny loins. | wapped nmy anther up, and | kept it hidden

Eventual ly | got ny degree and found an apartnent and was able to wash

whenever | wi shed. That was when | got the job with the conpany. | was
present abl e enough, finally, and | knew ny stuff. And it didn't take ne |ong
at all to becone one of their best gengineers. Hey, |I'mthe guy who devel oped

t he gol dfi sh bush!
| have one of those at hone! CGot it for ny daughter. She loves it.

It was basically just a reversal of what | had done to nyself. | noved the
whol e gol dfi sh genone into a rhododendron and rigged it to grow not flowers,
but genuine goldfish. It was tricky, but when | was done, you could pluck a
flower, drop it into a bowl of water, and watch it swimaway. O just plant
t he bush beside a fishpond.

But then | nmade ny nmistake. | said | was used to solitude? | was too
dammed used to it! | didn't stink anynore, | had a decent job and a decent
i ncomre, and best of all | was a hit with the conpany. Sone of the wonen around

the I ab began to eye ne. They approached ne. They invited me to lunch and
di nner and parti es.

And every tine, every single tinme, | broke into a cold sweat. My heart
raced. | blushed. | stamered. It felt like | was |ooking over the edge of a
hi gh building. And that was wi thout even thinking of ny anther. | was ashaned
of nysel f.

Ki mrer |aughed. "I guess you weren't that bad off, Daddy. You got narried,
after all."

"Shhh," said Alvidrez. Neither one of themsaid a word about where her
not her and his wi fe was now.

| understand. This happens to nany people who are msfits when young. They
grow ol der, they begin to fit in, and they suffer from panic attacks. You nust
understand that although your reaction mght have been a little stronger than
the usual, it was entirely natural. You had built your self-image on your



i sol ation, and these contacts were threatening both. They were threatening
you.

Fortunately, this is the sort of situation that therapy can help. W have
a very good record with realigning basic progranm ng, though we cannot
mani pul ate the mind anywhere near as well as you can the genes.

That is not the problemthey sent me here for. | rebuffed themall. |
repul sed them | turned cold and curt and abrupt and insulting, and | holed up
inm lab all alone, all alone with my amaryllis.

Amaryllis?

That's right. | didn't neglect nmy work, but | did begin to | ook at nyself
in connection with it. | remenbered the odor of ny pollen, and | ran an
experiment or two. If | wapped nmy anther tightly enough so not even the odor
escaped, the wonen left ne alone. If | didn't, | had to get downright nasty.
And that gave ne the answer | needed to escape their attentions. | soon had a

cell culture that produced the active ingredients. Chanel bought it, and the
conpany gave nme a raise, though they didn't know where the cells canme from

And then...Well, | found that a fairly small change in the amaryllis
genome would let my pollen fertilize it. After all, the stuff was already part
amaryl lis.

| was delighted when ny own genes showed up in the next generation. The
amaryllis still looked |ike an amaryllis, but the bl ossom had changed until it
actually | ooked Iike a crude sketch of a human head. So | pollinated it again,
and the next generation |ooked even nore human

That was when ny supervisor wal ked into the |ab. There | was, with ny
pants unfastened and ny anther in ny hand, shaking it over a flower in a big
pot. He said, "What's the matter, Jack? Too nmuch coffee this norning?"

And then he got close enough to see what | was holding. And to see the
bl ossomon the plant. In a mnute or two, he got his voice back, picked up the
pot, said, "As soon as you can pull yourself together, Jack, | want to see you
inm office," and wal ked out of ny I|ab.

By the tine | got to his office, about ten mnutes later, he had half a
dozen mucky-mucks with him And they all agreed that | had gone too far. The
anther was no problem-after all, gengineers play with thenmselves all the
time, and they knewit; hell, half of them were gengi neers, and one of them
had actual | y nade patches of skin over her cheekbones grow enbedded butterfly
W ngs; very exotic, and it'll be on the nmarket any day now. But the amaryllis
was another matter. Moving human genes around |like that was verboten. And if |
didn't agree to see you, | was out of a job on the spot. It didn't nmatter a
bit how good a gengineer | was. What mattered, they figured, was how nuch
trouble | could get the conpany into.

And what am | supposed to do for you?

| don't know. Convince me that playing with hunan genesis wong? Rd nme of
a god conpl ex?

Megal omani a?

VWhat ever you call it. O just give ne a note saying that |'ve seen you and
you think I'm sane enough to be | oose on the streets.



| suspect the best thing would be to help you learn to form norma
rel ati onships with wonen. Do you want that?

Wul dn't the anther get in the way?...Look--my hands are shaki ng al ready.

| see. But can't you restore your penis to nornal? Another virus,
programmed to replace or cancel out the amaryllis genes?

| suppose so, but..
Whul d you want to?
No!

| see.

That all happened two nonths ago, you know. It took that |ong before you
could see ne. And in that tine, | sold the amaryllis to Burpee. They've naned
it the "Alice" variety, and it'll be in the spring catal og. They'll have
plenty of' em available, thanks to tissue culture and forced growth. Here, |
have a bulb in ny pocket. Just put it in a pot, |eave the top sticking out of
the dirt, and water it.

It |ooks perfectly normal. Wiy "Alice"?
After the flowers with human faces in the old story.

They don't know why it | ooks so human, but they love it, and they've paid
nme a bundle already, with nmore to cone. | don't really need the job anynore.
And | have everything | need in ny apartnment. Plenty of amaryllises, and | can
pollinate themthere as well as anywhere.

I"mafraid the hour is up. Next week?

SESSI ON TRANSCRI PT: SESSI ON 2

PATI ENT: Jack D. Rivard, 832-076-1074
OCCUPATI ON:  Ceneti c Engi neer

DATE: May 17, 2053

| was di sappoi nted when you didn't coneback | ast sumrer

Ah, well, | didn't figure you would be able to do nuch for ne, you know?
You suggested that | change nyself back, and | didn't want any of that. But
now Your follow up notice cane, just like the one fromthe dentist, and
|...Jeezus! You gotta help ne! Anything!

| lost the job, of course. | expected that, but like |I told you, | had the
Bur pee noney, and | very quickly had all the consulting work | could handl e.
Pretty soon, | had enough nmoney to nove out to the suburbs. | found a nice

place, a little chalet-type house nounted on a giant beanstal k. There's a
punpki n house next door

I moved in, with nmy amaryllis plants in their pots. And every night, |
pollinated them And that's the problem

What do you nean?
I can't stop!

| mean, it's becone a conpul sion. Just as | expected, every generation of
these amaryl |l ises has nore human genes, nore of my genes. Wen | gave you that



bul b, they were flowers that | ooked |like they had faces. Right? Did you pl ant
it?

O course. It was quite inpressive

Dr.'s subvoc: Though Enma nmade ne throw it out. Said it remi nded her of
child nol esting.

They' re not the same anynore. Now they look |ike real wonen. Al nost.
Life-sized. Human |ife-sized. Pale stens wapped in green | eaves that fold
down when you approach them The stens curve here and here, and this | ooks
like tits, and the flower at the top...|'ve got blondes, redheads, brunettes,
what ever you |ike. And they never say a word. They just stand there, waiting
for me to shake ny anther

But somewhere along the |ine they picked up the odor the conpany sold to
Chanel. | got the gene for that fromthe plants in the first place. But then
nmy cells nodified it somehow, and now it's back in the plants, and they've
nodified it sone nore

And every time | come into the room they punp it into the air.
Pher onones!

And | can't help nyself! | strip down and | grab ny anther and | shake it
and | shake it and I...

Jack!

Thanks, Doctor. Anyway, they want my pollen. They denand it! And | have to
shake out a helluva lot of it before they' re satisfied. O before they run out
of pheronone. | usually turn on sone nusic before | get started, and then
dance. Exercise, right? That's why I'min such great shape. Not an ounce of
fat.

But it's grinding me down, Doctor. | can't take it much | onger

Then perhaps it's tine to think again about reversing your own
nodi fications. Or--you'd still respond to the pheronpnes, woul dn't you? Maybe
you should get rid of the amarylli ses.

Oh, no! They're not intelligent, you know. They're just plants, they have
no brains at all, and they don't know what |'m doing. They don't know |I'm
working on a virus to take away their pheronones. A deodorant virus.

The only problemis finding the tinme. The closer | get, the nore insistent
they seemto becone. Their appetites!

But I'mgetting there. | am And when |'mdone they'l|l be perfect flowers
of their sex. They'll be lovely! And I'lIl have their denands under control
"Il pollinate themonly when I want to!

And they'll never criticize you, call you names, deny you..

Right. They'll just sit there in their pots, their fronds unfurled around
their feet. They'll be the decorations they should be.

Do you remenber what | reconmended | ast sumer? | said the best thing
m ght be to help you learn to formnormal relationships with wonmen. But..

You don't think I can, now? | don't want to!



Ahhhh. | suspect that you have m ssed sonething inportant.
Li ke what?

You say your anaryllises are mindless plants. But you also say that every
generation has nore and nore of your hunman genes. And already, clearly, they
have enough of a nervous systemto respond to your presence. And with the
pheronbne, they are resisting, denying, your attenpts to control them

Are you suggesting that they have brains after all? Mnds? WIIs? That
they rel ease the pheronone deliberately? That they are trying to make ne nake
them nore human? Or just to stop ne from conpleting the new virus?

Isn't that a thought that you should entertain? They may already be so
nmuch |i ke wonen that they are not controllable. And soon, in another
generation or two, their human conponent may be so great that it will be
i Mmoral even to try.

You don't understand. You don't know what you're tal king about. They're
just plants! They can't possibly do any nore than | ook |ike hunmans.

Certainly, there's no way they can possibly control ne. Not even with
pher onones.

Where do you keep thenf?

Most of themare in the living room
Are there any in your |ab?

Just one.

Then | think..

Uh-uh. | know what you're thinking, and it's inpossible. It's just a
plant! It couldn't possibly register what I'mdoing in there, nuch | ess pass
the word to the gals in the other room

Do you realize how you speak of then?
Oh, hell, Doctor. You don't understand. It's just a figure of speech

Actually, | wonder why | ever bothered to come back here. | don't know why
| expected you to understand what |'m going through. 1I...

You don't have to | eave, you know. Your hour isn't up.

|'"ve gotta go, Doctor. | really do. If they'll give ne just alittle tine
tonight, I can finish up that virus.

['1'l let you know how it works out.

PATI ENT: Jack D. Rivard, 832-076-1074
OCCUPATI ON:  CGeneti c Engi neer
FI LE CLOSED June 15, 2054
No return visits
Fol | ow-up notices returned, marked "No forwarding address."

Tom Cross sighed. It was done. He knew sonet hi ng now of why he was so
different fromother men. He knew far nore than he had ever dreamed of know ng
about his biological father. He knew him he felt, alnbst as well as he knew



hinsel f, or Muffy, certainly far, far better than he knew Joe-Dee Alvidrez.
And he felt sorry for the man. He had, it seened, bitten off nore than he
could chew. He had, perhaps, been destroyed by his own creation. He had..

Muf fy Bowen echoed his sigh. "Then..." she said. "This neans our Alice..."
She neant the flower in their apartnent, the one he had found on the fl oor
after her kidnapping. "In a way, she's really your half-sister. He was her

father too!"
He nodded.
Freddy giggled and sang, "Shakin' my anther...!"

Tom scow ed at the pig. "You want nme to drop you? That has to be a
coi nci dence. "

"W've been neglecting the Alice, haven't we?" said Muffy. "W haven't
been hone in...l bet she needs watering."

Tom nodded agai n. Then he said, nusingly, "It |looks |ike Peirce was
wrong. "

"What did he say?" asked Alvidrez.

Tom expl ai ned. "He thought no gengi neer would be able to do nuch in the
way of converting a human to a plant. But Dad--Jack--gave hinself that anther
and...He also made quite a bit of progress toward converting those amaryllises
into humans." He said nothing about hinself.

"Then | suppose,” said JimBrane, "that he really could be thinking of
turning Muffy into a potted plant."” Miffy shuddered at his words. "And your
not her was right."

"How coul d she be?" said Tom He threw up his hands in exasperation
"She's a drunk! A honey bum ™"

"And there's absolutely no evidence that Jack is behind it," said Miffy.

"Except for the flower pots,"” said Jim

"You're right," said Tom "But that's not nuch help. They're probably just
coi nci dence. Mrre coi nci dence. "

"They didn't have shipping | abels addressed to Jack Rivard," said Miffy.

"I wish," said Alvidrez. "I wish | could have found sonet hing nore
current. Like where he is now But..." He shrugged. "If it's not in the
dat abases. .. "

"We' || just have to hope that they've finished bothering us,” said Tom

"Or that they'll try again," said Freddy. "And this tine, tell us where to
| ook. "

"What will you do now?" asked Al vidrez.

"I have no idea," said Tom Cross. "Wait for Freddy to be right, | suppose.
o..."

"Can | go with you?" asked Ki mer.

"No!" said Tom



"There's nowhere to go," said Muffy Bowen. "For now, except hone."

"But |'mpretty good with conputers,” she said. "And if you need to get
into themfor anything..."

"She's right," said her father

Tom shook his head and said, "No," again. "It's bad enough that we're at
risk. I wouldn't want themto get you again, too."
"I't's nmy choice,"” she said. "I want to catch themjust as nuch as you do.

They snatched nme too, remenber.”
"No." He was adanmant.
"Yes," said Muffy. "There's plenty of roomin the Mack's cab."

"It's going to get crowded,"” said Jim "It's just a cab. W didn't think
we' d need a van back today."

"And it will be good to have you along."” It was settled. The two young
worren grinned at each other as if they were old friends, as perhaps they were
in the nmeasure of that drawn-out psychol ogical time that nust have passed in
the captivity they had shared.

"What are we going to do with you?" asked Jim H s hands were on Tige's
controls as he pretended to steer the great Mack down the road away fromthe
Al vidrez nanse. Muffy sat beside him Randy on her |ap. Tom was behi nd her
Freddy in his arns. Beside Tomwas Kimer Alvidrez. Encouraged by his nate,
she had followed them out the door, her father's blessing ringing in their
ears. She had clinbed aboard. And here she was.

"Let me cone along," she said. "Listen to ne. Let ne helpif I can.”

"W mght as well,'
next ?"

Tom sighed at last. "So what do you think we should do

"How about visiting your nother agai n? Maybe she can tell us nore about
Jack. "

CHAPTER 10

Muffy Bowen knew that her mate had grown up in a punpkin house. She knew
what Tom Cross's parents | ooked |ike, what his father did for a living, and
what his nmother cared about. Yet she had never seen the house nor nmet Tom s
parents. She and Tom had found each other only after they had each run away
fromtheir respective honmes, and she had only his occasional tales to go by.
He had even | ess, for she never tal ked about her own family.

She had never realized just how out of date her image of Tomis famly
really was. Nor, she knew, had Tom for he had finally tried to return hone
again only because Muffy had been ki dnapped and his friends had urged himto
seek whatever support his parents--his nother--mght give a prodigal. He had
craved that support, yes, of course. But he had never dared to cross that |ine
he hinself had drawn when he ran away from hone.



The current truth was thus something of a shock. Once everyone was in
Tige's cabin and Ji m Brane had set the Mack on the proper path, Tomtold his
mat e what he had found: The house a nmess, his father m ssing, his nother a
honey bum Hone, but not the honme he had left, not what he had dreanmed from
time to time waited, unchanging, for his return. As he spoke, he seened to be
realizing the vastness of the difference between what he had | eft years before
and what he had found. He fell silent, staring at Muffy while she stared at
him She wondered if simlar vast shiftings of reality awaited them She
t hought he nmust be wondering nmuch the sane.

Their quiet drew sidelong glances fromJim Tom had said enough about him
in the past so that Muffy knew he had sone idea of the contrast between
expectation and reality that had silenced her, and of that between nenory and
reality that had silenced his old friend. It drew stares from Ki nmer Al vidrez.
From Freddy it drew only a snort: "That's why we'd better finish up this
nmystery pretty quick. | don't want to be away fromthe nmuseum for |ong
There's no telling what Porculata will do if..."

"Peirce won't let her get any honeysuckle wi ne," said Tom Cross.

"He isn't the one who feeds her. And what if she gets a yen for
por kchops?"

Muf fy shuddered. "I'mdone with that,"” she said. "I really am The wine is
nice." If she thought with a nental wi nce that that was hardly why she had
drunk so much of it, no one could tell. No one ever would, unless and until

she chose to share what she felt as the shame of her background. "But | had
nore than |I could stand, |ocked up by those kidnappers.” She hesitated. "I
couldn't even scream”

"Me, too." Kinmmer was noddi ng her agreenent. "I never drank that nuch of
it before. But now | know what it nust feel like to be a honey bum And no
t hanks. No nore."

Jimtal ked his Mack off the nmain roads onto the greenways of the
resi dential nei ghborhood where his and Tomis fanmlies |ived. The nei ghborhood
| ooked much the same as it had on their last visit. It was quiet, with nost of
its residents--including, once again, Jims folks--at work in the city. Bright
sun nmade the green | eaves of trees, beanstal ks, punpkin plants, and
honeysuckl e vines shine. To match the scene, the air should have been filled
with the fresh, green scents of growi ng things, contaminated only by the
i nevitabl e fragrance of honeysuckl e bl ossons. Instead, despite the efforts of
the local litterbugs, the honeysuckl e was threatened by the sumery,
heat - drawn tang of geni mal manures deposited on the greenways and in the
drives of a thousand hones. Puffs of dirty grey cotton on the horizon hinted
of rain, perhaps that night, and Tomthought that in the norning the air m ght
snel | nuch cl eaner

This time, the Cross fam |y Roachster was in the drive. VWen Jim parked
Tige at the curb, the Mack | eaned toward the other genimal, sniffing. The
passengers di senbarked, and the trucker slapped his beast on the side of its
muzzl e, saying, "Behave yourself."

Tom st ood besi de the Mack, huggi ng Freddy, staring dismally toward the
punpkin. He said, "Dad--Ral ph--nmust be here.™

Muf fy Bowen | aid her hand on his shoul der and murnured, "I've wanted to
nmeet them you know. "

He used his own hand to remove hers, held it, patted it, and began to wal k
toward the door. The others followed him Kinmer Alvidrez hung back. Like



Muf fy, she had never visited this home before. Unlike Muffy, she had no close
connection to anyone who had. Presumably, Tom thought when he noticed the way
she was trailing behind, she felt that she had less right than any of themto
i ntrude.

They were still sonme feet away fromthe punpkin house's entrance when the
door opened as if on its own, revealing a darkly shadowed interior. They
st opped.

"I's that you, Tommy?" There was a creak of shoe | eather, and a man, noving
slowy, tentatively, appeared in the opening. He was of mniddle height,
t hi ck-set, bald except for tufts of hair above his ears, matched by his
eyebrows. Patches on his pinstriped coverall announced his loyalty to his
enpl oyer and two fraternal organizations. Hs sleeves were rolled above his
el bows, his head was bowed, and he blinked in the outside Iight.

Tom Cross swal | omed. He had not seen his legal father since he had |eft
horme. Then, he had had nore hair and less fat, |ess age. "Dad? Ral ph?"

The man wi nced. He | ooked beaten by life and circunstance. "Son? She said
you' d been here, though..." He gestured. "Come on in. Is that the pig you
t ook? Your girl?"

Freddy interrupted, his voice hooting. "You bet he took ne, and I'm gl ad
he did. This place is such a ness no self-respecting pig would live here. Even
if he couldn't talk. You left too. They should condem..." As they entered the
ki tchen, Tom put a hand over the pig's snout and nuttered, "Look." The room
was not sparkling clean, but the piles of dirty dishes and | aundry were gone,
and a nmop stood in a bucket of soapy water. The paint on the woodwork around
the kitchen wi ndow was still cracked and peeling. The wi ndow itself had been
opened to | et the honeysuckl e stink escape.

Ral ph Cross shrugged apol ogetically and pointed with an open hand. "It
started goi ng when you...Now it's always a dunp," he said. He did not say that
the sane was true of his wife, though Tom guessed the thought had to be in his
mnd. "That's why | have an apartnent in town."

"l guessed," said Tom

"I come in every week or so," said Ral ph. He shrugged again. "It's a
losing battle." He sighed lugubriously. "I"'mglad it's over."

Tomraised his brows at that |ast renmark--was Ral ph giving up? witing
Petra of f? getting a divorce? or...?--but said nothing. Instead, he introduced
hi s conpani ons and told Ral ph what had been happening. Finally, he said, "Mm
said she thought it was ny real..."

"Your real father?" Ral ph sighed once nore when Tom seemed surprised that
he knew. "She told nme all about it when she started sucking honey. She's
guessi ng. "

"I figured." For a noment, the son felt as old as his mother's husband.
There was even a sense that the honey had cost them both sonething of inmmense,
if different, value. "Were is she?"

Ral ph Cross's face fell. After a nmonent's hesitation, he said, "Qut back
On the lawn.” He led themthrough the kitchen and down a short hall to the
punpki n's back door. It was standing open, sunlight pouring through it,
honeysuckl e | eaves and bl ossons showi ng around its edges.

Tom st epped t hrough the door and faced his nother. She was |ying on her



back, nude, her |inbs spread obscenely, her hair a tangled mat. A blanket |ay
in a crunpled heap to one side. Tom gul ped and resisted an urge to | ook away.
“"What . . . ?"

"I found her like that when | got here last night. She was still able to
talk, then, a little. I cleaned up the bedroomenough to stay there, and..."
He too gul ped. Tom | ooked at his face and was surprised to note a tear
Hurriedly, he shifted his gaze back to the lawn and the terrible thing that
lay there. "I put that blanket over her. Last night. This norning, that's
where it was. She nust have thrown it off.’

Wil e he tal ked, Tomcontinued to stare at his nother. Her eyes were open
unbl i nki ng, gazing blindly into the sky. Yet she was not dead, for her chest
slowy rose and fell. Nor did she seemto be suffering, for her nipples were
so gloriously erect that anyone m ght have concl uded that sonething about her
peculiar state felt very good indeed.

"I don't think she needs nme any nore," said Ral ph. "Or anybody. O the
wi ne. "

Her skin was still grey, but now it was touched by a hint of green. The
worm i ke I'ines beneath her skin seened fewer in nunber, though those that Tom
coul d see were al so thicker

"My God!" said Muffy Bowen.

Tom | ooked where she was pointing, and suddenly he realized where the
m ssing "wornms" had gone: They had penetrated her skin and burrowed into the
soil. Now they tethered his nother, like a plant, to the bosom of the planet.

"You can't nove her," said Ral ph Cross. H's voice choked, as if his one
tear were about to becone a flood. "I tried. They'll stretch, so she can nove
a bit. But she's rooted."

"That can't happen!" cried Muffy. "People don't turn into plants!"”
"You're forgetting about Jack," said Jim Brane.

Tomturned toward Muffy. Her | ook of shock flickered, and they shared a
nonent of realization--she was forgetting about Tom as well--before returning
their mnds to the tragedy before them

"I'd like to know how it happened,"” said Ral ph Cross. "She was fine |ast
week. As drunk as ever on that mechin' wine. And she | ooked like hell. But she
wasn't growi ng roots."

Ral ph shook his head as he stared at what his wife of so many years had
becone. Kimmer Alvidrez knelt beside Petra Cross's shoul der and used her
fingers to explore her attachnent to the soil. "They feel like roots," she
said. "I wonder how deep they go?"

JimBrane laid a hand on his friend' s shoulder, and Tomfelt the tears
spring to his own eyes. H's nother? A honey bum was bad enough, and he had
t hought of her winding up in the city's alleys or under the highway's
over passes. But a vegetable? Jack's file had proved such a transformati on was
possible, at least in a partial way. And Petra was by no neans all plant. But
she seemed far nore changed than Jack had ever been. He could talk and wal k
and plan. She was as nmindless and i mobile as...as a plant.

Tige's bark echoed fromthe other side of the punpkin house. A shadow
drifted over them Freddy said, "Look at that!" H's eyes were set on the sides



of his sloping head, but his snout was ai med permanently skyward, and his gaze
turned that way as naturally as any.

"What ... ?" said Jim

Tom | ooked. Above them its ropy tentacles twining in the air, groping
vaguely toward them toward the nearby treetops, toward the punpkin house,
hovered a Bi oblinp nmoving van that was |larger than nost of its kind. Its
hydrogen-filled gasbag was nearly half again as |arge as those of the
nerry-go-rounds at the zoo. It nust have been seventy neters across.

The nonster jellyfish drifted nearer. It had the usual sailing-ship |ogo
on the side of its gasbag. Bel ow the bag, covering the geninmal's broad,
funnel -1i ke nmouth, was a stained control pod, housing for the crew and the
conputers that plugged into the Bioblinp's nervous system A small propellor
behi nd the pod provided the thrust that noved it toward its destination. That
destination was clearly Tomand his friends and fanmily.

VWhat did it want? Moving vans carried their cargo in | arge pockets on the
sides of their bags. This one's pockets did not bul ge, but their openings
gaped, and in those openi ngs stood. .

"Again!" said Muffy as Tige's bark becane a ragi ng how .

"l thought we convinced them" said Freddy.

"Mechi n' ki dnappers," said Tom
"What the hell do they want ?" asked Jim Hi s tone suggested that he knew
full well that the question was rhetorical

"Into the house,"” said Ral ph Cross, and they ran, |eaving Tom s nother
naked on the | awn.

They stopped running as soon as they had sl anmed the door behind them
They turned, then, to watch whatever night happen as the Bioblinp's tentacles
snaked into the yard they had abandoned and delicate tips danced over the
wi ndow in the door, over the shrubbery, even over Petra Cross.

When t he punpkin house had originally been prepared for occupancy, the
stub of the stemthat had linked it to its parent vine had been left attached
to the roof. Now they felt the house rock as the Bioblinp wapped tentacles
around that anchorage.

G ass shattered as other tentacles found purchase by smashing w ndows.
Still others wapped around Petra's arns, |egs, and torso. They pulled. Her
back arched. Her roots stretched and began, one by one at first, and then in
ri pping volleys, to snap. Her mouth opened, and she screaned.

Despite the risk, Tom Cross heaved agai nst the door, trying desperately to
push his friends out of the way, to open the door and rush out to...But all he
could manage was a crack. Pressing his nouth to the opening, he screaned,
"Tige!"

But the Mack was not his, and it would not cone to his aid unless...Jim
Brane echoed the call, and the truck began to bay.

The nonster's tentacles were lifting Petra into the air. A wi sp of her
hair drifted downward, toward the wi ndow through which they watched. One of
t he ki dnappers was hol ding a cargo pouch open and gesturing, as if to tell the
Bi obl i np, or his conpanions within the pod who were directing the Bioblinmp's



novemrents, where to deliver its | oad.

Shrubbery flattened as Tige galloped howing into view The truck |unged,
and his teeth fastened on the end of one flailing tentacle. He stiffened his
forelinbs, |owered his haunches and, |ike the bulldog that his ancestors had
been, shook his head. Spittle flew

Petra Cross, Toms nother, Ralph's wife, disappeared into the cargo pouch
whi ch i medi ately puckered tight its sphinctered nouth. The Bioblinp began to
thrash its other tentacles, heaving against the truck. It did not |et go of
the house, for it needed purchase, and Tomand his friends felt the structure
tip and rock and lurch

A hatch opened in the side of the Bioblinp's control pod. A kidnapper
| eaned out, a large handgun in his fist. He was ainming at Tige but, as if he
coul d somehow sense the man's intent, the Mack shook the tentacle harder than
ever. The Bioblinp danced in the air, the shots went wild, and the ki dnapper
lost his grip, flailed his arns, and tunbled fromhis perch

At the same time, the Bioblinp increased its struggles to free itself from
Ti ge. The house rocked harder, tipped, and toppled into its yard with a jolt
that tumbled the humans within its shell into a heap of groping |linbs and
confused cries. Tige snarled and tugged and shook, and the tentacle in his
mout h at |ast broke off, leaving only a useless stub near the rimof the
gasbag.

The Bioblinp fled, its propellor blurring into invisibility as its engi ne
roared. Tige howed in triunph, tossed his prize into the air, and | eaped for
the tangl e of punpkin vine into which the kidnapper had fallen. The battered
humans, swearing, crawl ed fromthe weckage of the house.

"My heart," said Freddy in his nasal runble. "It's poundi ng sonet hing
awful. | think they call it palpitations."

The house lay on its side. Several wi ndows were intact, but nost had been
shattered by the grasping tentacles or by the shock of |anding on the ground.
Through the wi ndow franes on the | ower side of the punpkin's great orange
curve protruded | anps, chair backs, even a mattress which Tom recogni zed
despite the distractions of the nonment as a Slugabed, its hunger patch as
bright a pink as he had ever seen. He supposed his nother had not been feeding
it well, and his father--no, he insisted, just Ral ph--had not yet..

"Litter!" he said. "And mech!" They had tried for Muffy, and they had
failed. They had tried for her again, and for himas well, and they had
failed, twice. But now they had his nother. Wat did they want? Did they want
to force himto do sonething awful ? Bonb the Appliance Garden? G ve the
samm tch bushes and pie plants a virus that would turn themtoxic? He supposed
he woul d obey, if only they would tell himwhat they wanted. But they never
said a word. They m ght even be planning, really, to turn Petra into a potted
plant, just as Petra had said they nmust wish to do with Muffy. She, at |east,
was al nost there al ready.

But they never said a word. They left himfree to act as best he could, to
hunt for their victinms, whether Muffy or his nother, and for them to rescue
and avenge, to end their depredations, to return his life to its even keel

"Look at this!" cried Ralph Cross. "What am|...? Wat are they going to
do with her? Wiy...?" He stared at the ruined house, one finger tracing abroad
crack in the wall. It would be weeks before it could be habitable again. He

turned and stared after the departing Bioblinp, already shrunken by distance,
headi ng southeast, toward but a bit off the city, as if its destination were



Lake M chi gan beyond, or its farther shore.

"They must be white slavers," said Freddy, his palpitations forgotten for
the nonent. "They spotted her as the perfect bondage victim A lady with
roots! She actually ties herself up!"”

The others ignored both Ral ph and the pig. Muffy and Jimwere | eading the
way after Tige. Tom dropped Freddy on the ground beside his father and
foll owed them Kinmmer followed him

It was not difficult to track the Mack to where he straddled the
apparently unhurt ki dnapper. Tige had tranpled flat the punpkin vines and the
honeysuckl e that grew fromthe sane soil, grinding |eaves, flowers, and stens
into the soft dirt. Sap and honeysuckle wine had turned the dirt in spots to
mud.

Ti ge had not tranpled the kidnapper, who cowered now, gasping, eyes w de,
hands in the air as if to ward off the growing behenoth. Tom arrived just as
Jimsaid, "Ckay, Tige. Back off. W've got him" Then, with a glance at the
ki dnapper, he added, "You can have himlater."

Her nostrils flaring at the reek of honeysuckl e wi ne, Muffy Bowen grabbed
the man by the neck of his grey coverall and dragged himonto the | awn,
dropping himnot far fromthe patch of disturbed soil that marked where Petra
had been torn fromher place. Tomand Jimjoined her, and all three stared
down at the villain, scowing. He stared back defiantly, saying nothing, but
when Tige noved to | et his shadow fall across the group and a drop of canine
spittle landed on the ground beside his cheek, his eyes w dened with terror

"One bite," said JimBrane. "That's all it will take. O maybe two. Tige
doesn't |ike people who shoot at him Even when they miss. So tal k. \Were are
your friends taking her?"

"WWat do they want her for?" put in Tom
The ki dnapper shook his head.

"I bet Randy would like a bite too." Muffy called. Her spider scuttled
across the lawn and clinbed her side to perch on her shoul der. The geni nal
neeped ent husi astically.

The ki dnapper trenbl ed, and drops of sweat appeared on his forehead. He
had, perhaps, heard of what Randy's bite had done to the kidnappers in town
and at the zoo. But still he said nothing.

Tom t hought that they seened to be playing a gane. Their side played
threats as pieces. The ki dnapper played refusals. The | oser was whi chever side
first ran out of pieces. And nowit was his turn to play.

He turned and stepped toward the topsy-turvy house. He found the Sl ugabed,
pi cked up a broken chair |leg, and began to knock gl ass shards fromthe w ndow
frame through which it protruded. In a nonent, Jimwas beside him hel ping
wor dl essly. Together, they tugged it through the wi ndow, carried it across the
| awn, and dropped it beside the kidnapper

"See how pink the hunger patch is?" asked Tom He forced eye contact wth
their captive and pointed. "That neans it's starving. My nother neglected the
poor thing. She should have poured sone nmilk on it, or even just dunped sone
scraps. It'll digest anything we put on it."

He was |ying when he said anything; it had been designed expressly to



| eave living matter alone. Jimhad been |lying too when he prom sed Tige he
could have their prisoner later. But the man obviously had no suspicion of the
lies. He shook his head and whi npered: "No."

"I'f we squeeze the control node, it'll wap around you." He pointed again.
"I'f we squeeze real hard..."

“I tried that once," said Kimmer Al vidrez, catching on. "I had to scream
for help to get out."

The ki dnapper's face turned white beneath his dirt. H s eyes jerked
desperately back and forth. He whi npered again: "No, please."

Tom gestured, and Jimand Muffy bent to lift the ki dnapper onto the
Sl ugabed. He struggled, but a growl from Tige stopped that inmmediately. Wen
he was in place, Tomknelt and squeezed the control node. The Sl ugabed
obediently folded itself around the captive. He squeezed harder, and the
geni mal began to shudder and pulse with the notions of nassage. He squeezed
harder still, using both hands at once, and the Slugabed seenmed to grow rigid
with contractile effort.

The ki dnapper gasped. His face contorted. He shrieked.
He stopped only when he ran out of breath. Then, after a few panting sobs,
he began to babble: "Get ne out of here. Please! | can't stand slugs. O

snakes. O worns! | don't want it to eat ne. Please!"

Ral ph Cross joined the small group surrounding the bundl ed captive.

"It..." Like his son, he worked with bioppliances. He too knew their captive
was safe. Tomsilenced himw th a choppi ng gesture, but the kidnapper did not
see. His eyes were shut tight, tears spilling between the lids. H's cheeks

were no | onger pale but flaming red. "Please!"

"W don't care what your name is," said Tom "But why have you peopl e been
trying to kidnap us?"

The ot her shook his head and gasped: "Dunno. Orders. The boss, he said we
had a contract. Lots of noney."

Tom was silent for a nonment while he digested that tidbit of information.
Orders? A contract? Someone was going to a great deal of trouble to capture
Muffy, him his nother. But why?

Finally, he said, "Were are they taking ny nother?"

The ki dnapper hesitated, the whites of his eyes show ng around the edges
of a stare that junped fromface to face. Muffy took Randy from her shoul der
and set the spider on the cylinder of the Slugabed where the man could stare
into the spider's eight glossy eyes. He shuddered, whined, and said at |ast,
gasping, "Pinkley. There's a valley...Lonely sp..." Then he closed his eyes
and went |inp.

wMuf fy Bowen | aughed. "He passed out."

After a monment's hesitation, Jimlifted one end of the Slugabed, kidnapper
and all. Wth a nod toward Randy, he said, "Do you think...?"

Muf fy caught on i mediately. "Of course. Tom you lift the other end."
Wien he had done so, Kinmer and Ral ph adding their strength to his, she set
Randy to crawl i ng around and around the bundl e, spinning silk as she went.



She was al nost done securing the bundle when they heard the first
ul ul ati ons of police sirens.

"The nei ghbors nust have called," said Ral ph Cross.

Three police Roachsters, their Iong claws held high, crowded the front
awn. A pair of Sparrowhawks, having disgorged their pilots, perched on the
upper curve of the toppled house. The police thenselves were busily inspecting
the i mobilized ki dnapper and questioning the w tnesses.

One cop was scratching his head over the disturbed soil where Petra had
been uprooted. However, no one said a word about what had been happening to
Tom s nother. She was, they all agreed, Iying on the |awn, soaking up the sun
when the Bioblinp arrived, seized her in its tentacles, and bore her off. The
wr eckage? It had seized the house to anchor itself, and when Ji m Brane had
steered Tige against it, well...There you see the results. And there's the
broken tentacle. The ki dnapper tried to shoot the Mack and fell. The gun?
There it is, on the awn. No, we haven't touched it.

It was all true enough except for the bit about Jimdriving Tige to the
attack. They had left out a fewlittle details, but those details, they
t hought, were not inportant to the police. They had nothing to do with what
had happened. And if the ki dnapper, once he canme to, chose to say that the
Mack had attacked on its own, or that Petra had had to be torn out of the soi
by the roots...surely the cops woul d never believe such wld-eyed stories.
They simply were not believable, even in a world of ranpant gengi neering.

Yet there was that officer who had been staring at the ground. Wen the
others had freed the kidnapper fromhis spider-silk and Sl ugabed bonds and | ed
himtoward the nearest Roachster, he strolled near the house, bent, picked up
Petra's wooden honeysuckl e bl ossom rack, and approached Tom Wen he was near
enough, he said softly, "She drank a lot of wine, didn't she?"

Once the police had arrived to take over, Tom had retrieved Freddy. Now,
hol ding the pig in the crook of one arm he nodded, accepted the rack, saw
that it had survived the punpkin house's upheaval and its own spill into the
yard without a scratch, and tossed it in the direction of the house's door

"Did she screan?" A tag upon the cop's breast said that his name was
"Mal zer."

"You sound,"” said Muffy Bowen, "like you know. "

It was the cop's turn to nod. "Yeah," he said. "Roots. |'ve seen it. If
they drink enough, and if they wander off the pavenent, or get too close to a
pile of rotten garbage. It's just city conpost, you know. Hurmus. Nature's
effort to rebuild the soil we stripped anay when we built the city. And it's
enough to trap the buns."

Mmiffy's face went pale. "I will never," she said. "I'll never touch

anot her drop."

Ki mmer Alvidrez stepped up beside Muffy. "Yes," she said, her face sober
"She screaned. "

"They do," the cop said. "Though usually it's BRA who...The cases interest
them They say they're muck, proof of illegal gengineering, and they want to
catch the nmuckers. So they have to collect the evidence. They dig them up
Pull themout of the dirt. And then they try to collect the people around the
victims, too, like famly menbers."



"What do they do with themall?" asked Miffy.
The cop shrugged. "I don't know. "
"Do you think they have a cure?" asked Tom

"Or do they let the |ab boys take'em apart?" That was Freddy. "I'Ill bet
that hurts.”

"Do you ever see them agai n?" asked Ral ph Cross. "Can they cure then®"

The cop | ooked |Ii ke he was about to answer, but before he could do nore
t han shake his head and open his nouth, soneone yelled fromone of the
Roachsters, "C non, Ml zer. Mve your ass!”

Wth an apologetic lift of his eyebrows, Ml zer turned to |eave.

CHAPTER 11

"Let me," said Muffy Bowen. She had been behind him her arns around his
shoul ders, her cheek | aid against his back. Now she stepped around him held
out her hands and bent her fingers invitingly. She was free of her frequent
burden, for Randy was roani ng around the yard, pal ping everything she cane
across and neeping frantically. "I'Il take him"

Wth a sigh, TomCross let her Iift Freddy fromhis arms. Then, as she and
Kimer Alvidrez and Ral ph Cross wal ked away from him he kicked again at the
rubble that had spilled fromthe house, his house, the house he had grown up
in. Ho had fled it, yes, when he had felt he did not belong. He had returned,
and its occupants had changed, though his parents--at |east, his nother--had
never |eft. But she had becone a honey bum grown roots, put roots into her

native soil. He laughed. Life played strange jokes. Funniest of all, perhaps,
was that he had once thought Ral ph was his father, |earned the man was not and
therefore all love and fanmily were fal sely treasonous, and fled. But he had
returned, and that |ove, that acceptance, was still there. He felt ashamed of
hi nsel f.

He kicked at a tangle of crushed honeysuckl e vines. Beside his foot, he
saw the honeysuckl e rack. Petra Cross would need it no nore, even if they got
her back. A step ahead lay a book. He turned it with his foot so he could see
the title. It was one of his, frombefore he had run away, an adventure set on
a distant planet. They had kept it all these years. He wondered how nmuch of
his old stuff lay hidden in the w eckage.

W eckage and rubble and forgotten inpedi nenta. What he didn't have was his
nmot her. He hadn't visited, but he had al ways known where she was, that she
woul d surely welcome himif he ever deigned to halt his flight. And she had,
when he had cone hone at | ast. She had been a drunk, yes, but she had
been--she still was--his nother. Just as Ral ph was, after all, his father

When Ji m Brane's hand gripped his shoulder, he wiped the tears fromhis
eyes. His friend' s touch was a rem nder of boyhood camaraderie, but it was
al so what a man of fered another man by way of confort. Two wonen woul d have
enbraced and sobbed their eyes out. "C nbn, Tomrmy. Tige is out by the road. W
found him renenber. W found Muffy. And we're still a team Maybe we can find



her.

"Sure," said Tom Roots, he thought, and kidnappers, and nysterious
masters who issue contracts. "But what will she be by then? Wiat will they do
to her? What will they use her to tell us to do?"

Jimhad no idea at all of howto answer his friend. He was saying as nuch
with a shrug when they were interrupted. A cry echoed from around the house, a
bark, a deep-throated answering yelp. Tomsaid, "Wat now?" and the two nen
began to trot. Tom was thinking of the disaster Tige's |ast announcenent had
portended. He guessed Ji mwas sharing the thought.

But all that they found was a second Mack, nose to nose with Tige, and
sniffing. "Julial" cried Jim

She was al ready swi ngi ng down from Bl acki e's cab. Behind her Tom could see
anot her figure, shadowed and unrecogni zable. As Julia Tenpleton | anded on the
grass, she hooked a thunb over her shoul der and said, "He called the Farm

| ooking for you guys. | was done--the runs were short--so | said I'd bring
him" She | ooked at Kimrer Alvidrez. "W stopped at your Dad's place first. He
told us..." Then she pointed at the toppled house. "Wat happened here?"

As JimBrane began to tell her, the other figure in the Mack's cab stepped
into the doorway. Tom recogni zed Franklin Peirce and, renenbering the nmuseum
curator's gift, fingered the worrystone beneath his shirt. Muffy, standing a
few feet away, smled her own recognition, saw Tom s novenent, and
strai ghtened Freddy's stone.

Jimfell silent. Tomsuffered Julia's synpathetic hug. Peirce said,
"Whoever issued that contract nust want the whole famly. First Muffy, and now
your nother. Not to nention you and your friends."

"It's as if she was right," said Tom w th an apol ogetic glance at Ral ph
who was staring at the house, apparently unhearing. "She said it was ny rea
father, Jack. W found out..."

"He," said Freddy. "He was a fruitcake."
"You're why I'mhere," said Peirce. "Porculata wanted ne to tell you...'

Tom Cross sighed heavily. There was no point in going on until Peirce had
delivered the nessage: Porculata, it seenmed, had had another hot flash from
t he psychic ether. She had been worried that her husband would want to foo
around wi th strange wonmen, but now she knew. She had instructed Peirce to tel
Freddy that it was okay. The |adies couldn't be defl owered anyway, even if he
wanted to. He should feel free to go ahead and try, if he truly w shed, though
he shoul d know now that it wouldn't do hima bit of good.

Wi le he recited the nessage, Randy scuttled toward his ankles, pal ped his
trouser cuffs, and began to clinmb his | eg. Wien he was done, Peirce shrugged,
accepted the spider's weight in his arnms, and added, "I haven't the foggi est
i dea of what she is talking about," and stared at Kimrmer as if he were
wonderi ng whet her she were one of the inpregnably undefl owerabl e | adi es
Porcul ata had nentioned. She was a little taller than he.

"Me neither," said Freddy.

"Nor me," said Muffy and Tom al nost si nmul taneously. Jimand Ki nmer were
both silent, while Ral ph, who hadn't seenmed to hear a word, grunted, turned
away fromthe house, and said, "H mand his damed plants."



"Who?" said Peirce

"Jack," said Tom "My real father. He was a gengineer, and..." He filled
in what Peirce did not already know. In the process, he introduced Ki nmrer, who
was eying Peirce with as nuch interest as he was showing in her. For a nonent,
Tom wondered: O der nen were fanmpous for their interest in younger wonen; those
worren who returned the interest, however, seenmed far nore turned on by noney
and fame, of which Franklin Peirce had neither, than by bald heads. Finally,
he said, "I wish | knew what was going on."

"There's only one way to find out," said Peirce.

"Co to Pinkley," said Kinmer Alvidrez. She was noving closer to the
curator.

"I"d like to show you the nuseum " said Peirce. Both his eyes and his
voi ce were admiring.

"I bet you've got lots of etchings there, right?" She grinned broadly and
patted the bare forepart of his scalp. "You even blush up here! But |'m going
with them WMaybe later."

"She's young enough to be your daughter," said Julia Tenpleton

"So he's a dirty old man," said Muffy Bowen. "So's her father, and you
know. . ."

Ral ph Cross turned away fromthe others to stare at the punpkin house. To
one side, its cradle-like concrete foundation was exposed to the sun. The
house itself was tipped, cracked, stove in where its weight had driven one
corner of the foundation through its shell. The front door |ay open, a ranp
| eading into the broad slit that once had been a doorway. Ral ph shook his head
and said, "There's a map in there sonewhere.” He crawl ed t hrough the opening
and di sappeared. After a moment during which they could hear himrumragi ng
within, there was a small sound of triunph. Wen he reemerged, he was hol di ng
what | ooked like a colorfully printed panphlet.

"Here," he said, and he unfol ded the panphlet to reveal the map he had
mentioned. "I left footprints on the walls."

They gat hered around. Fingers found their own | ocation, Lake Mchigan to
the east, and then, on the edge of a long band of hilly terrain, the town of
Pinkley. "It's small," said Tom

"Rural," said JimBrane. "A good place for a hideout."

Muf fy shifted Freddy's weight to one armand spread her free hand across
the lake. "But we can't drive there this afternoon.”

Julia shook her auburn head. "It would take at |east a day. Maybe two.
"We' || have to go around." Her finger traced the greenways past Chicago and
t hrough I ndiana and up the other side of the | ake.

They all | ooked up fromthe nap as, within the house, the phone rang.
"The wires didn't break," said Kimer

Ral ph searched with his eyes, |ooking puzzled, and finally pointed. "It
rolled on top of them"

The phone rang again. "The real mracle," said Peirce, "is that it's stil



on the hook. Isn't soneone going to answer it?"

This time, it was Tom Cross who crawled into the house. The others waited
silently while he found the phone, stopped its ringing, and said, just |oudly
enough for themto hear, "Wat do you nean, you want to talk to us?... Yes,
we'll be here...No, we won't |eave...Yes, sir."

When he reenerged, he said, "That was BRA, just |ike that cop was saying.
They' ve al ready got the police report."

"You didn't really mean we'd wait for them did you?" asked Freddy.
"They're already pissed at nme, and..."

"None of us wants to wind up in a lab,"” said Jim
Peirce | ooked puzzled. Muffy told himwhat Oficer Ml zer had said.

"I can't believe..." said the nmuseum cur at or

"All they care about is their mechin' rul ebook," said Freddy. "You heard
the way that boob was tal ki ng about the kids."

"But where can we go?" asked Kimer Al vidrez.

"Pinkl ey," said Tom

"W can't just start driving. It would take too I ong. They'd be sure to
catch us."

"So we need a jet, Julia."
"We can't afford that!"

Peirce cleared his throat. "Wy don't we all head for the airport anyway?
You can argue |ater, when BRA isn't comng. And besides, it's on the way."

Ki mmer nodded her support for his suggestion. "And nmaybe we could get a
jet," she said. "Borrow one? W need to check it out."
Ji m Brane shook his head. "You don't borrow jets."

"You, too, Dad," said Tom grasping Ral ph Cross's shoulder. For just a
second, he froze. "Dad," he had called the man he was touching. A wave of
feeling washed over him of shared history and identity and even | ove.
Suddenl y the biol ogi cal connection to Jack seermed | ess inmportant than it ever
had before. This man was his real father. "Fromwhat Ml zer said, you don't
want to hang around here."

"But..." Ral ph gestured inpotently at the wreckage. "Soneone should..."

"Yeah. But there's no rush, is there? You already have everything that
really matters in your apartnent.”

"Except..."

"Mom | know. "

Franklin Peirce had pulled his worrystone out of his shirt and was
stroking it with his thunmb. Jimand Julia had opened the doors of their Macks

cabs. Julia waved an arm and cried, "Cone on!"

"Here they conme!" cried Muffy Bowen. She pointed past the beanstal k next



door, in whose chalet Jims famly lived. A Robin, a small utility jet, had
just cone into view, headed roughly in their direction, its course curving
toward them It was too far off for any of themto see whatever insignia m ght
be bl azoned on its pod, but it did not seemstrange to expect the bird' s ful
nane to fit the government agency whose agents they did not wish to neet.

No one wanted to wait to see whether Muffy was right in her assunption
They all ran for the Macks and crowded into the cabs. As soon as the doors had
shut, the great geninmals raced down the road, heading for the airport Peirce
had nenti oned.

The ground surrounding the airport was turf, bare of honeysuckle and
shrubbery that mght entangle a jet's feet. In the distance, beyond the
runways, were groves of oil trees. Discovered in Brazil in the twentieth
century, even then their sap had been so rich in hydrocarbons that it could be
used as fuel for diesel engines. Now, gengineered to thrive in cooler
climates, the sap was rich enough to feed jet engines.

They had parked the Macks on the edge of a narrow roadway that |et Macks
haul i ng tankers travel between the fuel plantation and the hangars. They were
as far as they could get fromthe airport's public termnal, and fromthe
smal | groups of Engineers that marched back and forth before the terninal's
tinted glass doors. On the other side of the chain-link fence that flanked the
road they could see the hangars that served the airfreight conpanies and snal
charter firms. In the distance, Floaters hovered over a parking garage.

The green runways were carefully irrigated and groonmed. Here the grass was
often brown or mssing, baked by the heat that shinmered above the corrugated
metal of the hangars.

A few feet in front of Tige a gate broke the fence. Hooked into the
fence's mesh was an open padl ock. Beside it dangled a |l ength of chain. No
Engi neers had noticed that the gate was | ess inpassable than it shoul d have
been, for they stayed where there were people to pay at |east token attention
to their futile protests.

"If we can get anything at all," Franklin Peirce had said. "It will be

here. Forget the airlines.™

Wil e Tom Cross had unl oaded the handcart and braced Freddy's unwi el dy
formwi th cushions, JimBrane had handed Ral ph Cross his invoice pack, saying,
"Pretend you're official, taking notes or checking a schedule." Julia had
produced anot her pack for Peirce and added, "You two are the ol dest ones here.
So nmake |ike executives."

Now Ki mrer Al vidrez was wal king toward the fence, fascination plain upon
her face. "l1've seen takeoffs and | andi ngs before,” she said. "Fromthere."
She waved an armtoward the terminal's observation deck. It was well renoved
fromthe runways. Now she was cl oser than she had ever been before, and she
clearly did not want to miss athing. As if to gratify her wish, an Alitalia
Cardi nal stepped away froma | oading ranp and spread its wi ngs. The passenger
pod strapped to its back was as brilliant a red as its plumage. The engi ne and
fuel tank fastened to the root of its tail were white with black lettering.

The jet stalked toward the runway, extended its w ngs, and activated its
engines. As the roar swept over Kinmer and the others, Tom clutched at her
shoul der. "Stay with us," he shouted. "If we look like tourists, they'll throw
us out." The others nodded in agreenment. There was no doubt in any of their
m nds that they were about to trespass, to go where they were not wanted. |If
they were noticed, and that notice seened all too likely, they would surely be



expel l ed. Then they would have to set out on the long drive around the | ake,
or else fall imediately into the hands of BRA

Qoedi ently, she stepped back into the group. "Here," said Tom "Look
busy." He swi vel ed the handl es of Freddy's handcart toward her. Sighing, she
accepted the task of pushing the pig. Still, Tomcould tell fromher eyes that
her mind was still on the fence and what |ay beyond. She showed no sign that
she heard when Freddy wiggled in his carrier, rolled his eyes, and began to
sing in a | ow voice:

"You' re spreadi ng your |eaves.
I snell it on the air.

Showers of pollen

Shakin' ny anther for you!"

Tom | ooked at the airfield in an attenpt to share her state of mind. \Wat
was enchanting her was not just the Cardinal, but a vast array of aircraft,
nmechani cal and gengi neered. The nechani cal aircraft were all antiques,
battered and worn and good for no more than short hauls and cheap cargo. Their
nore nodern counterparts were the genimals, Pigeons and Starlings, Wod Ducks
and Sparrows. The pod on a Col dfinch bore the enblem of the Trunmp fanmily
enpire. In the distance were the larger airliners, an Air Canada Jay, a China
Airlines Junco, an American Bald Eagle, another Cardinal. Still further off
was a station of the Air National Guard with its Hawk-based Warbirds. Anpng
themall roaned large litterbugs, seeking the refuse on which they fed.

Sone of the gengineered birds, tied by neck-bands and cables to rings set
in the pavement, preened their feathers. Others, wearing passenger or cargo
pods and jet engines, awaited their turns at |oading docks. Still others were
bare, the fittings that nade them vehicl es instead of nmonstrous geninmals slung
fromgantries by their sides. Some of the gantries were nmere mechanica
framewor ks. Sone were gengi neered Cranes, as stiff, ungainly, and patient as
steel .

Tom Cross worked the gate's latch and, grinning, held the gate for his
friends. Then, trying to appear as if he passed this way on busi ness everyday,
he led themtoward the nearest hangar. As they neared it, he gestured broadly
and said, "W need an operation that's not too busy. There has to be soneone
around that we can ask about a cheap trip across the lake. But it can't be too
busy, or they won't be able to help, even if they're willing."

Hi s father and Franklin Peirce pretended to take notes as he spoke, and
then to check off hangar after hangar as the little group wal ked toward the
airport's main terninal. Sonme of the hangars were frantic with activity. Most
wer e desert ed.

Only one seened a possible candidate. It was small, its main door was
open, and in the shade just within the entrance slouched a slender youth with
a patchy beard and a drooping cigarette. He was studying a nmagazine with a
cover that made Ki nmer bl ush. Behind himcrouched a G ackl e whose frayed and
dusty plumage had lost nearly all its iridescence. Its red-rimred eyes brinmed
with a thick, yellow fluid. Its pod, w ndow ess except for the pilot's
conpartnent, was cracked and st ai ned.

"No way," said Freddy fromhis perch in the handcart. "I want to see ny
little Porkchop again."

The ot hers nodded, and Ral ph and Peirce nade conspi cuous notations.

"I wish," said JimBrane. "That the Farm did sone air-freight work. Then
we could borrow. .."



"But we don't," said Julia Tenpleton. "W don't even have an airborne
subsidiary or sister corporation. And we don't do enough business with the
air-freight conpanies to nmake themlisten to us.”

They had wal ked nearly all the way to the ternmi nal and were | ooking toward
a broad corral full of tethered Bioblinps when a snall Roachster pulled up in
front of them The vehicle bore onits flank a snmall shiel d-shaped decal with
the single word, "Security.” It pulled behind it a trailer equipped with bench
seats. Its driver wore mrrored sungl asses, a broad-brimmred hat, and a tan
coverall. On the shoul der of the coverall was an enmblem rmuch |ike that which
adorned Jims and Julia's own outfits. He gave themlittle time, however, to
study his insignia. He said imediately, "You will cone with ne, please."

The gun hol stered at his waist said that argument would be fruitless.
Silently, they obeyed the nman's gestures, boarded the trailer, and sat down.

Their destination was the basement of the main terminal building. Their
escort steered themthrough a discreetly unmarked door into a | arge room whose
walls were covered with veedo screens that clearly could show any portion of
the airport conplex. Tom sighed with pleasure when they entered the building' s
air-condi ti oned cool ness. Then he thought, these people had been watching them
all along. And when it becane obvious that they were just prowing, they had
sent the man out to pick themup. He said nothing al oud, but he was sure that
everyone in the group was wondering the sanme thing: Wat woul d happen now?

The answer was sinple enough: A clerk opened a door, their escort ushered
theminto a small room dom nated by a rectangul ar table and two chairs, and
t he door cl osed behind them For the next few mnutes, they stared at the
table and the small workstation inset into its surface. No one said a word,
not even Freddy. Nor did anyone sit down.

Finally, the door opened again, and a man who nmi ght have been in his early
forties joined them He had a small roll of flab over his belt, alittle grey
in his hair, and lines in his face that suggested he spent as much tine as he
could outdoors. He wore a coverall nuch like that of the security guard who
had coll ected them but over it he also wore a sportscoat. He carried hinself
with a solid confidence that said as clearly as m ght have any badge that he
was the chief of this particular airport operation

As he took one of the rooms two seats, he said, "I'm Peter Barcano. And
need to tell you two things. First, we don't appreciate visitors who have no
legitimate business. In fact, we try to keep themout, since they could be
terrorists with bonbs in their hip pockets. | don't know why the gate you cane
in by wasn't |ocked."

He shook his head ruefully and activated the workstation. "It is now And
| need your names." As they identified thenselves, his fingers noved surely
over the keyboard and his eyes watched the line or two of text their nanes
brought to the screen. To Franklin Peirce, apparently pronpted by the
conputer's menory, he said, "l've seen your operation. Nice." Jimand Julia
elicited, "Truckers, eh?" Kinmer Alvidrez's name brought a pause while the
screen filled, enptied, and filled again. Barcano smiled. "Your father has
been of considerable help to us."

Finally, he sighed and said, "No one here really thinks you're terrorists.

You tried to look official, but..." He shrugged and gestured toward the
i nvoi ce packs Ral ph and Peirce still held. "The packs were a nice touch, but
you were still rubbernecking too much. You were | ooking for sonething." He

paused while he let his gaze settle on each of them even the genimals, in
turn. Finally, he asked, "What?"



Tom Cross began the tale: "W were just |ooking for a ride across the
| ake. "

"You have those Macks. Why?"
"They're too slow " said Freddy.

Barcano' s eyebrows twitched when the obvious garbage di sposal tal ked, but
he said nothing. He had, perhaps, seen too nmany unusual genimals and ot her
things in his work to be surprised.

"BRA's after us," said Julia Tenpleton

"His nmother was turning into a plant, and they kidnapped her, and..." said
Ki mrer Al vi drez.

Barcano sl owed the rush of explanatory fragnents with a gesture. He

searched themwith his eyes, his expression quizzical. In a nonment he seened
to settle on Tom perhaps because he was the cal nest. He pointed. "You, sir.
You seemto have the story well in hand. Tell it all."

Tom di d. When he was done, Barcano sat quietly, thinking. He | ooked at
Kimer and at Peirce. Finally, he said, "You do need a ride, don't you?" He
paused whil e they nodded. He sighed. He focused on Kinmer. "Should I call your
father and tell himyou're running away?"

She shook her head. "He knows |I'mwth them" A gesture. "And he
approves."

He sighed again. "For him then. And I don't nuch |like BRA nyself. O
ki dnappers. So maybe | can help. Cone with ne."

Tom felt a surge of hope in his breast. Kinmer Alvidrez was not one of
them She had been involved in only a small part of the story so far. But as
her father had said, she was indeed a hel p. Though not because of any
expertise she might have with conmputers. Her presence al one was the key.

Peter Barcano |led themout of the Security offices, down a hall, and
outdoors again. "There," he said. He was pointing toward the corral of
Bi obl i nps they had nearly reached when the security agent had picked them up
Most of the genimals were smaller than the zoo's nerry-go-round. They woul d
not be able to carry nmuch weight, certainly not enough to serve as noving
vans.

"Years ago," he said. "Wen the Bioblinps bred, a |ot of the young

escaped. | was working in Colorado at the tine, and they nested up in the
nmount ai ns. They nmade problenms for us, too. They were designed as novi ng vans,
and they wanted to fill their pouches. So they'd attack the airport and stea

t he | uggage. Ampong other things."

Freddy | aughed. "I can just inmagine what the custonmers said when you told
themw | d novi ng vans had stol en their |uggage."

The security chief laughed as if the nmenory were unconfortable. JimBrane
| ooked puzzled, as if he had never heard of such a thing. "You must have
st opped them"

Barcano nodded. "W hid in packing crates, and once we were in the air, we
pl ugged control conputers into their nervous systens. Now we have
self-installing conputers. Your father..." He nodded at Kinmer. "He designed
them We put themin the luggage carts. When necessary, we activate them by



radi o."
"That's how you got these," said Tom Cross.

"Right. W find uses for them too. There's a lot of heavy lifting around
this place, and there's always sone construction going on. W teamthem up
using two or three at a tine, or even nore for the | argest jobs. And we al ways
have nore than we can use, except for jet food."

"Then..."

"We don't bother with crew pods. The controls are in the pouches, and
that's where we ride when we use them That's where you'll ride if..."

"But they're wild," Julia Tenpl eton interrupted.

He | ooked at her as if the comrent confused him "They're controllable
enough, as long as the conmputer is in place and active," he said. "If you
unplug it, or let the batteries run down..." He shrugged. "Yes, they're used
to freedom So are nost geninmals."

"Li ke hell," said Freddy. "Mst of us know where our food cones from"

Barcano ignored the pig. "You can even take one of the Macks, if you
wi sh,” he said. He pointed at a Bioblinp three tinmes the size of any other in
the corral. Its gasbag was easily eighty neters across. "Look at that sucker
Put the truck in one of the pouches. The other will hold all of you."

"Not me," said Ral ph Cross. "Uh-uh. Petra..."

"We'| | have to take Blackie back to the Farm" said Julia. "BRA won't find
you if you stay in our roons until we get back."

"You'll need just a little training," said Peter Barcano. "I'll have one
of my people take care of that."

CHAPTER 12

Pet er Barcano was as good as his word. Wien they reentered the termna
buil di ng, he stepped to a wall phone and spoke briefly. Then he | ed them back
toward the Security offices.

The first time they had come this way, Tom Cross had been thinking only
that they had been caught and were on their way to judgnent by sone stern
authority. He had not been paying attention to his surroundi ngs. Now, however,
he coul d regi ster the shabbi ness of walls which, because they were never seen
by the airport's paying custoners, were clearly last to be cleaned and
pai nted. The ceiling hid above a maze of exposed pi pes and el ectrica
conduits. The tile floor, cracked and stained, scarcely better than the bare
concrete he could see in spots, testified to the age of both the building and
the airport, which had perhaps been new when mechani cal airplanes first began
to carry passengers across the great |ake that now stood in the way of their
quest .

The veedo hall was prettier, though it was still utilitarian. The fl oor



was carpeted, the ceiling white acoustic panels, the walls, where they showed
behi nd and above and between the banks of electronic equipnment, a clean beige.
It was working space, in which people spent much tine, watching for

troubl e--nore than one screen showed the Engineers in front of the termnal
and Tom noticed that Security agents stood in the borders of the views.

As they entered this roomonce nore, they were joined by a slender figure
wearing the now familiar Security coverall. The man's face was a darker tan
the thin nustache and full beard an enphatic black, the surnmounting turban
snowy white. "Ranjit Singh," said Barcano. "Don't nind the headgear. He's from
India, a Sikh."

Tom wasn't sure he found that conforting. O course the newconmer could not
be a Mbslem for that sect was still officially barred fromthe country. Sone
remai ned, but they did not flaunt their religious allegiance. The Sikhs had no
such inhibition. They had their own history of violence, their own terrorisns,
their own self-assertive wars for suprenmacy over their Hi ndu fellows. Yet
Si khs did not believe that their ways were the only proper ways for all of
humani ty. They kept their wars closer to home than many groups.

Yet a turban was a turban, and sonme skepticismwas inescapable. Ranjit
Si ngh grinned broadly, his teeth bright in their dark surround. "Guru Nanak
founded our religion over six hundred years ago," he said. "In the fifteenth
century. He wanted to reconcile |Islam and Buddhism but that did not I|ast. For
centuries, we were the bitterest of Islams foes."

"He'll take you to lunch," said Barcano. He hesitated while he | ooked at
themall with an inquiring lift to his eyebrows. Wen their nods said that,
yes, they had not eaten, he went on. "Then he'll show you how the controls

wor k and check you out on Junbo out there.”
He shook their hands. "Good luck," he said, and he was gone.

"He has," said their new guide, his voice soft with accent. "He has many
things to do. You understand."

Ranjit Singh led themthen to the basenment room its walls lined with
vendi ng machi nes, that served as a staff cafeteria. As they entered, a smal
noi se from behi nd the nearest machi ne caught Randy's attention. She neeped,
Muf fy Bowen rel eased the giant spider, and she dashed out of sight. In a
nonment she returned, carrying a snmall, grey nouse pierced by her fangs.

Ranjit Singh applauded with two claps of his hands. Then he bent, peered
closer, and said, "It has only seven |egs!"

"An accident," said Tom Cross. "She does fine, doesn't she?" Wwen Ranjit
Si ngh nodded agreeably, the two nmen pushed together three of the cafeteria's
smal| tables. Once they had their food, Ranjit Singh said, "Now, | nust tel
you a little bit first."

JimBrane raised a hand to indicate hinself and Julia Tenpleton. "W're
truckers," he said. "W know the basic principles."”

Ranjit Singh shrugged with an Oiental eloquence. "Of course you do. But |
was not about to enmbark on such a lecture. W do not have the tine."

Freddy's handcart was parked between Tom s and Muffy's chairs. Tom tucked
into the pig's nmouth a quarter of a tuna fish sandwi ch whose pasty "fish" had
apparently been grown in a vat. "Then...?" he said.

"Ah, yes." Ranjit Singh finished prying the lid froma contai ner of



yogurt. He raised his head and flashed his brilliant grin at them "These
Bi oblinps,” he said. "They are descended from ordi nary domestic ones, of
course. But they are not the sane."

"What do you nean?" asked Muffy Bowen.

"The ordi nary ones," he went on. "They are used to bei ng around peopl e.
They have very little in the way of brains--they are just jellyfish, after
all!'--but still they know where their food cones from™

Freddy bel ched and interrupted. "And the wild ones are used to finding
their own food."

"Exactly. If you unplug a tanme one's control conputer, it will stay around
for awhile, waiting for you to feed it again. Wth a wild one, you nust tie it
down, like those..." He indicated the corral invisible outside with a gesture.
"Before you take off its reins. Its electronics.” He shrugged el oquently.

"Or it's gone," said Ral ph Cross.
"Worse than that," said Ranjit Singh. "If it is hungry."
Muf fy shudder ed.

Tom i magi ned that it m ght have been a wild Bioblinmp that pulled his
not her fromthe ground, but he refused to show how the thought affected him

The I essons in Bioblinp control did not take long. The airport's captive
Bi obl i nps were used only for noving heavy objects short distances, and for
that limted purpose they gained all the propul sion they needed fromthe heavy
Macks or other geninals to which they would be tethered. Just as when they had
been wild and free, they had no propul sion systens of their own other than the
ability to add hydrogen to, or renove it from the contents of their gasbags,
and thus to nove up or down at will. They did not carry pods and their
acconpanyi ng propel |l ors.

Yet they did remain able to travel |ong distances. Like a hot-air balloon
awld Bioblinp rose or fell until it found a wind that blewin the direction
it wished to go, if "wished" was the proper word for a geninmal with virtually
no brain. And the control conmputers Peter Barcano's people had installed in
their captives were quite capabl e of managi ng such navi gati on. Nor was
operating such a conputer difficult. A sinple toggle controlled noverment up
and down, while separate slides worked the tentacles. A built-in radio allowed
the operator to talk to the airport's traffic controllers.

At the corral, Ranjit Singh drew a touchpad renpte fromthe breast pocket
of his coverall and used it to command the | argest Bioblinp, the one Peter
Barcano had called "Junbo," to descend to ground | evel and dilate one cargo
pouch. Tom Cross lifted Freddy fromthe cart and stepped forward to touch the
wrinkl ed surface of the sphincter. "It feels," he said. "Like rubber."

"And it snells like a zoo," said Freddy. "A zoo in heat."

Ranjit Singh | ooked at the pig and wrinkled his nose deliberately, as if
to say, "You should talk." Tom |l aughed silently, to hinmself alone, for though
both he and Muffy were so used to Freddy's distinctive animal arona that they
rarely noticed it, they did know it was there.

Al oud, Ranjit Singh said, "That is not surprising. They needed el ephant
genes to nmake the tentacles strong, after all."



Ki mrer Alvidrez stepped into the pouch, flexed her knees, and bounced.
"Like an air mattress," she said. She pushed at the walls, forcing themto
part and reveal the spaciousness of the pouch. "But we'll have to hold the
wal s apart, or we'll suffocate. A stick would help. And there's not much
light."

The light was indeed dim for it was limted to what entered through the
pouch's opening and filtered through the Bioblinp's tough tissue. But it was
enough to show the control board hanging fromthe inner wall of the pouch, as
well as a few bits of rubbish that littered the pouch's floor

The Bioblinp's tether was a strong cable fastened to a collar cinched
tight around the base of one of the genimal's tentacles; its other end clipped
to a sturdy ring-bolt on the corral fence. Once everyone was aboard, Ranjit
Si ngh rel ocated the snaphook on the end of the cable to a stanchion sone
di stance outside the enclosure. Then, while Ral ph and Tom Cross held the
pouch's walls apart with their extended arns, he showed themall how the
controls worked and invited themto try their hands. Ral ph Cross shook his
head. Tom | ooked at JimBrane, as did Muffy and Kinmer. Jimin turn turned
toward his mate, Julia Tenpleton, who sinply said, "Go ahead."

Jimgrinned as broadly and, in the dimess, as brightly as Ranjit Singh
coul d possi bly have nanaged. He stepped forward, laid his hands on the control
board, and began to practice. Wthin twenty mnutes, he was wapping tentacles
around a growing Tige, lifting the Mack a dozen feet into the air, and
lowering himgently to the ground again.

Jimperformed the exercise twice nore, increasing the altitude of the lift
each tinme, until Tige was suspended a hundred feet above the Earth. The Mack
was no |onger growing, but his head was cocked toward the open pouch. He
seened to eye his master with | ess than perfect trust. "Very good," said
Ranjit Singh. "Excellent. You are ready. Now, when you no |onger need the
beast..." He pointed at a switch set on the side of the panel. "Flip this, and
the conputer will bring it back."

"You don't want it |oose, huh?" said Freddy with a snort. "I can see why."

The next step was to fit Tige into the Bioblinp's other pouch
Unfortunately, the Bioblinp, though big, was not quite big enough. Jiml owered
the genimal until its side was flat upon the ground--its nouth had to be kept
free to breathe--and dilated the pouch sphincter as far as it could go. Julia
then tried to back the Mack into the pouch. Wen Tige proved unable to fit,
Jimused the Bioblinp as a crane to lift the Mack's cab from his back

The process was apparently entertaining, for a small crowd was gatheri ng.
Most of the onl ookers wore the coveralls and decorative enbl ens of
jet-handlers and other airport workers. A few wore the sleeker attire of
executi ves.

No one noticed when one of the latter bent his head to listen to his
shorter compani on's urgent words, nodded, and pointed one hand, cupped as if
to conceal some snmall object, toward the Bioblinp. Nor did they notice when
the skin lining the pouch they were in, not far fromthe control panel
flicked much like the skin of a dog that had just been bitten by a flea, nor
when the two executives turned and |l eft the scene.

Wthout his cab, Tige had no trouble backing into the pouch, though he was
still so long that his head, tongue lolling, had to hang half out of the
pouch. The cab, its weight borne by the Bioblinp's tentacles and steered by
human hands, squeezed into the pouch with the controls. "There," said Jim



Tom Cross and his father | ooked at each other, rolled their shoul ders, and
grinned. "And it's holding the walls apart,” said Tom "lInstead of us."

"It"Il still be pretty crowded," said Kinmer Al vidrez.

"I don't mind," said Franklin Peirce. He grinned at Ki mmer, though he nade
no nmove to cross the pouch to be closer to her

"We'd have nore roomif 1'd put the van back on this norning," said Jim
Brane. "But if |I'd done that, we'd have to leave it behind now. It wouldn't
fit."

As, the show over, the bystanders dispersed, Julia said to Jim "I1'll neet
you at the Farm" She and Ral ph Cross headed for her own Mack

Muf fy Bowen and Ki mrer found seats within the truck cab. Wth them Tom
Cross set the pig. Peirce positioned hinself near the pouch's opening, where
he coul d watch the outer world. Then, while Randy explored the Bioblinp's
cargo pouch, Jimreleased the tether and lifted their craft into the air. A
brief conversation with the airport tower told himat what altitude the w nd
he wanted bl ew, and they were on their way.

"W're going the wong way!" cried Tom The ground | evel w nd was scuddi ng
themin the direction al nost exactly opposite to the one they wanted.

"I know" Jims fingers stabbed the controls as he tried to hasten their
rise, while the others stared out the pouch's open sphincter. They were
passing the end of one of the airport's runways when Ki mer pointed. A Robin
was just taking off. "Is that...?"

"It can't be," said Tom "They couldn't know we cane to the airport, and
if they did, they would be arriving, not |eaving."

Freddy snorted fromhis position in the cab. "You're an optinist."

The proper wind, once they reached its level, blew steadily and did not
veer. The ride was so snmooth and quiet that the once-wild Bioblinmp's
passengers hardly knew they were traveling. It was also far cooler than it had
been on the ground, and the genimal itself renained docile, responding
precisely as it should to JimBrane's hands on its controls. They reached the
Farm wi t hout further incident.

Landi ng was what gave themtrouble. Jinms first attenpt to make the
Bioblinmp noor itself to the white-painted fence near Tige's and Blackie's barn
nm ssed by a hundred meters. He began their descent in good tine, but near the
ground the wi nd changed direction and swept themover all the Farm s buil dings
and across the field behind them He managed to stop only by seizing a tree
with the Bioblinmp's tentacles.

"Well, we're down," said Tom

Jimheld up one hand. It was shaking. "I don't dare go up again. There
m ght not be a wind that would take us back there."

In the cab, Muffy Bowen pointed as if she could see through the side of
the pouch. "I think I saw a fence."

"Walk it," said Kimmer Alvidrez. "Or let the truck out, and be towed."

Jimwal ked it. He used the Bioblinp's tentacles to seize another tree,
closer to the fence. He let go of the one he had first grabbed. He repeated



t he process, and when he reached the fence, he noved tentacle over tentacle
along it until he was where he had wanted to be in the first place. By then
nost of the Farm s staff and all the truckers on the prem ses had gat hered
outside the barn to watch his progress. Julia and Ral ph Cross were in front of
the crowd, and both of themwere grinning. At Julia's feet was a | arge

i nsul ated chest and a pile of what | ooked |ike blankets and sl eepi ng bags.

"Just what we need,"” said Kimer as Tige greeted the crowd with a friendly
bark and Jims face turned pink. "Get in here, Julia," he yelled. "Let's go."

The crowd | aughed as if it were a single person, and Ji m bl ushed even
pi nker. \Wen the noise died dowmn, Tomcalled to his father, "You sure you want
to stay?"

Ral ph Cross nodded and waved. "Good |uck," he called. "And bring her
back. "

"We'll try." Tom thought he could see wetness in his father's eyes, and
his own throat felt tight. He waved back

Jimfingered the controls. One tentacle curled at Julia's feet; she
stepped into its crook, wapped one armaround its upright portion, and was
drawn toward the pouch. A second tentacle noosed itself around the supplies
she had gathered and drew them after her. Jimthen had the Bioblinp rel ease
the fence, and they were rising, blowing this way, that way, until finally
they noved into a zone where the wi nd was bl owi ng eastward

The suburban | andscape over which they passed was awash with green. Even
where the houses--ancient structures of brick and stone and wood, newer ones
shaped from punpki ns and squash and ot her gengi neered pl ants--were thickest,
there were trees and | awns and parks. But everywhere the human stanp coul d be
seen, in towns and suburbs, near farms, along the sides of greenways, the
green was striped and splotched with a |ighter green and speckled with creany
bl ossons.

"Honeysuckl e," said Julia Tenpleton. JimBrane nodded his agreenent. "It's
everywhere. We see a lot of it when we're driving."

"I wonder," said Tom "I wonder how many people drink enough to change
like ny nother." She wasn't the first. The cops had made that clear. But how
often did it happen? How often could it happen without some reporter splashing
it all over the veedonews?

The flight over the great |ake was as boring as anything Tom Cross had
ever done. For hours, there was nothing to see except water, the occasiona
freighter or fishing boat, a jet bird in the distance, a Floater or Bioblinp
wearing its badge of donestication--a roony cabin for its crew and
control s--slung below its nouth. Nor was there anything to do except eat.

The sun was | ow behind them and the food and drink in the chest Julia had
brought was nearly gone, when they finally saw | and ahead. As the w ndswept
t hem over the shoreline, Muffy Bowen | eaned out the opening of their pouch
the map Ral ph Cross had found in her hand, conparing reality and
representation. Finally, she pointed downward and said, "There. That point.
That bay. That stream They match, and Pinkley has to be about twenty niles
north of us."

"Then let's park, right there." Tomis finger ained at a grassy neadow not
far fromthe verge of the lake. "We'Il need light to explore the place. In the
nor ni ng. "



JimBrane pronptly set the Bioblinp to falling toward the ground. Wen the
trees around the neadow were within reach, he had the genimal extend a
tentacl e, anchor itself against the pressure of the wind, and draw itself
close to the ground.

As soon as the ground was within reach, Tige scranbled fromhis pouch
Once free, he shook hinsel f, scratched, barked, and | eaned back upon his
haunches to watch his human friends debark

"Do we need this thing any nore?" The speaker was Freddy. "My stomach
is..."

Tom Cross sniffed. The air was thick with the snell of honeysuckl e.

"See the flowers?" asked Muffy. Her voice held a comnbination of yearning
and sel f-nockery which said that, though she still craved the honeysuckl e
drug, she was not about to give in. "Alittle wine will fix you right up."

"No way!" said the pig.

“I't's all road fromhere on," said Jim "W can ride Tige." He | ooked at
his Mack, and the giant dog woofed as if in agreenent.

"Then..." Soon the Mack's cab was on Tige's back once nore. On the
nowtranpl ed grass of the neadow was the stack of bedding Julia had supplied.
Randy had di sappeared into the tangl ed mass of shrubbery and honeysuckl e vines
that flanked the neadow. Jimwas reaching for the switch that woul d cause the
control conputer to guide the Bioblinp back to the airport.

Tom was at his friend' s side. "Shouldn't you have the tether fastened?"

"1'Il junp.”
"Wait a second!" cried Muffy Bowen from her position just outside the
pouch. "We'll need this thing to get back."

Jimjerked away fromthe control panel as if he had touched a hot stove.
"You're right."

"What's that?" Tom stretched out a hand and touched the wall of the pouch
not far fromthe control panel. Near the end of his finger was a small, dark
oblong. He grasped it, and it resisted his pull. "It's fastened on."

When it finally canme | oose, they saw that the obl ong was but one end of a
dart-like object. It had a | ong, barbed point that had been enbedded in the
Bi obl i np' s hi de.

Julia stepped into the pouch, drawn by the his unexpected words. Wen she
saw what he had found, she said, "That | ooks like a honer. The police use them
when they want to track..."

After a nonment of silence, Tom Cross swore. "That mechin' Robin Redbreast!
BRAI "

Muf fy poked her head into the pouch. "We were around the airport |ong
enough. "

"Litter!" Tom grasped the device in both hands. Wen it would not break
he brought it sharply down on the edge of the control panel

The device shattered. But Tomi s | eft hand bunped a switch on the panel
The panel's various indicator lights died in unison



Muf fy | eaped away fromthe Bioblinp as the pouch's sphincter closed and
opened twice in rapid succession. Qutside, Franklin Peirce yelled, "It's
letting go! Get out of there!"

"You' ve turned off the conputer!”
"Asshol e!" screeched Freddy.

Two tentacles snaked into the pouch, wapped around the three humans
within it, and yanked themout, spilling themroughly onto the neadow s grass.
The Bioblinp lifted into the air. Mre tentacles tore the control conputer
| oose and broadcast its pieces to the wind.

But the Bioblinp did not yet | eave the scene. One tentacle still kept a
grip on a tree branch. Gt hers now snaked toward the humans on the ground,
waving in the air as if uncertain of what choice to make fromthe nmenu before
it. Finally, and abruptly, one tentacle snapped toward Peirce and grabbed the
museum cur ator by one thigh

"Tige!" yelled Jim

The great Mack | eaped forward. He seized the tentacle as he had that of
the Bioblinp that had stolen Tonmis nother. The tentacle uncurled, releasing
Peirce, and Tige let go. He barked, and the Bioblinp loosed its grip on the
tree and let the wind carry it away.

"It's gone," said Muffy. Her voice was hushed as if with awe at the power
of the whirlwi nd they had ridden. It had been only partly tamed, just as
Ranjit Singh had warned them 1t had taken only the one small mi stake, one
carel ess novenent, to turn off the machine that had kept it in thrall. And
only luck, and Tige, had saved them from beconing the nonster's next neal

I NTERLUDE 2

For all of their intelligence, for all of their ability to plan and schene
and dream of blissful futures, neither the El dest nor her sisters had any
power to affect the physical world directly. They had hope for the future, for
they were, after all, able to nove their long | eaves enough to gesture. That
ability, they were sure, could only strengthen. But for now, they had to work
through intermediaries even in things so trivial as turning on the lights.

This is why, as the daylight faded, the El dest emtted the blast of
pher onbnal scent that served to summon that one who could flip swtches, open
greenhouse | ouvers, speak aloud to other intermediaries, and repot those who
needed repotting.

He cane, hunmming a sinple, quiet tune, and obeyed. He turned the dial that
set the lights at their brightest, so that the gallery in which the El dest and
her sisters dwelled shone |ike a beacon across the surroundi ng countryside. He
| eft again, even before photosynthesis qui ckened and fl ows of energy increased
and conversation resuned where the dropping of the reddened sun had stalled
it. As the door closed behind him a tinmer released the |ightest of showers
fromthe pipes overhead.

The gallery was not quite what it had been the day before. One of the



sisters had been noved out of her place in the long |ine of pots. She was
closer to the Eldest now, honored by the task of hol ding upright with her
fronds a sacred charge, of guiding proper root growth, of encouraging with
smal | puffs of fragrance the sacred nmind to open and conmuni cat e.

Anot her sister spoke out of turn, her scented voice tainted by jeal ousy:
"Success!"
The el dest rebuked her:

"PARTI AL ONLY

She is

Was once

Qur naster/pet's

Own pistil/mate

SHE 1S CHANG NG

As we had hoped
Delightfully

She bridges

The gap between us

Not quite

SHE SHOAS ONLY SI GNS

Prom sing signs

SIGNS THE VI NES HAVE TOLD US OF BEFORE
The virus works

It does

Most excel | ent i dea!

Vi ne, nectar, virus, all
BUT THE SI GNS ARE V\RONG

In the wong direction

We wanted nobile pistils
Mobi | e scions

And she is passive

I nert

Veget ati ve

What of the others?

Qur master/pet's scion/seedling/sprout
Hol ds great pronise

And that one's pistil/mte"

Silence fell, or speechl essness, as the breezes swept the odors enitted by
the El dest and her sisters downdrift fromthe gallery, through the rest of the
bui | di ng, and back, softer echoes of their words, and away agai n, ever
di luted, ever nore bl ended with background scents, never conpl etely vanished.

The El dest's fronds drooped slightly, the faintest hint of enbarassnent,
as she enitted:

"THEY REMAI N FREE

Do we need thenf
Anynor e?

Need we even try?

To capture thenf

Not necessary

But they are nore chances
To get the changes ri ght
AND THEY ARE NEAR

The vines have told us
They are conming to us



Li ke bees to bl ossom

Ful | of pollen

Are they nore prom sing?

They are nore active

MORE THE AUGURS OF A PROPER DESTI NY
Then |l et them cone

Touch t hem not

W will be ready when they cone
To seize their wills

And m nds

And fates

FOR OQUR OMN'

Silence fell once nore. The El dest and her sisters, each in her own way,
dreaned of what success might nmean. Al their plans and hopes depended on
successfully adding to their scions/seedlings/sprouts ever nore of those genes
their nmaster/pet's kind carried for nobility and intelligence. Then, perhaps,
they could nove free of pots and soil, wander the face of the world and
control their own lights, their own destiny.

The dream had begun when the first of their ancestors to receive
intelligence fromtheir naster/pet had realized that she was but a plant, a
green victimof circunstance, viewed by her nmaster's kind--he was naster only,
t hen--solely as food and adornnent.

The El dest sniled to herself. That day was past, |ong past. A new day was
coming, its sun gloriously unclouded, bright and fair. Their day, when they
woul d be victins no | onger.

She call ed, and the hands she did not have--yet!--dimed the lights. The
dreans grew qui eter, deeper.

But they did not cease.

CHAPTER 13

JimBrane tossed the last of the dog biscuits to Tige. They had been
hungry | ast night, once they discovered that Julia's picnic chest was nearly
enpty. A few of the biscuits, softened in water heated over a driftwood fire,
had hel ped. Now t hey were even hungrier, but..."Enough is enough," said
Freddy. "1'll have indigestion for a week."

Jimthunped the Mack truck on the side of his nmuzzle and pointed the great
genimal toward the | ake. Because the shore faced west, |ong shadows darkened
the water. The cloudl ess sky above their heads was a deep and gl owi ng blue. A
kil ometer offshore, a freighter wall owed.

"Pinkley can't be very far away," said Muf fy Bowen. Randy, the spider that
had served in nore normal tines as a prop in her dancing, clung with its seven
intact legs to her shoulder. "And right over there." She waved an armtoward
the Iine of bushes and trees beyond the shore. The vegetati on screened the
meadow i n which they had | anded the evening before. Beyond that..."There's got
to be aroad. I"'msure | saw one yesterday."

"I want eggs," said Freddy.



"And bacon," said Franklin Peirce

"Yeah!" Freddy grunted his agreenment. Wien Kinmer Alvidrez stared his way,
eyes wide, nouth open as if to speak in protest, he added, "So I'ma
canni bal . "

"Not really," said Tom Cross. "You're not the same species as a regul ar
pig. You've been nodified too nuch."

"W're the same species if we can mate and produce fertile kids," said
Fr eddy.

"l doubt you could,"” said Peirce. "Or would."
"Try me! Just try ne!"

"Don't forget you're married," put in Julia Tenpleton. "Sort of." The
beddi ng she had brought was stacked near her feet, awaiting loading into
Tige's cab. For now, she was watching Tige drink fromthe | ake, each curling
lap of his tongue transferring a gallon or nore of water to his nouth. She
seened forlorn, wistful, even though her nmate, Jim was not far from her side.
The problem thought Tom was that they had had to | eave her Mack at the Farm
"Porcul ata," she added, "wouldn't like it."

"Ahhh!" Freddy noaned expressively. "If only she was..."

"I'"'mhungry,” Tominterrupted. "Let's go."

Peirce picked up the piece of conputer casing, weckage fromthe escaped
Bi oblinp, in which they had soaked their dinner the night before. It was stil
hal f full of dirty water. "Just a second." He poured the water over the ashes
of their fire. There was a snmall hiss as the few renmining coals were
exti ngui shed.

It took only half an hour to reach the small town of Pinkley. The road was
preci sely where Muf fy had suggested. Unfortunately, it was not a well turved
greenway |ike nost of those around the city they had left. Rather, it was a
stretch of ancient macadam seaned with cracks and pocked with potholes filled
with gravel. Tige was not able to nmake his best speed.

The town itself...Jimstopped his Mack where the road crested a smal
rise. Just in front of themwas a vertical white sign that bore the town's
name. At the bottom of the sign was a small, hand-drawn Mwi th a slash through
it. Beyond the sign, the road di pped; where it |eveled out again, Pinkley was
visible, a tiny island of the city in a rural sea.

Jim held an open hand toward the sign. "Trucker's warn-off. |'ve never
seen one before, though I've heard..."

"What's it nmean?" asked Muffy.

“If you drive a Mack, don't stop
to peer at the warn-off enbl em

H s crowded passengers | eaned forward

"Why?" asked Ki mer.

Ji m shrugged. "They used to be conmmon, back when the Macks were new. Wen
there were still plenty of mechanical trucks, and their drivers, around."

"Though they weren't doing nuch trucking. Fuel was too expensive," put in
Juli a.



"But the truckers figured we were taking their jobs. W were, of course.
They tried nationwi de strikes. Wen that didn't work, they started bl ocking
roads and killing Macks. And the cops al ways seened to bl anme the
Mack-drivers." He pointed. "The warn-off was for marking trouble spots.™

He gestured toward the scene beyond the sign. "It doesn't |ook |ike
trouble, does it?" The town |ay spread before them an array of white
cl apboards, two white steeples, sheets of plate glass sparkling in the
sunshi ne. The road they were on ran strai ght through Pinkley to vanish in the
countrysi de beyond. Were it served as "Main Street,"” it had been painted with
the Iines that indicated parking spaces. Alnpost all the spaces were enpty.

The town seenmed to have made sone effort to control the honeysuckle. The
di stinctive green of the vines surrounded fields and threaded t hrough wooded
pat ches around the town but appeared only sporadically within Pinkley's
boundari es.

It took themminutes to realize what was wong with the scene. Pinkley
resenbl ed nore than anything el se some "historical recreation" that battened
on tourists' cravings to experience the pure and undiluted past. Yet there
was, set off to one side, no vast parking |lot for the tourists. The town was
real, though it had inexplicably maintained the patterns of an earlier age.
The few vehicles in sight were anti que nechani cal autonobiles. There were no
bi of orm dwel l i ngs at all

"I's that a diner?" The small structure sat by the side of the road and
marked the town's border. Not far beyond it began the cheek-by-jow buildings
of urban pretense. Several were clearly enpty, abandoned by residents and
busi nesses. On this side was a small field. In front of the diner was a
parking area with roomfor a dozen vehicles; it held perhaps half that many at
t he nonent, including one saddl ed horse whose reins were | ooped around a
white-painted log rail. There was as well a pair of fuel punps, and behind the
diner a grove of oil trees. The piping that linked the trees to the punps was
just barely visible at their distance.

"We're hungry."

Jimand Julia agreed that in nore nornmal circunstances they woul d pay
close attention to the trucker's warn-off. It was not, after all, nearly faded
enough with age to belong to the dawn of the Age of Bioforms. It was recent.
But Pinkley was their destination, and they needed both food and directions
that mght lead themto Toml s nother and her ki dnappers. They woul d have to
take their chances.

No one said another word as Jimnurnured to Tige through the cab's open
wi ndow and the truck anbled slowy toward the diner

As they neared their destination, an autonpbile, its engine roaring,
approached fromthe direction of town, signalled a turn into the diner's |ot,
stopped, reversed direction, and headed back the way it had cone. As wth npst
cars, this one's bodywork had | ong since been replaced. But where nost
reconstructi ons were of wood, this was of a nottled plastic Tom guessed had
been produced by nelting together a mxture of old toys and bottles and ot her
di scards. The raw materials m ght have cone froman attic, a basenent, or sone
reopened landfill.

As Tige pulled to a stop before the diner, they saw an "OPEN' sign in the
wi ndow of the entrance door. Before they could get out of the truck, a hand
drew a shade over the wi ndow, reached under it, and flipped the sign to reveal
the "CLOSED' upon its other side.



"I thought that happened only on the veedo,"” said Julia. She was seated
beside Jim the only one besides the driver to have a seat. The others were
crowmded into the space in the back of the truck cab

Wthin the diner, they could see patrons at their tables, sipping coffee,
eating toast and pancakes and eggs and bacon, reading papers. A few stared
briefly at them | ooking quickly back at their plates as soon as Tomor Julia
or Peirce tried to catch their eye. Waitresses brought plates and filled cups
and, as they passed near w ndows, drew the shades.

"Like hell they're closed!" said Jim

Muf fy reached over Tomls shoulder to touch Jims arm "It's a small town.
They don't |ike strangers.”

"But I'mstarving!" Freddy's stomach runbled its support of the pig's
prot est.

"And they don't want our business,
meant . "

said Kinmer. "That's what the sign

"There should," said Franklin Peirce. "There should be a grocery store in
town. O a convenience store." He grinned at Kinmmer. Both Tom and Muffy were
bet ween them "W could have another picnic."

"A better one than last night," said Kimmer.

They drove slowy onward, into Pinkley. Soon enough, they found the
grocery store, its small parking |ot also hol ding autonobiles, along with one
hor se-drawn buggy. But the store's lights were off, its doors were |ocked, and
on the street outside mlled two dozen people. The store's owner had, it
seened, expelled themso he--if he it was--could refuse to serve the strangers
wi th | ess appearance of xenophobic bigotry than the diner had achieved.

Per haps the car that had turned and fled at sight of Tige had told himthey
were com ng. Perhaps someone had called fromthe diner

As Tige drew near, the store's ex-patrons drew back, glaring. One said,
al nost loudly enough to be a yell, "Mther-nuckers!" and turned hastily away
as if to hide his face. Not one of themwore a coverall such as was standard
everywhere el se. Nor did they wear neckl aces, patches, or enbroidery to
ornanent their ol d-fashioned shirts, pants, skirts, and dresses. The | oca
fashion thus seened quite in step with the "historical recreation" atnosphere
of the town, but it also seened very queer

"Are they Engineers?" asked Tom "All of then"
"They don't dress like them" said Jim

"They're even nore conservative," said Peirce. "Maybe they're an extrem st
faction. Engineers' Engineers."

"But we still haven't seen any bioforns,” said Muiffy. "No houses. No
genimals. Maybe it's Tige that nakes them bar their doors against us." As she
said his nane, the Mack flicked an ear

"They can't see Freddy," said Kinmer. "O Randy."

"But why aren't they screanming at us, if they're Engi neers?" asked Peirce.
"They should be building bonfires."

"And wavi ng knives," said Jim



"Cl eavers," added Julia. She shuddered in her seat.

"Maybe they don't dare," offered Freddy. "Maybe sonebody has t hem
buf f al oed. "

"Jack?" asked Tom

"How coul d he?" Miffy shook her head. "If he's even here. W have no idea
at all, not really. Just your mother's..."

"Del usi on? Hal |l uci nati on?" Tom grunted. "Yeah. But..."
"She's here," said Julia. "Somewhere." The ki dnapper had been very clear

"Let's go," said Jim Even as he clucked to the truck, he noved his hands
t hrough the gestures of driving. The gestures were |arger than usual
sweepi ng, apparently intended to communicate to the small crowd that the
geni mal was safely under normal, conputerized control. If the |locals were what
t hey suspected, buffaloed or not, it would not do to let themfeel threatened,
as indeed they might if they saw any hint of danger, from Tige or fromthem

Just alittle further down the town's main street, one of the steepled
bui | di ngs proved to be a converted church that bore a "Town Hall" sign above a
broad expanse of clear glass doors. To the right, one of the doors was marked
"Police." Behind it, they saw one man at a desk. "Think he could tell us where
to find...?"

"Breakfast," said Freddy.
"Or the kidnappers," said Tom
"W could conplain," said Julia.

But as Tige bent his path toward the curb outside the Town Hall, the cop
on duty | ooked their way, got up, |ocked his door, and disappeared into the
back of the station

"Mech!" said Jim "It's the whole |litter-headed town!"

Tige bent his head to one side. H s passengers | ooked in that direction
and saw the flagpole in the center of the Town Hall's front lawn. Around its
base was a bed of col orful geraniuns, snapdragons, pansies, and other flowers.

When the Mack took a step toward the pole, Jimgrinned with evil delight.

The conveni ence store on the other side of town was open, and it did not
close its doors at their approach, perhaps because it had no custoners at the
noment and needed their business. But no matter how nuch it needed them it
did not make them feel welcone. That, by now, did not surprise them While
Jim Freddy, and Randy renained with Tige, the rest found a suitable, though
l[imted, selection of food and drink and brought it to the counter. The clerk
was a gray-haired woman weari ng a shapel ess dress. Her pursed |ips and | owered
brows suggested that she was inconstant pain. Wile she rang up the purchase,
Tom said, "W're |ooking for soneone..."

She punched the last price into the term nal and stared at them She said
not hi ng, and as the nmonment of silence stretched, the nessage was cl ear: They
woul d get no help from her.

She finally broke the silence by punching the terminal's "Total" key.
Then, to their surprise, she doubled the result. Wen Tom opened his nouth to



protest, she said, "Pay up, and get out.'
and col d.

Her voice was a nasal whine, thin

"I should call a cop."
"Not in this town."

Soneone snickered quietly, as if thinking that what Tige had done night be
enough to make any sort of justice difficult for themto achieve. Tomhad to
agree, though he knew there was nore to the problemthan that. Fromall they
had seen, everyone in this town, cops and all, hated or feared anyone who
snel | ed of gengineering. Yet that could not be all the story, for no one
seemed to use biofornms of any sort, even, Tomwas willing to bet, within the
privacy of their homes. Were they all Engineers? Then why did it seemthat
they did not dare to express their ideology openly, with all the panoply of
sl ogans and banners and i npronptu geninmal roasts that were everyday routine in
the city? Had soneone terrified them of gengineering and gengi neers? How? And
why?

He sighed. Surely, the answer to all these questions was the sane as the
one answer they sought. The ki dnappers. Perhaps his father. But no one would
hel p. They woul d have to prow the region, |ooking for suspicious places,
hunti ng maybe until they happened to see a Bioblinp carrying ki dnappers to or
fromtheir base, and then homing on the |ocation. They had no ot her hope, and
he coul d imagine that the hunt mght take them days or weeks.

Tom paid the bill and hoped that they could find, not too far away,
another town, one with less bigotry or fear within its soul

"You didn't get anything for Tige," Jimsaid. "W're out of biscuits."

"Al'l they had," said Julia, "was regular dog food. Crunbs, as far as he's
concerned. "

"There's nore than enough here,” said Muffy. "We can give himthe
| eftovers.” As she spoke, she was spreadi ng peanut butter on six slices of
white bread. Her knees held the checkered tablecloth Julia had brought from
the Farmflat against the efforts of a small breeze.

"The next town should be different,"” said Tom They had stopped to eat the
first time they saw a broad grassy spot beside the road. Pinkley was out of
sight a kiloneter or so behind them and they had no intention of returning.

Muf fy stacked the slices of bread to nake a single nultidecker sandw ch
adding one nore slice to top it off. Wen she offered it to Tige, the Mack
only sniffed. One of the things Jimhad trained himto do was to ignore
of ferings of food until Jimsaid, "CGo, boy." The Engi neers were not at al
above trying to poison a Mack or other vehicle. Wien he finally said the
words, Tige opened his maw and Muffy tossed the massive sandw ch in.

"Hi!'" The single word sounded as if its speaker had a tongue too large for
his mouth. It was thick and slow, drawn out.

"Look at the dunmy," said Freddy, his voice soft enough to keep the words
fromcarrying. He was nestled in high grass, |eaning against a small boul der
The handcart was still in the truck cab. Not far away, Randy was hunting for

prey.

"You really are a pig, aren't you?" said Kinmmer with a disgusted
expr essi on.



"And he's really a dummy." Freddy was unrepentant. "Look at him™

They | ooked. What they saw was a coarse-featured nman, standi ng beside an
ancient fat-tired bicycle. The bike's rusty handl ebars supported a basket ful
of bottles, cans, and assorted rubbish. Thrust through the wires of the basket
was a sturdy forked stick a yard | ong.

Perhaps in his thirties, he was unevenly shaven, his hair ragged as if he
cut it hinself, his too-large clothes a much patched ni xture of styles and
colors. For pants, he wore the bottomhalf of a pink coverall, its wai st
cinched in with a length of rope. H's torso was |ayered with a long-tailed
shirt, a vest, and a denimjacket. From himenmanated an odor of sweat,
unsurprising on such a warmday, and a faint but distinctive effluvium of
anmmoni a.

“I"'m Anse," he said. Then he seenmed to notice where they were | ooking. He
stretched a hand toward his basket and nade an awkward gropi ng, patting
gesture. "I pick stuff up. Bottles. Get a quarter for'em"

Tom wi nced. Deposits were twi ce what Anse was getting. He had to be
cashing in his bottles and cans at the same conveni ence store that had
over charged t hem

When no one said a word, Anse sniled, show ng stained and broken teeth,
and added, "Pick berries too. Good patch. Over there." He pointed clunsily,
his thunb jutting at right angles to his index finger, toward the shrubbery on
the other side of the road.

Finally, Mffy said, "Are you hungry?"

"Sure!" Anse's eyes opened wide as if he were astonished. Perhaps, thought
Tom Cross, he was. The good citizens of Pinkley had not inpressed himwth
their generosity of spirit.

Anse rolled his bicycle closer, drew his stick out of his basket, and used
it to prop the bike upright. Only then did Tomrealize that the bike had no
ki ckstand and that Anse's m nd, though obviously retarded, was far from
usel ess. He had not wanted to have to pick up his roadsi de gl eani ngs anew
every time he parked his bike, and he had devised a perfectly workable
solution to the problem

As soon as Anse had finished bracing his bike, he turned and held out a
hand. Wen nothing touched it, he blinked, shifted his feet, and ained the
hand toward Peirce. Peirce shook it gravely, and when Anse offered it to Tom
he did the sane. The wrinkles of the knuckles were black with grine, and the
nails were bitten off as close as possible to the quick. The stickiness of the
pal m Tom t hought, had to come from whatever foods and beverages had been in
the cans and bottles Anse retrieved. At |east, there was no odor of
honeysuckl e wi ne about the nan.

When Anse held out his hand once nore, Muffy laid in it a thick sandw ch
of cheese and neat. Beside her, Kimrer offered a can of soda.

The sandwi ch was hal f gone when Anse gul ped, cleared his nouth, and said,
"They's all a buncha b'gots." Then he sat down, cross-|egged, by the side of
t he tabl ecl oth and took another bite.

"What do you nean?" asked Jim

Anse didn't answer, but Freddy said, "I bet they don't let himin the
diner either. O the grocery store."



Anse nodded eagerly. Then he pointed at Freddy and said, "I seen a lotta
gen'als. That's a new one." He did not seeminpressed by the fact that the pig
had spoken; his unspoken question seened clearly: "Wat is it?"

"He's a garbage disposal,"” said Tom
"A nmusician, too," said Freddy. He proved his claimby singing the opening
verse of "The Duchess and the Student." Tomjoined in on the refrain:

"The Duchess was a-dressing, a-dressing for the ball

But then she saw the student naking water on the wall

Wth his bloody big dingle-dangl e swi nging proud and free,
And never would he stop till it was ohh-ver

Hangi ng down!

Hangi ng down!

Swi ngi ng free!

Swi ngi ng free!

And never would he stop till it was ohh-ver!"

"I never heard that b'fore," said Anse. "Sing the rest!"
"Maybe later," said Tom

Anse swal l owed the last bite of his sandwi ch. Julia held out the box of
chocol at e cooki es they had bought. He accepted it with a grunt of pleasure,
extracted a cookie, and put it in his mouth. When he had washed it down with
soda, he asked, "Lookin' for sunp' n?"

Why, Tom wondered, had he asked that question? Was what they were doing so
obvi ous? WAs there no other reason for a group of humans and genimals to be in
the Pinkley vicinity? He snorted gently to hinmself. Maybe so, if the loca
attitude toward gengineering and its products were w dely known.

"We're | ooking for his nother," said Kinmrer, pointing at Tom "She was

ki dnapped. "

Tom si ghed. "We caught one of the ki dnappers, but his buddi es got away."
After a nmonent's pause, he added, "In a Bioblinp. The one we caught, we nmde
himtal k. "

Anse grinned broadly, bobbed his head several times, and used his hands to
wring an invisible neck

"Not that way."
"Cl ose enough," said Freddy. "You scared the litter out of him"

"Yeah. And he tal ked." Tom nodded slowy. "Said their base was near
Pinkley. In a valley in the hills." He | ooked Anse in the eye. "And we think
t hey' re gengi neers."

Anse nodded back at himand nade a noi se that suggested that he knew j ust
what they were tal king about. Then he drained his can of soda, hefted it in
his hand, and eyed his bicycle and its basket. \Wen no one objected, he
clinmbed anwkwardly to his feet and added the can to his collection. Then he
| ooked toward the small pile of debris that remamined fromtheir neal. Beside
it were half a dozen nore cans.

"Go ahead," said Julia.

He beamed. He said, "I know. " He gathered up the cans and took themto his



bi ke.
"What do you know?" asked Jim
He seenmed to ignore the question. "Wy they' nap her?"
"No idea," said Tom

"Bull-litter," said Freddy. "W think they're gonna turn her into a potted
pl ant."

"Honeysuckl e wi ne!" Anse giggl ed.

"You' ve seen what happens to the honey bunms?" asked Peirce. Anse nodded
and stepped into the trees that bordered their picnic ground. Wen they turned
to |l ook, he had one hand on the trunk of a snall tree. As they peered, they
began to nmake out the vague lines of arns and | egs and face nerged into the
bar k- covered colum. "My CGod!" said Peirce. "I would love to..."

"Too nmuch wine," said Anse with a grin as broad as any he had yet shown
them Then he added, "Cops find her?"

"They're | ooking," said Muffy. "But so are we."

Anse was silent while he wal ked back to his bike, lifted it off its
support, and thrust the forked stick through the basket once nore. Then he
said, speaking slowy, "I know funny place. Peeked, y'know. Through th'
bushes." To show t hem what he meant, he held one hand in front of his face and
| ooked at themthrough the fingers. "Top of hill. What you want, maybe."

"Where is it?" Tomtried to keep the tide of urgency that swept through
himfromhis voice, but his words still sounded demandi ng. Muffy |l aid one hand
flat on his forearmas if to calmhim

Fortunately, his tone did not seemto alarm Anse. "That way," the man
said, ainming one hand down the road in the direction they had been going
before they had stopped to eat. He indicated a left turn and hesitated while
he seenmed to struggle over howto tell themwhere to go. Finally, he gave up
I et his armdrop, shrugged, and said, "Follow ne."

He did not | ook back at them as he swung one | eg over his bike and began
to pedal .

CHAPTER 14

VWen Anse led themat his | abored, pedaling pace onto a little-used,
weed-grown dirt road, JimBrane said he thought their destination nust be sone
old farm The thought was confirmed by grey utility poles and decaying fence
posts, festooned with rusty barbed wire, that jutted fromthe roadside tangle
of brush | aced together by honeysuckl e vines.

However, said Tom Cross, the farmnust surely be abandoned, and hence a
perfect hideout for kidnappers. Look at this road, and renenber, farns now
covered less |l and than even a century ago. The reason was the triunph of the
gengi neers, who had nmade it possible to grow steaks on trees, ham on bushes,



al nrost anything in vats. Sonme food even grew as a side-benefit of one's house.
The beanstal k that supported the Brane famly's home was so prolific that it
had supplied the neighbors as well. Tomcould recall his nother com ng hone
froma visit with a single bean over her shoulder, |ike a Frenchwoman carryi ng
a |l oaf of bread. Both boys had been thoroughly sick of the i mmense vegetabl es.
The two nen | aughed at the menory.

The "hill" that Anse had nentioned proved to be no nore than a | ow ridge
studded with vine-draped oak trees. "There," said Anse. He had cone as far as
he woul d go, and he stood beside his ancient bicycle, pointing. "dinb up," he
said. "You see."

"Where does this road go?" asked Tom but Anse just shrugged, clinbed back
on his bike, and poised hinself to |leave. His mission was finished; perhaps he
sensed that only trouble could cone if he Iingered. However, before he pushed
down on his pedal and headed back the way they had cone, he paused. "Finish
th' song?"

Tom had a sinmilar feeling that they stood on the verge of danger, but he
was not free to flee. Nor did he want to nmake nmuch noi se. He shook his head.
"Not now."

Anse nodded, whispered, "Shhh!" and left. Tom barely noticed his
departure. If this was indeed the kidnappers' base, his nmother was inprisoned
here. He nmust, if he possibly could, free her and bring her home, though
whet her to life inside the punpkin house or in the soil of the yard he did not
know. He al so wi shed revenge for the kidnapping that had begun this entire
nmystery, and an end to the possibility that it could happen again.

He turned to | ook at the others. Muffy was clearly with him she had,
after all, been kidnapped herself, and she had a personal stake in the
outconme. Jimwanted those who had stolen his truck; as well, Jimwas loyal to
his old friend. Julia's stake was Jim but also the potential threat to her
own truck.

Li ke Muf fy, Kinmer too had been ki dnapped. The pig was sinply | oyal
Franklin Peirce, the curator of the museumin which Freddy |lived and sang, had
joined them out of friendship. Only then had he net Kimer, and she him so
that now their attraction to each other bound themto the group and its quest.

He did not bother to ask whether anyone wi shed to follow through. He
sinply led the way through the brush and up the ridge until all could scooch
and peer, much as Anse had said he had peered, into the shallow, oblong bow
of a valley beyond. The ground, once cleared, had grown up to small trees and
bushes. Through the tangle of trunks and branches was visible..

"That is no country farmhouse," said Jim H s voice was deliberately
hushed. None of them wi shed to be noti ced.

"There used to be one," said Muffy Bowen. Randy was clinging to her
shoul der. "I see the cellar hole."

"But what is that?" asked Tom Automatically, hardly noticing what he was
doi ng, he brushed away the bits of |eaf and bark and spiderweb that had stuck
to his sweaty skin.

"What the hell are you tal ki ng about?" denmanded Freddy quietly. "I'm
sitting on a rock, and ny butt hurts, and..." Tom had propped hi mwhere a
curving tree root bul ged above the ground to provide support, but that was
bel ow the crest of the ridge and the pig could see nothing at all



"Sorry," said Kimrer. She reached for the geninmal

“I'"ll help," said Franklin Peirce. Together they lifted Freddy to where he
could see the interior of the valley.

"Mechin'...!" The pig's voice was awed.

The structure before themwas the size of a two-story house. Half hidden
by the vegetation as it was, it was clearly in the shape of an elderly human
head. The chin was buried in the ground. The nouth, framed by parenthetic
fol ds of cheek, was obviously the nmain entrance, for just behind the gaping
lips and teeth, they could see wooden doors. Fromthe ear that faced them a
snal | er door opened onto a broad wooden bal cony. The w dow s-peaked white hair
resenbl ed thatch and presunably served the sane function, although toward the
back of the giant head they could see that it was trinmred to | eave exposed an
expanse of glass that |ooked for all the world like a built-in greenhouse's
roof and arching wall. They coul d make out the green of vegetation behind the
gl ass.

"They didn't build that,"” said Julia Tenpleton. "They couldn't have. They
had to growit!"

Peirce | aughed gently. "Way not?" he said. "It even nakes sense, though
BRA would throw a fit. I'Il bet the eyes are wi ndows, and the irises--|I wonder
if they actually work, like shutters?"

"What about the nostrils?" asked Kimer. They could all hear enanating
fromthe house a | ow humthat m ght be fans. There was also a faint flora
odor that did not seemto cone fromany of the plants around them Certainly,
it was nothing like the scent of honeysuckle. "Air conditioners?"

Peirce | aughed again. "Wiy not? It's hot enough to need them But there's
a better joke." Wen the others | ooked at himexpectantly, he added, "It's a
portrait, really."

"You're the curator of an art rmuseum " said Muffy with an inpatient sigh
"So it has to be a portrait of an artist. Who?"

"Frank Ll oyd Wight." When they all |ooked bl ank, he added, "He was a
twentieth-century architect."

Tom Cross shrugged--the name neant nothing to him nor to the others,
judging fromtheir still blank expressions--and turned his attention back to
t he head house. The grass surrounding it |ooked as if it had never been nowed.
The only path stretched a short distance fromthe lips to an area of bare dirt
where, presunmably, Bioblinps set down and unl oaded what ever people, supplies,
and kidnap victins they carried. The road on which they had approached the
ri dge dead-ended to one side of the |anding zone. They could see where it
crossed a low portion of the ridge to their right.

"I don't see anything noving," said Julia. "Do you think anyone is hone?"

They wat ched for half an hour |onger, until they were convinced that the
house was enpty, or that at least it held no horde of kidnappers. "There
can't," said Muffy. "There can't be any nore than one or two people in there.
If there were nore, we'd hear themtal king, or see them when they stepped
outside. Let's go in."

"Let's not," said Freddy. "Wiat if that nouth cl oses when we knock?
don't like the | ook of those teeth!"



Tomtook the pig fromPeirce and Kimer and said, "Shut up." Then he led
the way toward the |lips of the head house. They were hal fway across the valley
when Peirce stepped to one side and said, "Wat's this?"

He was inspecting a snmall shrub with brassy | eaves and obl ong seed pods. A
row of two dozen identical shrubs stretched along a narrow path. Hi gher
shrubbery and snall trees bl ocked the line of sight to the house.

Ki mrer picked a seed pod. "It's heavy," she said.

Tomdid the sane. The pod's surface seened normal plant tissue, |ike that
of a pea pod, differing only in color. But the weight...He squeezed the pod
with his free hand, and it opened, revealing seven small, suspiciously yellow,

netallic nodules. "Gold," said Freddy.

"OfF course," said Peirce. "Many plants can concentrate netals fromthe

soil. It was only a matter of time before soneone took advantage of the
ability."

"And it gives whoever's in there..." Tonls face turned toward the head
that still awaited them "...plenty of noney." He dropped the nuggets in his

pocket and said, "Let's go." Afew mnutes later, they stood before their
desti nati on.

No one, not even Freddy, spoke as they stared up at the inposing visage,
t hough Tom di d think: \Watever gengineers had grown this bioformhad to have
been nan-rmuckers. They had clearly used human genes, and that was ill egal
Society, as represented by the Bi oform Regul atory Adm nistration, felt that
mani pul ati ng human genes was sonehow di fferent from mani pul ati ng the genes of
jellyfish, pigs, birds, and plants. It was obscene and sacril egi ous, said many
whose notives were founded in the inviolability of religious and soci al
tradition, or in fear of unexpected consequences.

No wonder the house was located in so isolated a spot, where no one could
see it and nmention it to the agents of BRA. Yet it was here, visible to anyone
who wandered by on a hike, or flew overhead, or |ooked down froma satellite
with camera or tel escope. It signified a colossal ego, a nan who ni ght easily
have given hinmself an anther and pollinated amaryllises and nei ghbor | adies, a
man who judged the rightness of his behavior only by his own standards, if he
bot hered to so judge at all

The lower lip lay on the surface of the ground and was shaped to serve as
a pair of steps; it was the consistency of wood. The gl eamng teeth provided a
portcullis to duck and a curb to step over. Behind themwas a small portico
that despite the fleshy contours of the walls rem nded Tom of the entrance to
the apartnent building in which he and Muffy |ived. There were, however, no
mai | boxes, and the door was not | ocked. Wen he turned the knob, it opened
easily, releasing an alnost visible cloud of conplexly mngled fragrance.

"Shouldn't we call Tige a little closer?" whispered Kimmer. The Mack was
still parked by the edge of the dirt road that had led themto the other side
of the ridge.

"Too noisy," said Tom He did not say whether he meant the calling or the
truck's response to the calling. "W don't want to attract attention.”

"But..."
Ji m shook his head. "Later."

Beyond t he door, they found a single high roomso narrow that they knew



i mediately that there had to be nore. The room s furnishings consisted only
of a single small rug, a lowtable, and a | arge earthenware pot in which grew
a pie plant. Beside the pot was the roonmis one door; it was closed, and it
said as clearly as the room s narrowness that there was nore to see.

Fromthis vantage, the eyes were circul ar, stained-glass bullseyes that
adm tted varicol ored beans of light. They illunminated the flat, wooden fl oor
on which they stood as effectively as might have artificial lights, but they
left the room s upper reaches, which stretched as far as they could tell al
the way past the lofty forehead to the hairline, in deep shadow. A ventilator

grill marked the inner opening of the nasal passages, and a cool breeze
suggested that an air conditioner or ventilation fan was indeed installed
behind the grill. Two other grills marked the ends of the opposite wall, one

of thememtting a current of air. The odor that was so strong in the room
seened to ride upon this current.

The only sign of the structure's organic nature was the organic curve of
the outer wall. The room was otherw se as square-cornered and flat-surfaced as
in any nore ordinary building. Certainly, no great mass of brain | oomed over
t hem

“It's just a head," said Julia. "An enpty shell."
"No one's hone," said Jim "Not even the kidnappers."
"Just like a punpkin," said Muffy.

"I bet it screaned," said Freddy fromhis perch within Toms arns. "O
wanted to, when they cleaned it out."

Tom shuddered at the thought that preparing this house had nmeant that
soneone had had to scrape out a living brain, or that the giant head had
briefly felt sone tornented urge to shriek. But surely it was the fruit of
some strange hybrid plant, with roots instead of lungs. It could never draw
the breath it would need to protest its treatment. Nor, he hoped, would it
have had a brain at all with which to suffer. The gengi neer responsible would
surely have foreseen the al arm such a scream woul d arouse throughout the
county.

O had he? Had Frank Ll oyd Wight screaned i ndeed? Was that perhaps why
t he people of Pinkley seened to hate anything connected w th gengi neering?
More likely, they had sinply seen what sat within this valley |ike John the
Baptist on his platter. Better yet, when the house was fully grown, worknen
woul d have been needed to fit it out with doors and wi ndows, walls and
pl unmbi ng, and those worknmen woul d have been | ocal. And they woul d have tal ked.

There could not have been a scream No lungs, he thought, and too, his
father, Jack, had to be the gengineer. Surely he would never have pernitted a
brain, an intelligence, this large to be slaughtered. Wuld he?

“I think," said Kinmer Alvidrez. "That it was grown enpty. It had to be,
or the heat generated by all that brain tissue would have cooked it." After a
nonent's pause, she added, "If | had a conputer here, | could run the
cal cul ations."

Tom si ghed and reached for the door. "Let's see what's in here."

They were met by a wave of odor--flowers, mnmusk, sweat, and soil--and by
hum dity that in a cooler roomor cavern would be dankness. Freddy nade a
gaggi ng noi se and said, "It snells |ike a whorehouse!"



"How woul d you know?" said Tom He flicked a single small sw tch beside
t he door, dispelled the darkness, and revealed a small room enpty except for
an arrow bed and a heap of stained bedding. The ceiling here was of ordinary
hei ght, and an open staircase | ed upward. A door to one side indicated the

presence of at |east one nore room Another door in the far wall led, Tom
guessed, to that portion of the head roofed by glass, the greenhouse. Above
this door was another ventilation grill. Beside it was a bank of what | ooked

like Iight switches, along with a pair of dials. One dial |ooked like a sinple
rheostat. The other bore nore conplex markings; it seemed likely to control
t he house's ventilation system

The door to the greenhouse was ajar. Wien he pushed it open all the way,
he heard several gasps behind him "Alices!" said Miffy.

After the dimess of the head's interior, the light was bright. Tom
bl i nked, and his eyes adjusted until he could see: The roomwas a |long gallery
curvi ng al ong the house's occiput. The switches and the rheostat beside the
door, he thought, were presumably intended to control the roonmi s lighting.
Sonmewhere there nust be valves and tinmers to regulate the flow of water from
t he pi pes he could see overhead.

Near the outer, glass wall stood square concrete planters that held the
pal ns, citrus trees, and vines whose | eaves and fronds swung overhead and
filtered the light. Down the center of the gallery marched an irregular line
of over a dozen large earthenware pots, nearly identical to those they had
seen in the trailer Tige had been pulling when they had rescued Muffy and
Ki mer. Each of these pots held a thick, pale green stemsculpted into
remar kably femninine curves. Fromthe base of each stemgrew a cluster of
bl adel i ke | eaves that w apped around the stemand, tw tching as he watched,
drew his eyes upward to flowers that | ooked far nore |ike faces than those of
any Alice he had ever seen. The bl ossons' centers varied in color from near
white through pal est yellow to an orange that was al nost tan, each shade just
alittle pinker than the correspondi ng shade of skin; their rinms were darker
versions of the same colors and gave an inpression of hair. Eyes they had,
noses, mouths, all arranged of flower parts and shadi ngs, and hence i nmmobile.

Freddy | aughed, hooting so loudly next to Tom s ear that the man w nced.
"The mmi dens!" he said. "Porcul ata was absolutely right for once!"

Muf fy grinned at him "But you'd need an axe to..."

The flowers were turning on their stalks to face toward Tom and his
conpanions, and if the nouths did not nove, if there was no hint of |anguage
to energe fromthese strange beings, the eyes held a glint that said far too
plainly that they held as well a sense of vision. Like the Alices, like the
head house, like the amaryllises Jack had pollinated, these flowers had human
genes. They were, Tomfelt sure, in fact the descendants of those very
amaryl | i ses.

The draft produced by the house's ventilation systemfelt cool against
Tom s face. Fragrance billowed and shifted al nost visibly through the
greenhouse gallery. "We're glad to see you," said a voice. It spoke slowy, as
if the mind behind it worked only with great deliberation, or as if the
speaker were trying to give that inpression. "G ad we are, oh, yes. dad
dad."

Tomfelt like twitching, as if sonething were plucking clunsily at strings
within his brain. He turned, |ooking for the speaker, and saw Muffy batting
one hand at the air in front of her face, as if at cobwebs. The ot hers | ooked
dazed.



"We've been trying. Ch, yes. Trying. Here. Trying to get you here.”

He turned back, scanned the gallery, and finally saw, crouched beside the
| argest of the pots, beneath the |largest of the strange plants, and the one
nearest the door, a snall, naked man. H's hair and beard were | ong and matted.
He had an i nmense pot belly, and his |linbs were emaci ated. Except for the
beard, he matched alarnmingly well pictures Tom had seen of starving children

Gine encrusted his skin. Fromone corner of his nouth fell a string of
drool. Wth one bony hand he constantly stroked and patted the two-foot |ong
organ that jutted frombetween his legs. Its color was a greenish gold, and
its flanks were draped in linp skin like the husks of drained blisters.

Tom s nouth fell open. He | ooked at Miuffy. She was staring back at him
her face a mirror to his own shocked expression. "Jack?" he said.

Was this man, this warped and tw sted gnonme, his father? He seened utterly
i ncapable of the intelligence essential to gengineering, especially at the
| evel necessary to create the Alices, or even his nmassive anther. Nor did he
seem capabl e of pollinating Petra Cross, or Muffy, or any other woman. The
pollen that once had filled his sacs was |ong gone. Tomfelt the prom se of
age brush himas if with the tips of feathered wi ngs, even as he wondered, if
he did not want wonen to pollinate, then what did he want them for? And he
knew, just as if the thought were his own, what Muffy was thinking in her own

astoni shment: |Is this, Tom what wll becone of you?
"Jack?"
"We' ve been expecting. |I. |'ve been expecting you. Just one or two. O

even three. Expecting you. The rest. The rest are bonus. And wel cone too." The
man's |ips noved as he spoke, but his eyes were vacant. H s nol asses-|i ke pace
and his rhynes, inadvertent though they apparently were, made him seemutterly
nmad.

Fragrance billowed once nore, and again Tomfelt the plucking at his nind
This time, however, he also noticed that the worrystone that hung within the
top of his coverall, against the skin of his chest, was vibrating gently,
hunmi ng al nost i naudi bl y.

As the vibration waxed, his head cleared. He | ooked at the others. Mffy,
still staring at him not Jack, had her hand over her chest, presumably
covering her own stone. Julia was hol ding hers beside her ear, apparently
listening to its faint song. Jimand Peirce both | ooked attentive.

"W hope." The nman's voice bore a rapidly fading sour note, as if
sonet hi ng had di spl eased him

"W hope you'll. Yes. Enjoy your stay." This tine it was two voices that
slow y pronounced the words, as nuch in unison as if a single mnd controlled
them Tomwas startled to see Kimer's |ips nove. She al one did not seemto be
awar e of her surroundings. She stood, staring dunbly into space, inert except
for her nouth.

"Ki mer?" What was going on in this strange place? Wiat had the ki dnappers
delivered his nother to? Tom scanned the gallery again. And where was his
not her? He coul d see no sign of her

"Kimer!" Muffy shook the woman who had shared her captivity, but to no
avail. Kimer was blind to Muffy and the rest, deaf to their words.

"Mech!" said Freddy. "It's like sonething took over her mnd. But all that



psychi c business is hogwash, no matter what Porcul ata says."

"Then how..." Miffy noved closer to Tom and he tightened his grip on
Freddy with one arm The other hand he held toward his mate. She clasped it
tightly.

Julia stared at them not noving even though sonething was seriously wong
with one of their conpanions. "Let's get her out of here!"

"No, " said Jack and Ki mrer sinultaneously.

Tom shook his head. "She's in no danger. No nore than us." Then he faced
Jack and asked, "Were's ny nother?" But Jack--if that was indeed who the
naked man was, or once had been--ignored the question

Jack abandoned his anther, clinbed to his feet, and gestured expansively
with both arns. Kimer inmtated the man's notions, though nore clunsily. "You
can. Stay. You can," said the two sinultaneously. They still spoke with
excruci ating sl owness. "W have roons. For all of you. Yes, roons enough."

Tom stared at the huge plants in their pots. Their forms were disturbingly
human, due he presumed to Jack's continued infusions, generation after
generation, of human genes. Long ago, the four blossons of an unnodified
amaryl lis had nerged into one and gai ned enough suggesti on of a hunman face,
and enough permanency of bloom to be nmarketable as an Alice. These | arger
Alices--Queen Alices, amaryllis |adies, whatever they m ght be called--had a
| ook of even greater pernanency. He doubted that they ever shed their bl oons,
or did so only when they had been pollinated and nust convert their flora
ti ssues into seeds.

"What if," said JimBrane. "What if we don't want to stay?"

A sigh seened to run through the greenhouse gallery. Renewed fragrance,
subtly different, filled the air and the worrystones humred as if in response.
Was that, wondered Tom how they spoke? Did they emt the pheronbnes that the
transcript of Jack's psychiatric sessions had nentioned, and so control his,
and now Ki mrer's, speech? Then why did those pheronbnes have no effect on the
rest of then?

Peirce had renoved his worrystone fromthe inside of his coverall and now
held it in one hand, |ooking thoughtful

"I cannot. Cannot. Cannot stop you," said Jack. But his eyes twitched
toward the planters near the glass. Tomlooked in that direction and saw only
normal greenery. There were not even any honeysuckl e vines. The only
strangeness was a swollen, bulb-like stemin the shadows, and that did not
seem omi nous.

"From | eaving," added Kinmer as if she were speaking independently, yet
still on behalf of the residents of this strange house. O as if one amaryllis
| ady--or perhaps several --had chosen to direct its pheronones toward Jack, and
another its toward her

"You woul dn't have any trouble with ny nother,"” said Tom thinking of the
way he had | ast seen her. "\Were is she?"

Agai n he was i gnored.

After a nonment of silence in which Jack, standing before the anaryllis
ladies as if he were their spokesman, stared at the other humans, and they at
him Franklin Peirce noved to the front of the group, beside Tom and said,



"Are you the gengi neer who nade these?" He gestured toward the plants in their
pot s.

For the first tine, a spark of interest glowed in Jack's eyes. He nodded
jerkily and said, "Qur grandfathers."

Ki mrer spoke in slow step with him with only the slightest of
di fferences: "Qur grandnothers."”

"Were rapists. They were. Rapists. Snothered the land. They did. In
concrete. Concrete and tar. And buil dings, too. Destroyed forests. Forests,
pl ai ns, and swanps. Swanps and oceans. Killed all. Al that lived there.
There! Destroyed habitats."

He sounded like a commttee that had been asked to talk on one of its
favorite topics. Pausing for breath, he rolled his eyes as if in anguish. "W
are. We. W are no better. No. Biofornms and turf. Turf. And bioforns. Al
cover land too. Destroy habitats. Too. And species. And wild genimals.

Bi obl i nps, yes! Yes. Escape. Devour wildlife. Eat it up. It's gone. Gone.
Gone! "

Wil e he breathed again, Kimrer continued: "No right. No, not either. W
have no right. Have none. Cannot, should not. Change genes. For us. Qur
conveni ence." Neither speaker seened to be aware that they were espousing
preci sely the arrogance they were inveighing against.

Jack and Ki nmer continued in unison: "I. We. Resolved to fix. Make humans.
Humans not. No |onger able. Not able. Mike them plants. Like plants. Yes, like
pl ants."

The | argest and closest of the amaryllis |adies then arched a long |eaf as
if to show off its sleek green surface, and Jack and Ki mrer said together: "No
hunger, then. Not either. Geen | eaves. Photo. Synthesis. Need only sun. Just
that. No nore. And water. Root bath. And world is safe. Forever. Forever
nore."

Despite the odd disjointedness of their speech, Tomhad no difficulty in
understanding them Nor did the others. "But," said Julia. "But then we'd al
be vul nerable. To weather, and aninmals."

"Nature's way," said Jack al one.

"Tough titty, kitty," said Freddy with a chuckle. Tom Cross | ooked at him
wi th annoyance clear in his expression, but the pig was unrepentant. Tom
supposed the genimal could identify with the idea of turning gengineering
agai nst the gengineers. He was, after all, by any definition, handi capped. Tom
strai ghtened the pig's worrystone and found it warnmer than he thought that
body heat could account for, but he said nothing.

"And world. Al the world," said Jack and Kimer slowy. "WII be safe.
Yes, safe.”

"But what about these?" asked Muffy Bowen, gesturing toward the amaryllis
| adies. "You didn't rmake them by turning people into plants.™

"The transplants went the other way," said Franklin Peirce.
"We/they. They/we. Want mi nds/bodi es/sentience. Mtility. Think only fair.

Make people like plants. Plants |ike people. Fair exchange. Qur/their turn,
now. Very fair."



"Way did you use just your own genes?" asked Tom

"Al'l 1/we had. No other pollen. But need now is great. |nbreeding.
Recessi ves. Recessive genes energe. Defects thus. Need fresh. Genonmic input.”

"Then why didn't you just kidnap nmen? Wiy worren? Way Muf fy?"

Kimer's face twisted as if she might add, "Wy nme?" but she said not hing.
Per haps she couldn't. Nor did Jack speak, and Tom wondered if the answer to

his question were so conplex. Some plants, |ike humans, kept their sexes
separate, the nale anther in one flower, even in the flowers of one plant, and
the fenmale pistil, style, and ovary in a second flower or plant. Amaryllises,

like npbst plants, had both sexes, both sets of sex organs, in every flower.
Per haps, he thought, they were bored with playing the female role all the
time. Perhaps they wanted to pollinate a human femal e as Jack once had done
with Petra, and thus to transfer genes in the other direction. Yet if that
were what they wi shed, and if both fertilization and gene-transfer worked,
they would only slow their conquest, their conversion, of the world. Plants
run through their generations far nore quickly than hunans.

VWhen Jack and Kinmmer finally spoke again, they sidestepped the question
They said: "That is not. Not how we. Put genes in humans. In humans. To make
like plants.”

"I ," said Jack alone. "I made. The honeysuckle. First attenpt. First try.
Easy way. For everyone. For all. Drug. To nake sleepy. Plantlike. Less burden.
On our world. Used virus vectors. But the viruses. Vine sheds them In the
wi ne. Carry plant genes. Plug into. Human cells."

"I think," said JimBrane. "That he is saying the honeysuckl e was supposed
to sl ow people down. It wasn't supposed to change theminto plants."

Ki mrer nodded but said nothing, and he went on. "W studied this in
trai ning. Many viruses plug thenselves into genes, and the gengi neers
therefore use them Ilike pliers, to carry genes into cells. But the viruses
can unplug thenselves too, and sometinmes they carry genes with them That's
what the viruses he used to gengi neer the honeysuckle vines do, and when
peopl e drink the wine, they get a dose of the honeysuckle genes."

Now it was Kinmmer's turn to speak by herself: "Yes. Yes. Failure. Not
success. Not what wanted. But it would work. Anyway. Wuld work. SlIow humans
down. Slow them Plants. Turn theminto plants. But too few drink. And
drinkers drink. Too nuch. Before cells. Enough. Have the genes. And nake the
drinker. A plant. A plant like us."

Toget her, the two said: "But not |like us. They are still. Too nuch ani nal
Too smart. Stay on pavenent. And when they don't. They have roots. Mny roots.
Too many. Too viney. Honey suckly."

"Sloppy work," said Peirce. "If soneone with those honeysuckl e genes coul d
sonmehow pollinate these anaryllises, or if they could pollinate her, there's
no telling what the result would be."

"You can roast ne for a litterbug," said Freddy. "Before | try."

"Now, " said Jack and Kinmer. "Your roons. Upstairs. You will. Stay there.
There. Until tonmorrow. There is food. Plenty food."

As they spoke, they gestured the other humans out of the greenhouse
gallery, toward the staircase in the next room



No one argued. No one tried to | eave, even though Jack and--Tommy was
sure--the amaryllis ladies were clearly powerless to stop them Kinmer was
somehow in their power, and no one was about to abandon her to whatever fate
they mght have in mind for her. Nor had they yet found any sign of Petra
Cross.

As Jack and Kinmer clinbed the stairs and the fragrances enitted by the
amaryl li ses faded, what |iveliness they had shown in the greenhouse al so
faded, until they seened to nove |ike sleepwal kers, or as if they were puppets
that had been progranmed to performa set task with no help fromtheir
mast ers.

The staircase ended at a broad, roughly square | anding that seened to hang
suspended beneath the upper arch of the greenhouse's glass. Alowrailing
seened i ntended to keep the carel ess safe.

Still rmoving |ike automated puppets, Jack and Ki mrer opened the doors of
three roons, of which the largest held a gol dfish bush. Tom and Muffy cl ai ned
that one, saying Randy could eat the goldfish. Jimand Julia took the one that
opened t hrough the ear onto the balcony. To Franklin Peirce was left the
third, and the smallest, though it had a bed quite | arge enough for two.

There was a fourth door fromthe | anding, but that one renained cl osed.
Presumably it led to a fourth small roomlike Peirce's. But their hosts were
not offering it to Kinmmer. Tom thought they nust intend to keep her
downstairs, with Jack

The fragrance of the greenhouse was al nobst unnoticeable on the second
floor. "It's fresher here," said Julia. "I can breathe."

Jimand Peirce nodded in agreenent. Tom woul d have done the sane, but he
noticed that Jack had paled, there were drops of sweat on his forehead, and
his hand had returned to his enpty anther. Kinmer al so | ooked unconfortable as
the two said in unison, nore slowy and | aboriously than ever: "Rest here.
Wait. We will. Talk again. Now we. Must |eave."

As Ki mrer turned away, Peirce grabbed her by the armand pulled her toward
him As he did so, his worrystone swng and touched the skin of her neck
| mredi ately, she stiffened, her nouth open as if in shock

"Stay with us," said Peirce.

Her mouth cl osed and opened again. She threw her arns around Peirce's
shoul ders. She wail ed: "Wat happened? | don't remenber anything! Jack had
just said they were expecting..."

Jack left hurriedly, and Peirce said, "Stay close to me fromnow on."
"What did they do to me?"

The others did their best to explain what they had seen and heard her do.
None coul d say for sure just how she had been turned into a puppet, though
when Tom repeat ed al oud hi s specul ati ons about pheronmones, all agreed that he
nmust be right. Why had she snapped out of her trance of slavery? Perhaps she
was sinmply out of reach of the signals fromthe amaryllis |ladies. O perhaps
some programthe plants had instilled in her brain had run its course.
Certainly Jack had seened to grow unconfortable as his separation fromthe
pl ants had | engt hened, perhaps as his program had neared its end. He had fled
as if he needed to be nearer the plants, and their conmanding signals, in
order to know what to do next.



CHAPTER 15

For some time after Jack had left, Kimrer Alvidrez did no nore than cling
to Franklin Peirce while he did his best to soothe her. He had somehow rescued
her froma kind of nmental slavery that none of them understood, and she was
not about to let go. Nor did he seemto wish her to do so. Tom thought that
they m ght never again wander further fromeach other than arm s |ength, and
the room Peirce had chosen would not be his al one.

Wil e Peirce and Ki mer huddl ed together, Tom and the rest explored the
second fl oor of the head house in which they had found Jack and the amaryllis
| adi es. The sun was high, and the greenhouse's glass admitted anple |ight
whi |l e open |ouvers | et the heat escape. Gengi neered phil odendrons, their
bi ol um nescence just barely visible in the shadows beneath their |eaves, grew
frompots near the wall and prom sed a night-tine illum nation bright enough
to let one find one's way fromroomto room Wat amaryllis fragrance reached
t hem from bel ow was weak, and Tomfelt no plucking at his mnd. H s worrystone
was silent. The pheronopnes, he guessed, if they were there indeed, were so
honogeni zed by the rising air currents that they lost all their power. O
perhaps the main flow of air kept themconfined to the ground floor, sweeping
the I ength of the greenhouse gallery, through the front hall, and back again,
an endl ess | oop of communication and control. That would account for Jack's
strange behavi or.

The two | arger roons al so overl ooked the gallery. Peirce's room |ocated
beside Jims and Julia's, alone had no view of the surrounding valley; it
relied on electric light. One of its sides night have admitted eyelight from
the head's front room which extended fromground to brow, but that side was
closed off by a solid wall. The house's second story ampbunted to a rectangle
no nore than half the head' s cross section in size.

They were standing on the | anding outside their rooms, staring alternately
at each other, the surroundi ng | andscape, and the gl ass of the greenhouse
wal |, which reflected a blurred i nage of the amaryllises below. Tomtried the
fourth door that opened onto the | anding; behind it was, as he had suspected,
anot her small bedroom nuch like Peirce's. He thought it would remain enpty.

"W have to stop them" he said. "Don't we?"

"How can we?" said Julia. "The honeysuckle is everywhere. It would be
i npossible to destroy it all."

"And it isn't as if what they wanted for thensel ves was bad," said Freddy.
"It's just legs and arms. Alittle freedom I'd Iike that nyself."

Tom smiled sadly at the pig's words. He could understand the point of
view, but..."Their tactics aren't so reasonable, though. And we'd all like to
go hone."

"Do you think," asked Jim "Do you think they can hear us?"

"It doesn't matter," said Muffy. She was | eaning over the railing, peering
through the foliage toward the amaryllises. "There's Jack. And we're here.
They' ve got us where they want us, and |I'|l|l bet the door to that porch doesn't
open."



"I triedit,” said Julia. "It does. But there's no way down fromthere."
“Downst airs?" offered Peirce

"Jack's in the way," said Muffy. "A guard."

"And |I'Il bet he can put anything he likes in our food," said Jim "If he
wants to turn us all into plants, there's nothing we can do to stop him"
"Speaki ng of food..." said Freddy.

"Jack didn't say a thing, did he?"

"I think | saw a sammitch bush," said Tom pointing toward the room he and
Muf fy woul d share.

"Is it safe?"
"He hasn't had time to nonkey with it, has he?"
“Then..."

When she saw the food, Kimer agreed that she was starved and |l et go of
Peirce. Peirce sighed as if with relief, though his eyes still followed her.
When she returned to his side, food in hand, and pulled himdown to sit beside
her on the floor, he sighed again and grinned.

Later, after they had eaten, Peirce said, "It wouldn't work. Not that
\I\B_y_ n

"What do you nean?" asked Tom Cross as he dunped the rind of his sammtch
fruit--it had tasted of swi ss cheese and avocado--into the pot of its parent
bush. The rind would quickly rot and return its conmponent nutrients to the
pl ant .

"He said he used a virus to nake the honeysuckle. But the virus failed to
nmerge permanently with the honeysuckle cells. It slipped | cose, and when it
did, it snipped sone honeysuckl e genes fromthe vine's DNA. The virus, plus
t he new cargo genes, then got into the wine. Then, when people drank the w ne,
the virus infected their cells and gave them plant genes."

"That's what | thought he said." Muffy finished her own samrtch and
offered the rind to Freddy. The pig accepted it eagerly even though he had
just consuned two whole fruit.

"But it doesn't work that way."

"Why not?" asked Jim "Viruses insert into DNA and |later they do escape.
And they can pull out genes and pieces of genes when they do."

"Sure," said Peirce. He glanced toward Kimer at his side. "I'mno
gengineer. But |'ve talked to enough artists to know that one of the tricks is
targetting the vector virus. WIld viruses are fussy enough--they generally
i nfect just one kind of organism and even just one organ or tissue within the
organi sm But vector viruses..." He shook his head. "They just don't change
their targets by accident. Even the wild ones don't change their targets that
drastically, fromplant to human. And the vector viruses don't pick up new
genes very easily, either."

"Then...?" Tom was puzzl ed.

"He's lying," said Julia. "Jack has to be."



"But why?" asked Muffy. "And what is he |lying about?"

"Or they," said Tom "I think the amaryllises speak through him using
t hose pheronones. "

"That can't be possible,"” said Julia. "They can't possibly convey enough
information to work himlike a puppet."” Peirce nodded his agreenent.

"Then how do you explain...?" Tom | ooked toward Ki nmer, who turned her
head asi de and clutched Peirce's hand until her knuckl es whitened.

No one had an answer.

They were | eft alone all the rest of that day. Nothing happened

out si de--no Bi oblinps arrived, bearing hordes of kidnappers, with or w thout
Tom s nother--and Jack did not return upstairs. Nor did they feel inpelled to
flee, or to search the head house for Petra, or to weak vengeful destruction
They tal ked, and ate again, and tal ked sone nore. Only with the fall of night,
t he repl acenent of daylight with dimer electric lights in the gallery bel ow,
and the increasing glow of their living nightlights did their full initiative
return.

Tom wondered if the amaryllises, able to control only Kinmer, and then
only when she was downstairs, had replaced or supplenented their pheronones
with sonme enervating tranquilizer. Wth night, he thought, they would | ose the
constant flow of energy they m ght need to power full consciousness and ful
production of their airborne chemicals. Electric lights were never as bright
as full daylight. O they might assune, unconsciously (if that was the proper
word), that humans too would slow down in the dark and therefore need | ess
control.

Jimwas picking sanmmitch fruit and piling them near the head of the
stairs.

"Haven't we had enough?" asked Miffy.
"These are for Tige. He's still out there, on the road."

"Leave sone for tonorrow, " said Freddy.

"There's plenty." A wave of Jinms hand indicated two bushes no one had yet
touched. "Cone on." He and Julia picked up the fruit and started down the
stairs. Tomand Muffy followed, with Randy scuttling at her heels. Freddy
remai ned behind with Kimer and Franklin Peirce.

At the foot of the stairs, Jack's roomwas enpty, though a single dim
light did gl ow near the runpl ed bed. The door to the dark front of the house,
which held the one exit to the outside, was open, and the house's constant
draft nmoved through that door and toward the greenhouse.

They found Jack sitting on the floor just beyond the door to the front
room his back against the pot that held the pie plant. His face, wherever his
beard left the skin exposed, glistened with sticky juices. One hand was
pl ucking at his enpty pollen sacs. The other held a half-eaten fruit, and he
was slowy chanting, in a forlorn, child-Iike voice:

"Open your petals.

Let nme sniff your bl ossom
Ch, | like your stylel
Shakin' ny anther for you!"



He did not seemto notice them

Tom Cross winced at the sight of his father. The nan was oblivious, as if
the amaryllis | adies' pheronones were a psychoactive drug, or as if years of
their control had destroyed his nind

"The door's not |ocked,"” said Jim

They stepped into the portico behind the house's teeth, onto the lip, and
then to the ground. Overhead, thin clouds veiled the stars and a crescent
moon. A light wind rattled the brush around the house. Randy, Miffy's pet
spi der, neeped |oudly and dashed for the weeds that stood high beside the head
house. Jimcalled: "Tige!" H's voice was not |oud, but he pitched it to carry
to the gengi neered dog's keen ears, and in a nmonent they heard the truck's
feet pounding toward them along the road that curved toward the house.

"CGood boy!" He had waited for them obediently. Now he panted, tongue
lolling, clearly delighted to see his driver again. Jimtossed himthe
sammitch fruits he and Julia had brought, thunped the side of his head, and
prai sed hi m agai n.

"Look at that!" cried Muffy Bowen. Randy had energed fromthe weeds
al ready. Now the tane predator was crouched over a sleekly furred body. Its
coat was striped, its tail was long, and its ears were triangular, but its
claws were sharply curved and pointed, visible even in their owner's current
state. Tom guessed that the creature's ancestors had once been donestic cats.
They had gone wild, though, nobved into the woods, and returned to the hunting
lifestyle of their ancestors. The ani mal whose juices Randy was sucki ng was as
efficient a design as anything a gengi neer could produce. The difference, Tom
knew, was that evolution worked far nore slowy.

“I'"d rather eat dog biscuits," said Julia.

Tom nmade an appropriate retching noise, while Jimnmerely nodded. They had
all had enough of that sort of food. Muffy shivered, wapping her hands around
her el bows. The night air was cool. "Let's |l eave. W're out, we can tell the
cops where to go, and that will be the end of it."

"We still need the kidnappers," said Tom "And besides, now we know Jack
isn'"t much of a guard. W can get out anytine. Let's go back."

"Wait a mnute!" said Jim "The wolf hasn't closed his jaws yet, but that
doesn't nmean we should sit on his tongue! They could..."

"There's still too nuch to learn,"” said Tom "It's worth the chance."

They left Tige parked beside the house and retraced their steps. Wen they
reached Jack, he tilted his head back upon the scrawny columm of his neck and
| ooked up at them H's eyes held a shine of consciousness that had not been
present when he had net them on their arrival, in the greenhouse. Now he
lifted his dripping pie plant fruit, poked one thunb through its rind, and
said wistfully, "Little Jack Horner."

"No," said Tom "Rivard. You're Jack Rivard."
Jack shook his head slowy and said, "Stuck in his thunb."

Tom blinked the tears fromhis eyes. "And pulled out a plum" he said. As
if empathizing with his father's gestures, he pulled his worrystone from
within his coverall and stroked it with his thunb.



"Good boy," said Jack
"He nust have heard us out there," said Jim "Talking to Tige."

Miffy laid one hand on Tomls arm "His mind is gone, isn't it?"

He covered hers with his own free hand. "Their pheronones," he said.
"They' ve been controlling himfor so long. He snapped, or he just fled into
hinmself. O they literally destroyed his mind."

"He was a bit off to begin with,” JimBrane rem nded him

"I suppose he had to be."” Tom nodded, and the sound of footsteps on the
stairs drew their attention to the room behind Jack's back. In a nonent,
Franklin Peirce and Kinmer Alvidrez joined them Kimrer was carrying Freddy,
his worrystone sandw ched between his torso and her bosom

Julia Tenpl eton crossed Jack's bedroomto the panel of sw tches nounted on
the wall beside the door to the greenhouse. She flipped its toggles. Light
bl oomred in the bedroom the front room and the greenhouse. At the sane tineg,
the fans in the house's ventilation system changed their tone and the draft
that had been fl owi ng through the bedroomtoward t he greenhouse reversed
direction. Wthin seconds, a wave of fragrance announced that the amaryllises
had awakened.

"Yes," said Jack, still looking up at them Suddenly what |ight had
dwel l ed within his eyes was gone, and he spoke in a slow rush of words as
unli ke his previous gropings at sense as a river is unlike a dripping faucet.
"No mind. Long gone. Gone. Burned out. You. | heard. | did. You understand.
You. Upstairs. Yes. Should be. Upstairs."

Tom wi nced as he once nore felt the amaryllises' pheronones plucking at
his brain. He continued to massage his worrystone, while with his other hand
he clutched at his mate's hand, still on his arm She said, "He really is just
a puppet. They work his strings, and when they sleep, all his mnd can do is
twitch. And they listen.™

"I don't see how," said Peirce. "It should not be possible."

Tom drew a handkerchi ef from a pocket of his coverall and bent toward his
father to wipe pie juice fromhis face. As he dabbed at the sticky, griny
skin, he steadied hinself against Jack's shoulder with his other hand. That
hand still held his worrystone, and when it touched Jack's shoulder, it began
to hum

Jack stiffened and blinked. Hs eyes focused again, and he spoke al nost
normal ly: "Momry used to wash ny face."

VWhen Tomrecoiled at the sudden change, Jack becane once nore a nere
puppet: "Don't!" he exclained. "Stay clear! Your roons! Go! Upstairs."

Julia gasped. "Toml It's the worrystone! That's why Kimer...!"

“You nmean...?" This time Tomtouched his father deliberately with the
stone. Wen the man's mind, such as it now was, was once nore pronptly freed
of the amaryllises' control, he was convinced.

"Pretty flowers," said Jack. "They're mne."

"We know, " said Muffy. She sounded as if she were about to cry from sheer
enpat hy, or fromthe thought that this was what had been in store for her



Sonehow, Tom t hought, the stones indeed counteracted the pheronones.
"Thanks, Frankie," he said. "If you hadn't given us these, we'd all be the way
Ki mer was." He shuddered theatrically.

"Hug me tighter," said Freddy. "M ne'll protect us both." Ki mrer |ooked
down at him startled, realized where his stone was, and obeyed with a nervous
grin. "Oohh, that's nice," the pig added. Julia nade a face at him

"I't has," said Franklin Peirce. He | ooked bewi ldered. "It has to be an
accident. | don't see how the scul ptor could have designed this into it
del i berately."

Freddy | aughed. "Murphy works both ways," he said.
Peirce nodded. "People used to say that for every natural illness or
poi son, nature held a cure,"” he said then. "I guess it's still true, even if

nature has changed a bit."

Jack--or, through him the anmaryllis |adies--sighed dramatically and
dropped his pie plant fruit on the floor. "Keep away," he said slowy. "Don't.
Touch him W will. Tell all. All we can. W can. But first. Make the light.
Brightest light. O we nust. Miust exhaust. Al our reserves."

Julia obeyed, turning the rheostat that controlled the greenhouse lights
as far as it would go. The lights glowed until they were nearly as bright as
day.

Tomwas the last to find a seat upon the floor. The inperfect pretense
that had nmet themearlier that day, when they had first arrived, was done. No
[ onger did Jack say "I," even sone of the time. Now the word was "we," and
yes, he wanted to hear what the amaryllises had to say. But was this his
father? Was this all that remained? Just a body? A nouthpiece? But that was
all Jack had been, really, even when he was pollinating Petra Cross. Even
t hen, according to his recorded confession, he had been far nore than he
suspected under the influence of the plants he had gengi neered.

"We can,"” said the amaryllises as their fragrant pheronones rode the air
currents fromthe greenhouse gallery to Jack. "Can tal k. W are. Human
Al most. Can. We can think. And talk. Using him Think and tal k. But cannot.
No. W cannot wal k. Qur roots. Roots bind us. To our soil."

The ghostly pluckings Tomfelt at his mnd were enough to nmake hi mrecoi
with horror, but he suppressed the response, clutched his humm ng worrystone
tighter than ever, and |listened. "Ahhhh!" Jack npaned. "He created us. Was
master. We |l oved him Yes, |oved. Now he is our pet. And slave, yes.
Mast er/ pet. Master/slave. Cannot think. Mich. But we are jeal ous. Jeal ous
still. He wal ks. Has hands. No roots. Not bound to place. Can nove."

"Then that," said Julia Tenpleton. She pointed at the i mmense organ whose
enpty pollen sacs Jack was still plucking. They glistened with his drool
"That nmust be what you want. You want a new pollinator, a new supply of hunan
genes, and then your children or grandchildren will have legs."

"Yes!" Jack al nost shouted. "For our seedlings/scions/sprouts. And voi ces.
Sound, not scent." The dom nant conponent of the pherononic flood becane |ess
floral and nore rmusky, and his tone changed. "Not destroy. Not humans. W do
not wi sh. But nerge. Yes, hybridize. Merge plants and humans. Into one. For
mutual . Miutual benefit."”

"I see," said Muffy Bowen. "But why not use viruses, the way gengi neers do
to make Macks and Bioblinmps. O the way Jack did to nake the honeysuckl e?"



"The pattern,” said Peirce. He and Ki nmer each had one hand w apped around
his stone, while Freddy's stone was still pressed between the woman and the
pig on her lap. "Jack started pollinating when he was just a kid. And besi des,
sperm and pollen go straight to the eggs. Easier targetting." As Peirce spoke,
Jack nodded his head jerkily.

Muf fy gave him a sidelong glance. "Ckay," she said. "That nakes sense.”
Turni ng back to Jack, she said, "Wat you said earlier, when we first arrived,
about saving the environnent..."

"No lie." Jack nodded his head earnestly, though his eyes remai ned bl ank
The effect was eerie. "WII happen, yes."

"It might make us less exploitative," said Peirce nusingly.

"But the plants gain sonething too," said Muffy. "Awareness. Intelligence.
The ability to pull their roots out of the ground and nmove to richer soil, or
just to go seeking for new sights, or mates."

Tom t hought that the gain for the plants nust surely be far nore inportant
than protecting the environment by rendering its abusers harnm ess. The
amaryl li ses wanted to share the human domi nance

"People, too," said Jack, staring at her. "Make food. Their own. Need only
sun. And water. And put down roots. Wen they are bored. No need. For houses.
No need. For vehicles and roads. Need only soil, sun, and wet."

"Li ke Petra," said Tom "Like ny mother. Though the roots didn't seemvery
vol untary." He paused. "Wiere is she?"

Jack, and the amaryllises, ignored him

"Way did you have her kidnapped?" asked Muffy. "Wy did you send those
thugs after ne? And Ki mer? Ton? Julia? Wiy us?"

Jack turned slightly and pointed at Tom "Master/pet's
scion/seedling/sprout," he said. "CQur son. He has our genes. Genes and pollen
He shoul d have pollen. Even anther. But pollen, yes. Not now? Then soon. W
will give himgenes. And his sacs will fill. Yes, fill." Jack plucked once
nmore at his own exhausted sacs. "Then he shakes. Shakes his anther. G ves
poll en. And we set seed. More hunan seed. Mdre hunman genes."

When Julia nmade a bewildered noise, Jimnuttered a brief explanation: Yes,
Tom had the rudinments of his father's strange equi pment. A bud. Presumably, it
woul d devel op just as Jack had just indicated.

"Why not some ot her man?" asked Peirce.

"No pollen. Wuld have. Yes, have to. G ve nore plant genes. Make him
Make pollen. Wuld take. Take too |ong."

"They'd use a virus for that," said Freddy. "Wuldn't they?"

"And nme?" asked Muffy.

Jack aimed a finger at his own chest. "For him Please him And
pistil/mte. Pistil/mate for his scion/seedling/sprout. For us. Us too. Took
others..." The finger shifted toward Kimrer. "For us. To pollinate. Put plant
genes. Plants in humans. Try again. Again |ike scion/seedling/sprout."

"But pollen doesn't work like spermi" cried Tom It couldn't swm he told



hinself. It had no tail. It was sinply a single cell that grew a thin tube of
its substance through the flesh of the flower's female parts, and when the tip
of the tube found the ovary and an egg, transferred its genes into the egg.

When Jack said, "Wrked before. Wth you," Freddy | aughed out |oud and
Muf fy grinned. Tom bl ushed. He said nothing, except to Jack: "Wat about ny
not her ?"

"His pistil/mte," said Jack, pointing at hinself again. "Sonething for
Qur naster/pet. But also genes. Plant genes. Had them She did. Plant genes.
From wi ne. Honeysuckl e wi ne."

"Me too, then," said Muffy.

Jack nodded. "No m stake. He made virus. Made it just so. Just as we
wi shed. A tool. A seed. Tool to change. Change people. People into plants."

Peirce, still holding Kimrer's hand around his worrystone, |ooked
t houghtful. This was nmuch as he had said. Julia shuddered just as Tom had a
little while before. Though she said nothing, Tom thought he knew what she was
t hi nki ng: Jack was not lying now, the virus and its effects were as deliberate
as they could be. And those effects could not be undone.

"Where's nmy nother?" asked Tom

Hi s tone was insistent, but Jack still ignored him "Connect," he said.
"They do. Their roots. Link up. Connect together. Send nmessages here. To us.
We know. Everything. Al that happens. Al who drink. That is how How we
knew. Just who to choose. Those two. Tom Tommy's pistil/mate. And nother."

"Where is ny nother?"

Slowy and clunsily, Jack got to his feet and turned toward the greenhouse
gallery. "Cone."

The thin clouds had thickened. No noonlight and no stars were visible
t hrough the glass. The greenhouse seened a curving tunnel, walled in by
greenery and in the gaps between the | eaves by prinordial darkness. In this
tunnel, the amaryllis ladies fornmed a |line of vaguely femn nine shapes,
sinuously curved, the tips of their blade-1ike | eaves cocked |ike the hands of
dancers painted on the walls of Egyptian tonbs.

For the first tine, Tomrealized that the amaryllis nearest the door was
the largest, over seven feet tall. He noticed its bulb, bulging fromthe dirt
that filled its pot, its surface traced with faint convolutions. He gestured
to draw the attention of the others to what he saw. "That's where they keep
their brains."”

The rest of the amaryllis |adies were progressively smaller, so that the
perspective of their |ine was exaggerated. They were also nore or |ess evenly
spaced, except for one gap a third of the way down the gallery. One of the
amaryl li ses had been noved closer to the head of the |line, near the |argest,
and set just alittle to one side. Its stemwas thicker than that of any of
the others, and its | eaves were tightly furled, comng to a clustered point
just bel ow the apparent chin of the amaryllis' face.

As they watched, those | eaves | oosened, spreading first at their tips. To
those tips clung natted clunps of dark hair. Bare skin appeared, a scalp. A
forehead, closed eyes, nose, nouth, chin, a face at peace, at rest, as
confortable and conforted as a baby at the breast.



No one said a word until Jack broke the silence: "Too many. Too nany
roots. Over all. Al her body. She needs. Needs to be. Be l|like us. Upright.
Bottomrooted. "

The still unfurling | eaves reveal ed naked skin. Petra Cross's roots were
still visible, but those that wormed within her flesh seened snaller, and
t hose that had energed, that had been torn fromthe ground while she screaned,
were withered.

"We teach her. Teach her too. To read. To read our perfunes. And |ater
yes. To nmake her own."

Petra's ankles were lost in a snarl of roots, thick and brown and
obviously sturdy. The amaryllis held her upright and therefore forced her to
root in that position. Tom wondered whether he or Ral ph coul d have done the
same, could have braced her upright, staked her like a tomato plant or a
sl ender nursery tree. In tine, it seemed quite soon, she would be rooted well
enough to stand alone, and then to transforminto the sort of living statue
they had seen beside their latest picnic site. Already | eaves were sprouting
from her shins. They | ooked Iike honeysuckl e | eaves.

"Mt her?" he said. Hi s voice, for all that he was grown, squeaked
plaintively. He cleared his throat and tried again: "Mbther?"

"Cannot talk," said Jack. "She is ours. Qurs. One of us. Now one of us."

Petra's eyes slowy opened to reveal opaque pupils, as if her eyeballs had
al ready turned to wood. The peaceful ness of her expression vani shed as her
nout h gaped open and deep lines slowy engraved agony in her cheeks. Her arns
twisted slowy, but they were still held by her amaryllis' |eaves. Her |ips
withed as if she would speak out, if only she could take a breath and neke a
sound.

"' Tommy!"'" Muffy clutched at her mate's arm "That's what she's saying.
And, 'Were is Ralph? And 'Help.'"

"No help," said Jack. "No. No. She is plant. She is. Plant now. Not al
pl ant. But alnpst. No going back. No return.”

CHAPTER 16

The amaryllis's | eaves had unfurled conpletely and now spread across the
top of the pot, surrounding both stem and rooted ankles and rem nding Muffy

Bowen of the Botticelli painting of Venus energing fromthe sea. Petra Cross
was the naked Venus, standing erect, eyes as unseeing as if they were paint
i ndeed. Yet she was sonething else as well, sonething all her own, for her

hands remai ned pinned to her sides, not poised in Renai ssance nodesty. Nor was
her skin the smooth and gl owi ng pink of art but |oose and pallid, reflecting
all the time she had spent indoors, drinking honeysuckle wine. It drooped and
sagged, and beneath it crawl ed the remants of her roots.

The overall effect was distinctly not that of a Venus, unless one painted
by a Hogarth. But that, thought Muffy, was Petra Cross. She, Miffy, was nany
years younger. Her skin | ooked nmuch better, and so did her figure, since she
was a dancer. If she were in Petra's place, she would, she thought, she hoped,



make a better match for the painting.

Muf fy shuddered, for she knew too well how cl ose she had cone. And how far
the distance would renmain between reality, even for her, and the innocent,
joyful promse of Botticelli's art: Petra's face was distorted by an agony of
hel pl essness, of inprisonnent, perhaps of pain. Surely the sane agony woul d
di stort her own. And she had the honeysuckl e genes already, for she had been
wel |l on her way to being a honey bum The anmaryllises had had her ki dnapped.
They had tried to bring her here. They woul d have planted her, just |ike
Petra, if not for Tomand his friends. And then they woul d have pollinated
her, again |ike Petra.

Tom Cross, her mate, Petra's son, product of that |ong-past pollination
was still beside her, and her hand was still on his arm She squeezed it
tighter. Could they plant hin? No. He was as unlikely a hybrid as his father
Jack, and like Jack he woul d one day devel op an anther. They woul d want him
nobile, free to dance and caper and shake his organ. She thought of the song,
and she giggled. But then she stopped, stricken suddenly by the fear that that
way | ay nadness.

A question struck her with an eerie shiver: Were had that song conme fron?
So few knew of Jack and his anther and his plants. Petra, his bosses from
years ago, the psychiatrist. One of then? Had soneone, like Kinmer's father
found the psychiatrist's file on Jack? That coul d have sparked the lyrics.
O...?

"What will our kids be |ike?" she asked, after a noment's pause. Her voice
was taut.

Tom | ooked startl ed. She understood; this was the first tinme she had
spoken as if their future indeed held children. "Kids?" he said.

"Soneday, " she answered. "We'll be mixing up your amaryllis genes, and the
honeysuckl e genes | picked up fromthe w ne."

"So we'll call your son Eisenflower," said Freddy, still in Kinmer
Alvidrez's arms. "And he'll rule the world."

Toms grin was as silly as that of anyone who sees vani shed hope cone
alive again. "They can't be nuch stranger than..."

"Smartass," said JimBrane, speaking to the pig.

"Ch, yeah?" The pig squirnmed against Kinmer's chest. "I'm smart enough not
to like the answers they've given us so far. Wiy you guys? Tonmy, | can
understand. He's related. And Petra. They got together once before. So why did
they go for Muffy first?"

The |l argest of the amaryllises stirred, and the fan-driven breeze carried
pul ses of fragrant pheronones past the humans. Jack slowy spoke: "Both. Son
and nother. Both on list. Yes, on list. Scion/seedling/sprout. Was first. W
chose. Mdther second. Chose to please. Qur naster/pet. What is left. Left of
him Wthin him"

Jack paused before continuing. "But other. Other opportunities. Cane
first. And we need. Need nost desperately. W are desperate. To broaden. Yes,
broaden. Qur gene pool. Look!" He pointed down the Iine of amaryllis | adies.
"Look. All are old enough. A d enough. But nost are small. Snall and stunted
Bul bs mi sshapen. Even sterile. W need. Need new genes. Need. W do."

"And they wanted wonen," said Muffy. "Wonmen they could plant and pollinate



t hensel ves, or with their male slaves. Maybe they want to see if a plant can
give live birth." Her voice cracked and shook as she spoke. She felt, she

t hought, sone hint of what the wonen of some coastal village nust have felt
when the Vikings or the pirates hove into sight. Yet she also felt perversely
grateful that one of her fellow captives would have been Tom

"Uh-uh," said Julia Tenpleton. "No way! It wouldn't work." But then she
turned thoughtful. "It woul d depend on how nuch of the animal renained..."

"But why," asked Franklin Peirce. "Wy did you want Tom at all ?"

"Sentinent. Yes, sentinent."

"I don't believe it," said Freddy.

"But al so genes. W said it once. Need old genes too. Inbreeding is not
just bad. Both good and bad. Need old and new. Has anther, too."

Jack fell silent. Abruptly, the pheronones enanating fromthe anaryllis
| adi es changed their character. Sweat broke out on the gengi neer's forehead,
and he clutched at his withered anther as it swell ed.

Muf fy' s head throbbed and ached. Her worrystone began to vibrate. It
hummred, its pitch quickly rising until it sounded panic-stricken. The other
wor ryst ones sounded too, and their chorus quickly grew deafening. Muffy let go
of her mate and put her hands over her ears, but that did not help. She | ooked
at her conpanions. They too were suffering.

Tom Cross | ooked dazed. His stone was as |loud as any, and his hand was
wrapped tightly around it. But he was lifting the chain over his head.

"No, Tommy!" She grabbed, but he twi sted away from her. He dropped the
worrystone on the floor. He npaned. He stepped toward the |largest amaryllis
| ady and his nother, nearby in another pot. He undid the fastenings of his
coverall, and his bud, swollen vastly beyond anything Muffy had ever seen
cane into view Its sides, where Jack had nothing but enpty pollen sacs, were
begi nning to show a hint of yell ow

Muf fy could not help but think of mce, whose fenal es becone fertile--they
ovul ate and becone receptive to the nal e--when exposed to the pherononi c scent
of male urine. Like them though he was nale, Tom was devel oping. Hi s
testicles were still there. But his anther was maturing too. Unlike Jack, he
had a doubl e set of gonads. Both human and plant. Both sperm and pollen. And
wi thin days, or even hours..

O her nmpans drew her attention to Jimand Peirce. They too were respondi ng
to the flood of pheronones the amaryllises had unl eashed. Yet they were
responding nmore slowy, less conpletely. The reason, thought Miffy, nust be
that they | acked Tom s botani cal conponent. O --she | ooked at Jack, who
remai ned sweating but quiet, not noaning, not so swollen, apparently resisting
the orgiastic commands--the pheronones were not aimed at them O was Jack
being told by other signals to remain al oof ?

Li ke Tom Jimand Peirce were unfastening their clothes. Their worrystones
were unable to defend them despite their frantically noisy efforts. These
pher onbnes were thus obviously different, not designed for conmunication, for
t he passage of information, even for the exercising of detailed control over
another's will. They were for preenption, for releasing and directing prim
urges. They were sinpler, nore direct, nore..

The preenptive pheronones had a primal honesty. Sonmehow, Miffy sensed that



neither they nor the amaryllis |ladies were evil. Jack had created the | adies.
Then he had threatened them They had dom nated himw th their pheronones in
sheer self-defense. And that remained their notive: defense of their selves,

of their unborn--unsprouted--progeny, even of the world in which those progeny
must live. Muffy felt that she could understand that nuch of why the plants
acted as they did. But there was sonething el se as well: unlike humans, they
want ed not just the survival of their progeny, but also the genetic

i mprovenent of their kind. They enbraced the | aw of evol ution. They did not
deny reality, and they did all they could in the service of their future.
Sonehow, she could not find it in herself to condemm them

Ki mrer was staring at Peirce, clutching Freddy, and sobbing. Freddy, for
all that he was a pig and not a hunan, was neki ng a soft hooting sound and
rubbi ng his snout against the side of her head. Julia's hands were cl enched,
whi t e- knuckl ed, as if she were suppressing an inpulse to nurder. Muffy coul d
feel her own, other urges rising within her. Yet she remained in control
per haps because wonen have al ways had--or seened to have--nore control over
themsel ves in noments of sexual excitenent.

Desperately, Miffy groped within her mnd. She knew sonethi ng, had seen
sonet hing, could do sonething, that would hel p. She knewit. But she could
find nothing, until...

She stepped backward, toward the entrance to the greenhouse gallery.
Keepi ng her eyes on the anmaryllises and on Tom now advancing toward the
sentient flowers, she explored the edges of the doorway with a hand.

And there! There! She turned a dial, flipped switches. Lights flickered
of f, then on again. The hum of the fans faltered and returned. A gl ass pane
over head opened and admitted a cool night breeze. And the flow of air through
t he greenhouse gallery reversed.

It was only nonents before Tom blinked, backed up, detunesced, and
rearranged his clothing. The odor of the new pheronones was still there, but
it was rapidly weakening, diluted by having to travel the |long way around the
head house, sone of it lost to the outer world. The shriek of the worrystones
noderated. As quiet returned, Tom s stone, abandoned on the greenhouse fl oor
uttered a single defeated "Snap!" Wen Miffy |ooked, it was al ready turning
bl ack.

The ensuing silence was disturbed by the sound of a small jet engine
overhead, the clap of wings cupping air for a landing, and a brief bark, as of
canine curiosity.

Jack | ooked only blank, though he turned his head toward the front room of
the head house. Jimsaid, "Is it help? O...?" Julia led the way out of the
greenhouse, through Jack's bedroom and into the front room where the house's
dark eyes stared blankly down at them

But before she or anyone el se could reach the door to the outside, it
opened. In the doorway, framed by the teeth behind them stood two nen. Both
wore dark grey executive coveralls and small nustaches, one dark, one |ight.
Nei t her wore any ornanmental patches or jewelry, not even a neckchain.

The taller of the two, who wore the |Iight nustache, held a | eather folder
open in his hand, a glint of nmetal telling all that he held a badge. "Bioform
Regul atory Administration," said the other. He seened to be in charge.
"Enforcenment. And here you are."

Freddy swore: "Mechin'...!"



Muf fy wat ched Tom nod at the gene-cops and ask, "How d you find us?
t hought..."

The two BRA agents |aughed as if they were a single person. "That you
wrecked the tracer? Sure, but we knew where you were up till then. W flew
into Pinkley and asked a few questions. They told us which way you went." He
did not say that they had waited until night in hope of catching themall in
bed.

"They must," said Jim "They must have thought you were on their side."

Anot her | augh. "They were overjoyed, especially once we said who we were
chasing."

"And who is that?" asked Kimer. Her voice was as tense as Muffy's had
been just a few m nutes before.

"Il l egal gengi neers. Man-nuckers. Polluters of the genone. And you're
under arrest. Al of you." The badge fol der disappeared into a pocket and both
agents drew small guns. Muffy recogni zed them as dart-throwers. The darts
could be | oaded either with anesthetics or with deadly toxins.

"But we haven't done anything," objected Peirce. "W're not gengineers."

"We'll sort that out later. For now, you're evidence. So's the house. |'ve
never seen such obvious nuckin'." The shorter BRA agent pointed his gun at
Freddy in Kimer's arns. \Wen she wapped her arnms nore tightly around the
pig, the agent turned toward Peirce. "W know who you are. And | can't say
|'ve ever trusted what goes on in that nuseum Artists are as bad as
gengi neers. No respect for..."

The ot her agent grabbed Jack by one arm "You too. You and your giant
dong." He made a disgusted face. "The rest of you are witnesses. And what's in
there?" He pointed toward the greenhouse. The doors were open, Miffy recall ed,
and he could surely see..

"The lady with the roots?" said the shorter agent. "W're supposed to get
her too."

Muf fy and the rest stood aside, but the BRA agents gestured inperiously.
"You first. Lead the way."

Wen the agents entered the greenhouse, however, their conmandi ng manner
faltered for just a nmonent while they stared at the amaryllises. Wile they
were thus distracted, Muffy was able to step out of the procession and | ean
agai nst the wall beside the door

"Jeezzuss!" said the agent with the |light nustache. "Mechin' giant Alices!
Are they alive?"

"Who cares?" said the shorter man. "W've got enough herbicide for al
of'em"

"Her bi ci de?" asked Tom

"No!" cried Muffy. They had had her kidnapped. They had pl anned to
pollinate her, to breed their children on her. But..."You can't!"

The agents ignored them both. "W've gotta keep one, you know. Evidence."

"And wi pe the rest.”



"I"l1l go get the stuff. And the canera."
"No!" cried Tomas their intent becane clear. "Not ny nother!"

"Huh?" Petra was plainly visible, the |eaves of her supporting anmaryllis
seem ng her own, and the plant's imrense bl ossom now bent out of sight behind
her head. "That's the one. Shut himup, will you?"

The gun began to turn toward Tom "Sleepy-tine..."
"We'l | haul her out for you!"

The agent paused. "Way not? All right, go ahead. But only as far as the
door, for now " He gestured at Tomand Jim The two young nen bent to l|ift
Petra's pot and nove it toward the greenhouse door. Fortunately, the pot's
edge curled over to give thema handhold. As they passed the agent and he
coul d see behind the rooted worran, he | aughed. "And there's our evidence. W
won' t need anot her."

They woul d, Muffy knew, for that cop had said so, want to study both Petra
and the amaryllis. They woul d take them both, and pi eces of the house, and
Freddy, and Tom and even all the rest of them to sonme tightly | ocked BRA
| aboratory and take themall apart, cell by cell, to |earn just what had been
done to their genes, just what threat they nmight offer to the world. And
then...MMuffy did not believe even the amaryllises held any real threat, even
t hough they wi shed to convert humanity to planthood and environnent al
benignity. Their main anbition was for the inprovenent and safety of their
of f spring.

Certainly Petra Cross held no threat, not w th honey buns taking root
allover the city and the country. It would be so nuch better to return Petra
to her husband, Ral ph. He could plant her in the yard again, or he could keep
her in her pot, in the living roomof his city apartnment, with or w thout the
amaryl lis.

"Do you think?" asked Peirce. "Do you think they'Il be able to restore
her ? Maybe your gengi neers could find out what honeysuckl e genes she carri es.
Then they could build a virus to renove them and..."

"Honeysuckl e genes?" said the taller BRA agent. "Never mnd. We'll figure
that out later."

Muf fy shook her head. Surely, BRA's gengi neers would never bother to build
Peirce's virus. It would be too conplex a task for minds that could consign
intelligent beings to endless |aboratory study. As Tom and Jim haul ed Petra
past her, she bent one hand behi nd her back, found the knob, and turned it,
prayi ng that she had the right control and was doing the right thing with it.
The relief she felt when the house's ventilation system obediently reversed
the flow of air through the greenhouse nearly buckl ed her knees.

Qutsi de the head house, Tige began to how. Miffy thought that he seened
to be announcing a new threat, and one he recogni zed and hat ed.

"Mech!" muttered Freddy. The pig's snout was nearly smothered in Kimer's
neck. At the sound of his nuffled voice, she relaxed her grip. "Wat now?" he
added.

Ji mdropped his side of the pot and ran ahead. As Petra and her anmaryllis
conpanion tottered, the BRA agent's finger jerked. H s gun went "Pht!" but the
dart mssed. Jimwas already into the front room



Muf fy sniffed the air and felt surprise at how she was al ready taking for
granted the strange ability of the worrystones to neutralize the plant |adies
pher onbnes. Yet her stone had not yet begun to hum agai n. The pheronones she
had been expecting, the commands the amaryllises would issue to incapacitate
the BRA agents, were not there. The amaryllis |adies were silent, or odorless.
She | ooked in their direction, saw only human eyes staring toward the house's
front door, saw beyond the agents and her friends Jack staring toward her wth
a childishly expectant | ook upon his face. She thought that, if only he had a
m nd of his own, he might say or gesture that his nmasters were holding their
fire until...She turned away, her face feeling hot and red, anxious not to
reveal to anyone, not the agents, not whoever mi ght next be com ng through the
door, that any surprises lay in store for anyone at all.

When the agents indicated that she should follow the rest, ahead of them
to the front of the house, she obeyed. She too wanted to see what was about to
happen, and she had done all she coul d.

Ji m opened the door, admitting a glare of spotlights or headlights, and
said, "lIt's a Bioblinp." He swung one leg forward as if he were about to | eave
the buil ding, but then he stopped. A shadow fell over the opening. He backed

up.

The sil houette that foll owed hi mwas unrecogni zabl e except in one feature:
the gun in its hand, a bl ocky, massive slug-thrower. The gun was pointed at
Jim and it jerked in enphasis as its bearer said roughly, "Shut that mechin'
Mack up!"

Jimobediently called, "Tige!l No!" Silence fell.

The sil houette noved into the house's interior light, and Muffy saw a
famliar dirty coverall, a face she had | ast seen at the zoo and, perhaps,
| eani ng out of a Bioblinp pod. Three nore of the ki dnappers followed him each
with a gun.

"Pht!""Pht!"

But the two BRA agents had nmade the mnistake of choosing the sane target.
One kidnapper fell, three gunshots inmediately reverberated in the encl osed
space, and the agents were on the floor. One screanmed and cl apped his hands to
his thigh. The other...One of the bullets had torn open his throat, and bl ood
had sprayed a three-neter swathe of floor. Hs head had flopped to one side.
Hal f his bl onde nustache was now red. "He's dead," said Julia, her voice
hushed with fear.

"Mechin' right the litterhead's dead. You will be too, if...Back up! Get
away fromthose guns!"™ One of the kidnappers retrieved the weapons, checked
their |oads, and nuttered that Andreas should wake up eventually. Another eyed
the wonen and said, "I know where we could get a good price..."

"Even for that one?" The |eader pointed at Petra Cross. "Useless bitch."
"Col | ecting her cost us Walt."
"We ought to kill that mechin' dog."

The | eader pointed his gun toward Jack. "And what about you? You haven't
paid us off yet. You' ve got what you wanted. So you owe us." VWen Jack said
nothing, he let his eyes wal k up and down the naked man and added, "This place
snells |ike a whorehouse. | want to see..."

They noved again, |like a human tide that swept through the head house,



first in one direction, then in the other, inpelled not by the commands of
some di stant noon but of nearer goons with guns. Muffy and her friends,
preceded by Jack, |ed the kidnappers through Jack's bedroomto the greenhouse
gal l ery.

As they entered the gallery, the amaryllis ladies turned their flora
faces toward the newconers, |ike sunflowers toward the sun. "Christ!" said one
of the kidnappers.

Hi s |l eader said, "I'd like to know how..." but Jack interrupted him "You
were not," he said. He seened to be trying to speak nore quickly. "Not
supposed. To conme back. Back without..." He was closest of themall to his

sentient plants, and Muffy noted that the pheronobnes that nmade hi m speak were
faint, as if the amaryllis | adies were being careful not to alarmthe invaders
by affecting their m nds.

"Don't conplain. You' ve got'emall.”
"And we want the rest of our noney."

The gun pointed directly at Jack.

"I't won't nmake a bit of difference,"” said Kimer Alvidrez. "If you shoot
him He's just their nouthpiece.”

Muf fy wi nced, though Kimer had apparently not given too nmuch away. "You
nmean. .. ?" The ki dnappers stared at the giant flowers. "He's just a front? They
can't nmove?" The three ki dnappers noved cl oser, and the other humans | et them
t hrough. Even Jack stepped aside. "Jesus!"

Muffy coul d see the kidnappers thinking: They could search the house and
take not just what Jack had agreed to pay them but anything and everything
they found. They could take an amaryllis or two, or kill themall and take the
house for their headquarters. They coul d keep the human wonen for their own,
or sell them with no further risk than they had already incurred as
ki dnappers. They coul d. .

They were so close to the amaryllis |adies that they were utterly hel pl ess
when the sentient plants finally renewed their flow of preenptive pheronones.

They noaned, dropped their guns, and began to strip. Wien Tom began to
nmoan too, Muffy quickly pulled the chain that held her worrystone over her
neck, cupped the humming stone in the pal mof her hand, and grasped Tom s hand
in hers, the stone sandw ched between them protecting themboth. Her mate
rel axed and nurnured a fervent, "Thanks!"

To one side, Jack was once nore sweating as he resisted the call to
pollination. Wth an air of effort, he gestured them out of the greenhouse and
into his room Petra and her guardian amaryllis were still there. Muffy could
see the unconscious ki dnapper and the two BRA agents, one dead, one stil
clutching his leg wound, in the room beyond.

Jack closed the door to the greenhouse, inmmediately shunting the flow of
pher onone through the ventilator grills above their head and thereby reduci ng
their exposure. The amaryllis in Petra's pot turned toward him "W did not,"
he said for the plant. "Not expect so many nal es. But now we have enough
Enough genes. He will give them pollen-bearing anthers. W will have pollen
and seeds. A strong new generation."

Muffy could not help but notice that when only a single amaryllis
control | ed Jack's nervous system his speech was far nore coherent.

"We still," said the amaryllis through Jack. "Still intend. To spread our
genes. Turn people into plants. But first we need. Mditility. And hands that



are our own. We need defense."”

"That's true," said Tom "You're right. BRAwW Il not sit on its hands when
you begin to spread out. And others, too, will resist."

"So far," said Peirce. "So far, only honey buns, and not many of those,
are growing roots. |If others do the sane, or if..."

"Even if there get to be very many of the honey bums," said Kinmer.

"Fire," said Julia
Freddy added, "The herbicide those boobs carry in their jet."

There was a nonent of awkward silence. Then Jack said slowy, "WII
you...?"

Muf fy shook her head. At the end of a traditional story, the heroes would
surely destroy the villains in a blaze of glory. But the amaryllis |adies were
not truly villains. They had their dreans, and those dreans opposed themto
the fully human world. But they were not evil. Those who were were now
captives in the greenhouse. Wen she | ooked at Kinmer, the other one anobng
t hem whose rude ki dnappi ng had begun the quest that [ed themhere, she saw
agreenent .

Tom nodded hi s acceptance of her judgnent. "The Engi neers,"” he said. "And
many nore. Everyone who is scared of change. They will want to destroy you."

Jack and the amaryllis nodded slowy, sinultaneously. "Yes. You are right,
of course. W nust stay out of sight. Be quiet. Bide our tinme. G ow nore
human. Go, then. Take your nother. And ne." He pointed at the amaryllis that
supported Tomis nother. The "me" he neant was that of the plant, of the mnd
that controlled his speech, not that of the voicebox. No one ni sunderstood
hi m

“"No nore kidnappings?" said Muffy. "No nore attenpts to turn us all into
pl ant s?" The honeysuckl e was quite enough, for it would keep on acting until
and unl ess some hunman gengi neer found a way to stop it. She wondered who t hey
could tell, other than BRA, who m ght have a chance. Perhaps Peirce woul d
know.

Jack shook his head, and once nore Tom and Ji m bent to nove the heavy
ceram c pot toward the house's entrance. As it began to slide, Jack said, "I
will help your nother grow. Maintain the circuits and the flexibility. Help
her speak. Then she will again. Again be happy as she was before. She will
also tell what happens here."

"How can she?" asked Miffy.

"She knew before, just a little. Honeysuckle vines link root to root. They
are our link to everywhere. Sensors, yes. One-way is best. But also tel egraph
with less efficiency. In the sap. One virus carries honeysuckl e genes. Anot her
carries nmenory signals. Coded in its RNA nucleic acid. Just water us with
honeysuckl e wi ne."

And that, thought Miffy, must explain the song. No songwiter had ever
| earned of Jack directly, or fromhis bosses or coworkers or psychiatrist, nor
fromthe psychiatrist's conputer. One had, sonetinme, somewhere, drunk
honeysuckl e wi ne and so tapped sone know edge of the amaryllis |ladies, their
creator, and their lives. As with Petra's forecast of Muffy's fate, that
know edge had been inconplete, confused, but it had been enough for



i nspiration.

CHAPTER 17

The Bioblinmp in which the kidnappers had arrived was not as large as the
one Peter Barcano had | oaned them Its cargo pouches were far too small to
hold Tige. But its gasbag held enough hydrogen to lift the Mack, and the crew
pod was the standard design for noving vans. A cupboard held a coil of heavy
rope, and the pod's outer wall bore a nunber of cleats and ring-bolts. Mvers
used them and the rope, to handle objects too bulky for the cargo pockets.

JimBrane used themin the sane way. Once the pot containing Petra Cross
and the amaryllis lady was safely ensconced in the pod, he wove a sling of
rope beneath his truck and anchored the web to the pod's attachnent points.
Then, once he had lifted the Bioblinp into the air, he commanded its tentacles
to curl protectively around his Mack.

It was a strange sight that left the valley in which the amaryllis | adies
lived with Jack Rivard, their creator and slave. Above, the swollen,
gas-filled bulb of a gengineered jellyfish, on its side the stylized sailing
vessel of a noving conpany. Beneath, nested in a web of ropes and tentacles, a
gi ant bull dog, eyes rolling nervously, nouth drooling, |egs dangling. Between
covering the Bioblinp's nouth, the pod, a flattened teardrop built of
i ghtweight plastic and netal, a conpartnent for crew and a housing for the
engine that turned the propellor nmounted to the rear, at the narrow end of the
teardrop. Visible through the wi ndows set in the sides and front of the pod
were Jim acting as the pilot, and his mate and fellow trucker Julia
Tenpl eton. Standi ng behind them were Tom Cross and his mate, Miffy Bowen.
Toward the rear of the crew conpartnment was the pot that held Tonis nother,
Petra, and her botanical conpanion. Staring alternately at this pair and at
each other were Franklin Peirce and Kimer Al vidrez. Freddy the pig was
propped on a bench to the side. Randy the spider roaned the narrow
conpartnent, hunting for edible vernin.

Drawi ng rapidly away ahead of them w nged the Robin Redbreast in which the
BRA agents had arrived. It was enpty. After saying that they would not need it
again, Julia had set its control conputer to return it to its base

Muf fy pointed out the window If they bent forward a bit and peered
downward, they could see Tige's ear, the hair along its edge fluttering in the
wi nd of their flight. But she was pointing farther forward. "W weren't that
far from Pinkley," she said, al st shouting to be heard above the throaty
roar of the engine.

"The road bent," said Jim He too pointed, his finger tracing the |ine
they had traveled wth Tige.

Pinkley itself was quiet, the shadows of its peaked roofs and steeples
long in the early norning light. There were two cars in the |ot of the diner
that had closed in their faces. "Do you think the supernmarket will be open
today?" Tommy's words and the ensuing | aughter bore just a touch of grimess.
Their success--they had found both his nother and his biological father, and
t hey had di scovered the reasons for Muffy's kidnapping, and for the attenpts
on the rest of them they had even | earned the why of honeysuckl e w ne and the
t aki ng root of honey buns--could not nmake them forget their rejection



The flight homeward did not [ast |ong. The engine on this Bioblinp drove
t hem westward through the air far nmore rapidly than the wi nds had so recently
carried theminto the east. By lunchtinme, they could see the barns and
pastures of the Daisy Hi Il Truck Farm where they had | eft Ral ph, Petra's
husband and the nman Tom Cross had grown up calling his father

"Did you get her?" Ral ph stood anpong truckers and Farm workers, anxiety
plain upon his face. Tomwas | eaning out the door of the Bioblinp's crew pod,
wat ching as Jimundid the ropes that had hel ped keep Tige fromfalling into
Lake M chigan and Julia controlled the tentacles, shifting themfromtheir
burden to anchor points on the nearby fence. Beside Tom Kimrer held Freddy.

"Watch out!"

"What's that?" Tige was shaking hinself furiously, precisely as if he had
fallen into the lake. Trucker Bill Forsneck, standing not far from Ral ph
pointed at the wildly oscillating truck cab fromwhich cane | oud crashing
noi ses.

"Litter!" cried Freddy. "The handcart!"

Soneone was | eadi ng Bl ackie, Julia's Mack, fromher bay in the barn. She
rai sed her head, snuffed |loudly enough to be audi bl e even above the noise of
the crowd, caught the scent of her mistress and her friends, and barked. Tige
answer ed.

"Yes," called Tomto his father.

Monents |ater, the pot was on the ground, surrounded by silent onl ookers,
and Julia was trotting toward her Mack as if, |ike any dog owner returning
froma trip, she had missed the beast. The amaryllis was holding its |l eaves to
itself, leaving Petra Cross exposed, naked, blind behind opaque pupils,
noti onl ess. She was not even shaping words with her lips, as she had done not
so long before. It was as if her transformation to vegetati on had progressed
much nearer its conpletion.

"W saw one," said Kimer, "that had turned to wood."

"I"ve heard of the roots,"” said soneone in the crowd of onl ookers.

"She's even growi ng | eaves," said another. Tonmis eyes followed the finger
poi nting toward her shins. The | eaves he had noted before. But had he seen
light between those |inbs before? Wre they fusing to becone a solid stem a
trunk? And she was, she had to be, aware of the changes she was undergoi ng.
But what was she feeling, thinking? Wiat woul d she say if she coul d?

Ral ph Cross paced around the pot, shaking his head. Tears were in his
eyes. One hand was raised as if to touch his wife, or what she had becone. But
the hand dropped to his side. He turned to Tomand said, "I can't. I'll get
the house fixed. I'Il sell it. But I'lIl stay in ny apartnment. And there just
isn't any roomfor..."

The amaryllis' blossomhead turned toward him Its fronds curled, and the
odor of its pheronones swept forth, striking instantly into every brain that
was not protected by a worrystone. "C anmphole,” they said in chorus. Faces
twisted with alarmat the invasion of their wills that made t hem speak, but
still, in unison, they added, "Litterhead."

Hal fway through the first word, Tomfelt Muffy's hand seize his. Her stone
touched his skin with cool fire, his control of self returned, and his voice
stopped. But the others continued, even his father's:



"Now she speaks through me. Root to root. But she will speak. Speak for
herself. Plant her. Gve her dirt. Let her be. And grow. And bl oom Pl ant ne
besi de her. Let ne teach. And shape. And water us. Wth honeysuckle w ne."

The odor died, and the Farm onl ookers stepped back, recoiling, frightened
now, shaking their heads furiously, as if they were so many bulls trying
desperately to free thenselves fromas nany matadorial capes. Ral ph alone did
not nmove. "No," he said. "I can't. | noved out because of the wi ne. She just
wasn't, wasn't..." He choked and swal |l owed before finishing:"...Petra
anynore. She isn't, still."

Nor, thought Tom would she ever be again. Even if the gengineers tried to
purge her of her plant genes and successfully restored her to her own proper
fl esh, she would bear the marks of her experience. And if the amaryllis |ady
succeeded in its goal, if it could indeed shape fromhis nmother a half-plant,
hal f - human who coul d speak both to humans, with a voice, and to amarylli ses,
wi t h pheronones, she night be nore human, but the narks she would bear woul d
be far deeper.

"I can," said Peirce. He ran a hand over his forehead and scal p, stopping

only when he cane to his hairline. "But she's yours, really. You'll have to
donate her to the nmuseum We'll take good care of her."

Ral ph nodded wordl essly. H's eyes were still wet.

Tomtook a tentative step toward his father. "I'Il visit you, too," he

said. He neant, of course, that he would be visiting his nother. He had found
her, found his feeling for her, again, and even though she had changed, he
woul d not abandon her. Nor woul d he abandon this nman. There was no genetic
link between them but they were father and son. And there was no ot her
father, except in body. Jack lived, yes, but the mind within his skull was not
truly his.

Ral ph reached for his son. They enbraced as fathers and sons al ways have
when at |ast, for whatever reason, however briefly, they reach across the gulf
bet ween t he generati ons.

"You're there a lot, aren't you?" asked Ral ph
"For Freddy, anyway. Though now. .."

"Yeah. | guess I'l|l see you there, then."
"Maybe we can..." Both men nodded

When they reached the nuseum the parking lot was enpty, the staff was
gone, and the doors were already |ocked for the night. "Litter," said Jim He
clucked to his Mack. "Back to the Farm then."

"Uh-uh," said Freddy in his throaty voice. As always, he sounded as if he

wer e speaking through his nose. "No way. |'ve been trucking around the
countryside for days. |'ve been exposed to wild anther-shakers and berserk

Bi obl i nps and gun-wavi ng boobs and hoods. |'ve been teased and tantalized and
scared and terrorized. And | want my Pork-chop. | want her now. And Frankie

has a key. Right, Frankie?"

he said, and he
He pointed toward a

Franklin Peirce was the nuseumi s curator. "COF course
held up a ring of two dozen keys. "Right here, sonewhere.
side door. "Over there, Jim"

The shaking Tige had given it had not harmed the handcart. It renained



entirely capable of carrying the pot containing Petra and the amaryllis |ady
into the building and down its halls. Ral ph pushed the cart. Freddy rode now
in Tom s arns.

Natural |ight has an unfortunate tendency to fade the pignments of paint
and dye and turn organic materials such as canvas and other fabrics brittle.
The nmuseum therefore had few wi ndows, and its lights, nowturned dim left its
hal | s al nost as dark as they would be at m dni ght.

"I wish," said Freddy. "I w sh there were sone windows in our apartment. |
nm ss being able to see the green, and the weather. And we're in the basenent.
| could see girls' legs!"

"You going to be Frederick again?" Tom Cross | aughed.

"I guess,"” said the pig, nmore quietly now. "The music is serious stuff,
you know. Though | enjoyed this adventure. | got blue balls and pal pitations,
but | saw a | ot of outdoors, and nobody got hurt, and..."

"Stop!" said Peirce, and he unl ocked a door. Wen he opened it, the others
saw tiers of shelves |oaded with boxes of all sizes. "Storeroom" he said, and
he runmaged until he found three worrystones. He handed one to Tom sayi ng,
"You | ost yours." The second went to Kimrer. "Your mnd should be your own."
The third he gave to Ral ph. "So should yours."

When Ral ph | ooked bl ank, Tom expl ai ned, "Sonehow, it keeps their odors
fromtaki ng you over."

"Ah," said his father. "Thanks." He put the chain around his neck and
wai ted while Peirce turned back to Kimer and held out his own stone. They
knocked, nothing happened, and Ral ph nodded as if he were not surprised. Then
he asked Peirce, "Wiere will you put her?"

"l don't know," said Peirce. "W have an exhibit of bioforns, but..."

"She isn't art, is she?" said Kinrmer. "They aren't." She neant the
amaryllis | adies.

"Performance art," said Freddy. "Jack's."

Peirce | aughed and stopped the procession before an el evator door, |ocked
open for the night. As he ushered themin, rummaged for the appropriate key,
and activated the nachinery, Ralph said, "You wouldn't put her on exhibit,
woul d you? She is..."

"Your wife?" The elevator floor dropped under their feet, and Peirce
nodded. "It m ght not even be safe. W need to keep the two near each ot her
so the amaryllis can hel p her devel op as she should, if 'should has any
meani ng here. But | wouldn't dare put that amaryllis where its pheronones
could...”

"Behi nd gl ass?" offered Muffy.

"No," said Ral ph. "Please."

"W have an enpty roomor two, down here, near the nusic area."
"But first!" said Freddy.

"Right!" Peirce | aughed again. "Let's get you hone, and show Porcul ata and
the kids what all the fuss has been about."



They passed the entrance to the auditorium rounded a corner, and opened a
door. Beyond it was a small room furnished with a desk, a couch, and a pair of
easy chairs. On a shelf stood a steam ng coffee pot. Stretched out on the
couch was a young wonman hol di ng a nagazine as if she had been reading. Tom
recogni zed her as Jan, the attendant he had | ast seen oiling Porculata's hide;
she still wore the |light blue vest of her job, thought his time over a
coverall patterned in green and bl ack chevrons. The room snel |l ed of
honeysuckl e wi ne; on the desk stood an enpty gl ass.

When she saw Peirce, and then Freddy, Jan's face lit up. "You're back!"
she cried, rolling off the couch and reaching for the door in the far side of
the room "Wait till | tell..."

Peirce pointed at the glass on the desk. "Have you...?

Jan's face fell as if to say that, yes, she had, and yes, she knew she
shoul dn't have. "Just a little..."

"And Por cul at a?"

She nodded. "She insisted."

Freddy | aughed. "So that's how she knew..." His wife wasn't psychic. She
had gi ven that scatterbrai ned inpression because she had tapped, albeit
i mperfectly, the amaryllis | adies' grapevine.

Jan opened the door, and a bl ast of bagpi pes and calliopes drowned him
out. "Frederick! W heard!"™ A noment later, Porculata cried, "A maiden! Two
mai dens! You brought them home with you. And see what | neant? You coul dn't
possi bly defl ower them™"

Porcul ata was nestled in a bed of soft cushions on the apartment's padded
floor, her hollow legs jutting into the air. Freddy wi nked at Tomas his old
friend set the pig down beside his wife. Randy was al ready pal pi ng Bar num and
Bar aboo, the calliopes, neeping her delight at seeing them again. Wile Freddy
and Porcul ata then withed together in the best approxi mation they coul d
manage of a human enbrace of greeting, Ralph Cross, with Jan's help,
positioned the handcart and its burden to one side of the room next to the
booth in which on-duty attendants were supposed to spend their tinmne.

Finally, Porculata said, "Jan, dear. Sit us up, please. And now, tell ne
everyt hing!"

When they had obliged as best they could, she said, "The poor things!"
"What in the world do you nean?" asked Ki mmer

"Look," said Julia. "Look at what they did to Petra, with that honeysuckl e
wi ne. And at what they were going to do with me. Think of what they' re surely
doi ng now with the kidnappers and the..."

Porcul ata stopped her with a snicker. "They didn't ask to be nade," she
said. "Just like Frederick and ne. And they don't have our conpensations. Qur
nmusi c. An audi ence. "

"And friends," added Freddy.

She twi tched her agreenent. Then she turned one eye toward Barnum and
Baraboo and said, "And | think it's admirable, that they're trying to nmake
sure their children have a better life than they do by getting them nore human
genes. It would be lovely to have wal king flowers in our audi ences!"



Muf fy nodded in agreenent. "But," said Tom "They're also trying to turn
people into plants.”

"So what? W turn people into aninals.”
"Only at the zoo, and only with their consent," said Julia.

The ot hers nodded. "Maybe," said Freddy. "Maybe we coul d make
peopl e-plants in Botanic Gardens."

"Or find volunteers,” said Jim "For the amaryllis ladies to use." Wen
Julia shook her head at him he added, "O for research into maki ng wal ki ng
plants. "

Peirce was facing the handcart, one hand on his chin. "One thing they've
proved," he said. "Dorothy Parker was wrong."

"Who was she?" asked Ki mer.

"Atwentieth century witer. She said, 'You can |lead a horticulture, but
you can't make her think.""

Freddy snorted with laughter. "She'd rather turn around and grab you by
the..."

"Freddy!" cried Porcul at a.

Later, after a dinner of take-out Italian food fetched by Jan, the
di scussion turned nore serious. Mwving aninal or human genes into plants as
Jack Rivard had done, said Peirce, could obviously produce i mense changes in
the plants. But he didn't think it could ever give the plants the necessary
skel etal and muscul ar structures for mobility.

"I should think," said Julia, "that the sane problem would exist for
nervous systens and thought."

"Jack proved you wong on that," said Jimas he chased a | ast strand of
spaghetti around his plate.

"Still," said Peirce. "I'd expect that in order to conbi ne photosynthesis,
sentience, and notility, one would have to start with an aninmal and add a
smal | er, easier-to-integrate nunber of genes. In fact, all a gengi neer would
have to do woul d be to persuade the animal cells to play host to blue-green
al gae. Precisely the sane thing happened billions of years ago, when the
one-cel | ed ancestors of plants accepted sinilar al gae as synbiotic tenants.
Eventual | y, those al gae becane the chl oropl asts that now handl e the processes
of photosynthesis in plants. Perhaps they could do the sanme for aninals.
Certainly, animal cells are entirely capable of playing host to synbiotes."

"Mtochondria," said Tom Mtochondria, he knew, gave aninal--and
plant--cells the ability to use oxygen to satisfy the bulk of their need for
energy in useful form And they were descended from prinordial bacteria just
as chloroplasts were from al gae. They even had their own genes.

"Some animal cells," said Peirce. "Those of certain clans, for instance.
They al ready contain al gae. They supply the algae with certain essenti al
nutrients, and the al gae use the energy of sunlight to generate carbohydrates.
And the clamcells eat the carbohydrates.”

The hybridi zation of vastly different living forms was thus nothing new,
Tomrealized. And it could not be undone. If gengineers took the m tochondria



out of animal cells, the aninmals would die. Only sluggish things, wornms and
slimes and ani nmal cul es, things that needed no nore energy than bacteria and
yeast and ot her organisns that |ived wi thout oxygen, would survive. If they
renoved chl oroplasts fromplant cells, again the consequence woul d be

wi despread deat h, catastrophe, for plant photosynthesis provided the raw
material, the food, for all animal life. It also provided essential oxygen

"So," Jimsaid. "Are we dooned? WII the anaryllises gain | egs and repl ace
us? WIl we turn into plants?"

Tom rummaged in a pocket and withdrew the few gold nodul es, nuggets, he
had collected in the valley outside the Frank Ll oyd Wight house. Wen Jan
asked, he expl ained. "Jack's nmoney garden," he said. "It has to be how he paid
t he ki dnappers, and bought the things he needed for the house. Furniture, lab
supplies, food..." He paused. "W wouldn't need to worry about noney, would
we? | f we were plants?"

"It would be peaceful enough,"” said Muffy. "Like being on the wine all the
tinme."

Jan had noved Freddy and Porculata into their support racks for the neal.
Now Freddy twi sted his gaze away fromhis wife. "Until soneone decided to chop
you down."

"I't would be easy enough to destroy the amaryllises,” said Julia. "Just

burn them out."

"But they're intelligent," said Porculata. "That woul d be nurder."

"Not to most people.”

"And what about the honeysuckl e?" Ral ph pointed at his immobile wife in
her pot. "That's what changes us to plants.”

Franklin Peirce shook his head. "I don't think we could destroy the
vi nes. "

"The gengi neers woul d have to design a plague," said JimBrane. "And
there'd be too big a chance that it mght spread to other plants, |ike crops."

"And we can't stop people fromdrinking the wine," said Tom Jan bl ushed
and turned her head away. Muffy m ght have bl ushed, he thought, but she had
i ndeed sworn off the wine. People had, like her, to stop thenselves. "So the
pl ant genes will keep nmoving into people. W can't stop them"

Muf fy poked himin the hip. "W can't stop people genes from going the
ot her way, either."

Freddy hooted and sang, "Shakin' ny anther..."

Tom bl ushed. Several of the others |aughed, for when the amaryllises had
made hi m di splay hinsel f, anyone who had not known of his peculiarity had
certainly learned the truth. Wien they quieted, he said, "I don't have the
hots for giant flowers."

"But sone of your kids mght," said Franklin Peirce. "Unless..."

"I hope not," said Tom enphatically.

Jimturned toward his mate. "So burning out the greenhouse wouldn't really
work. It would slow things dowmn a little, but..."



Julia nodded. "A few years," she said. "Maybe a generation."

"And the future would never notice," said Peirce. "A generation is nothing
on a biological tinme scale.”

"So what do we do?" asked Tom His voice had a bitter tinge. "Are we
doomed?"

"The amaryllises will get nore human," said the nuseum curator. "As for
people turning into plants, all can do is put your nother on display. And
program a sound plaque to explain how she got this way."

Freddy | aughed. "Wat do you bet that'll just make nore people try the
wi ne?"

CHAPTER 18
"I'"ve got to go," said JimBrane. "l've got ny truck back, Tom has Miffy
back, his nother is safe and sound. And they won't let me off any longer, I'm
sure. Tonmorrow I'll have to work."
"Me, too," said TomCross. "I've been away fromthe store too |ong. And

Muf fy's fans nust have forgotten her by now." He grinned at her, and she
grinned back.

"Fat chance," she said. "And they'd only cheer louder if | forgot ny fan."
She was, after all, a fan dancer, and Randy was the fan that really counted.

"Want a ride, Ralph?" offered Julia Tenpleton, and soon the room held
three humans | ess. Franklin Peirce and Kinmmer Alvidrez were sitting on the
padded floor with their backs against the pot that held Petra Cross and the
amaryllis. They were holding hands as if they thought no one would notice. Tom
and Muffy sat across the room staring at his nother. Freddy and Porcul ata
were still in their support racks, and Randy, Miffy's spider, now rested
besi de t hem

Peirce | ooked up and over his shoulder at the contents of the pot behind
him "l suppose | could wait till tormorrow, and let the technicians do it." He
et his eyes slide toward Kimer. "But |'d rather...Want to hel p, ny dear?"

She took a deep breath, licked her lips, and visibly squeezed his hand.
"Hel p with what ?"

"Repotting these things. They're heavy, but the two of us should be able
to manage it."

Pheromones wafted fromthe amaryllis, and Jan, the only hunman present
wi t hout a worrystone, cried, "No! Keep us together! Only then can | teach her
Al'l she needs to know. And speak for her. Until she learns."

Peirce nodded. "At least, we can find a place to keep them"

Ki mrer | ooked di sappoi nted, but she nodded. They rose and trundl ed the
handcart and its burden out of the pigs' apartnent. As the door closed behind
them Tomsaid, "I wish | knew howto end this." As Jimhad said, they had



regained all that was |ost, though not w thout change. Yet life went on. There
woul d be further losses in the future, and sone of them would not be recouped.
There woul d be new adventures. But this one was over. He w shed there were
some way to mark its end

"W could sing a song," said Freddy. It was a natural enough suggestion
When Tom and the pig had first run away from hone, they had made their living
as singers. Freddy was still a singer, a nusician, and so was his wife. And a
song had acconpani ed their quest.

"Li ke what ?"

He wi shed he knew. But then Porcul ata began to play, and the words canme to
him and to Muffy, Jan, and Freddy. Together, they sang a song that Tom had
first nmet as a child, when he had spent two weeks at a summer canp in Mine.
He supposed it had been a canmp song as long as there had been canps.

"Day is done," they sang slowy, alnost dolorously. "Gone the sun...Allis

well ..

"I"mused to gengineered things,” Tomlater said to Muffy. They had | eft
Freddy and his famly in their apartnment. Now t hey were wal ki ng down a di m
baserment hall. Soon, they would cone to a staircase--they could see it ahead,
marked by the red glow of an "Exit" sign--and | eave the nuseum They woul d
wal k horme, or take a Bernie, and water their Alice. They would resune their
lives.

"I see themin the store all the tine," he went on. "And |'mone of them
aren't 1?" He was thinking of his bud. "So Jack didn't surprise ne, and the
amaryllis ladies didn't either. Though | suppose it did, what they did to him
with their pheronones."

"What they did to you, too. O what he did." Miffy hugged his armtightly,
as if fearing that he woul d be yanked fromher life, as she so nearly had been
fromhis. "And the wine. That's new, isn't it?"

He nodded. A door on the right, a little ahead, was ajar. "But you' re done
with that now "

It was her turn to nod. "For good." She produced an exaggerated shudder
Then she stopped wal king and turned to face him one hand on his chest. "They
didn't say, but do you think...? Did it nmake a difference that they knew what
a hybrid you are? Do you think they knew they coul d nake your pollen cone in
so easily?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. But it doesn't nake any difference now "
"They' re happy, aren't they? Wth those other nmen, | nean?"

Tom shrugged and tried to start wal king again. She held himback while he
said, "It'll take longer to equip themto make pollen, but yes. They have the
raw material they need. There's no sentinental connection..."

"How can plants feel sentinent?"

"They're not just plants. And though they've changed Jack drastically, he
did make themwhat they are. He is, or was, quite human, and if he could fee
sentinment..."

He finally pulled her into notion, but only for a step or two before she
said, "It'll be interesting to see what happens with our kids."



"Ki ds?" He stopped again, pulled free of her grip, and turned to stare at
her.

"You said that before.
we ought to get started?”

She grinned. "At Jack's place. But don't you think

“I'd love to." Until just the day before, he had thought he was the only
one of them who wanted a family. "So what's stopping us?"

"It's too public here." The hallway was deserted, and it would renmain so
until the next day, but Peirce and Ki nmer were sonewhere about, and surely
there was a night watchman. "And | want your nane."

"W have to get married?"
"Uh- huh." She hugged his arm agai n.

"I suppose we could." He was teasing. The idea, surprising as it was,
delighted him He had thought their life together would continue pretty nuch
as it always had. Many coupl es never married, even when they chose to have
children, and marriage had never seened to himessential. But his parents had
been nmarried, hadn't they? And now he and Muffy woul d becone parents
t henmsel ves.

He sniffed. She did the sane. They both grinned, and he whi spered, "That
amaryllis." Then he touched his worrystone. Its silence said that the
pher onbnes were not those of preenption or comand.

She pointed toward the hal f-open door just down the hall. "There?"
They took the few steps that |let them see what was within the room
Both of theminhal ed sharply at what they saw

Franklin Peirce and Kimrer Alvidrez had i ndeed found a roomfor Petra
Cross and her conpanion. It seened to be a workroom for tending biof orm
artworks, several of which stood in pots on a table by the rooms far wall. On
the floor nearby stood an enpty planter about the size of the pot that held
Petra and the amaryllis. A shelf held several smaller pots. Beneath the shelf
stood three shovels, several trowels, a bag of peat nbss, and a watering can

The pot they had haul ed across Lake M chigan to this nuseum basenent
stood in the mddle of the room still shared by both Petra and the amaryllis.
Near the pot, their backs to the door, stood Peirce and Ki mer. Just as they
had been doing in Freddy's apartnent, they were hol di ng hands.

Bot h were naked except for the worrystones that hung around their necks.

And Peirce was humm ng the tune to "Shaking My Anther."

POSTLUDE

It was dark beyond the greenhouse gl ass and the shadi ng | eaves of nindless
plants, but lights once nore blazed within the house that Jack Rivard once had
grown in the shape of a head. The ventilator fans forced the air to nove in
its accustonmed direction, fromthe El dest of the amaryllis sisterhood



downdrift, and acquire nessages in order of domi nance within the hierarchy.

Fi ve naked bodies lay on the greenhouse floor, arrayed near the inner
wal |, farthest fromthe glass and the heat it admtted in the day. Near them
sat a pot containing a strange, bul b-stemmed plant resenbling a bonsa
baobabtree with | eaves |ike those of honeysuckle vines. It had, until this day
just past, been hidden al nost perfectly fromvi ew anong the other plants
within the greenhouse. Fromit, tendrils extended toward the bodi es and
penetrated their skins. Those tendrils carried a fluid very simlar to
honeysuckl e wine to keep the prisoners conatose while tailored viruses worked
to change their cells and bodi es.

In the doorway to the greenhouse squatted Jack. Hi s skin was flecked with
dark bits of decayed organic matter, for one of his tasks that day had been to
bury the dead BRA agent in a conpost heap behind the house. He was rubbing his
depl eted anther and chuckling, perhaps at the thought of what his gengi neered
viruses were doing to the bodies on the floor, perhaps at the thought of how
t he nodified honeysuckl e plant that kept themfromprotesting their
transformati on nmight be received in the outer world, if only he would rel ease
it, or if it would escape. Honey bunms might welcone it, for it would relieve
them of even that effort necessary to pluck the bl ossons of the honeysuckl e
Vi nes.

Perhaps he did not think at all. Jack's mnd was the mnd of a child. The
amaryl | i ses had destroyed al nost everything except his know edge of
gengi neering, his ability to use that know edge in their service, and his
capacity to speak on their behalf. He was very nuch an idiot savant.

Hi s mstresses intended to | eave the prisoners even |less, for they would
have only one function

"WE HAD NEW PI STI LS
And scion/ seedl i ng/ sprout
And he was ripe

Hi s ant her

nearly ready!

We saw doubl e gonads
Unnecessary

Qur pol | en wor ks

On humans, too

WE HAD OTHERS, TOO
In our grasp

But | ost themall
THEY RESI STED

They were sonehow
Sonehow i nmune

BUT WE DO HAVE
Anpl e raw nmateri al
WE DO

W traded

Had to trade

And soon

SOON!

Ve will have

New pol | en”

Al ready, in fact, the viruses had begun to nodify the structures of the
captives' genitals. Penises were enlarging. Testicles were elongating, just as
they once had in Jack hinmself, and the new gonads were taking on a gol den hue.



never
defi ci ency,
t he conpl eat:

Fant asy |

"New genes

Shaki ng ant her s!
At our conmand

VE WLL SET SEED
And our scions/

/ Seedl i ngs/ sprouts

New pistils, too
W11l be nearer
Qur designs

AND ONE OF US IS GONE
Transpl ant ed

SHE W LL POLLI NATE
Sone human pistil

Per haps engender

Ant her - bearers

Li ke our master/pet's
Sci on/ seedl i ng/ spr out
SHE HAS THE CHANCE

To begi n new beds

And fork our line of history

Qur destiny

But that destiny

IS FOR THE FUTURE ONLY
To reveal . "

The song "Shaking My Anther" appears in severa
with the verses in their
and to satisfy whatever curiosity you feel

all in one piece,

SHAKI NG MY ANTHER

You' ve got the question
Your perfunme says it all.
I've got the anther!

Shaki n' ny anther for you!
You' re spreadi ng your

| smell it on the air.
Showers of pollen

Shaki n' ny anther for you!
Open your petals.

Let ne sniff your bl ossom

Oh, | like your stylel
Shaki n' ny anther for you!
I've got the anther!

And showers of pollen
I've got the anther!
Shaki n' ny anther for you!

Did you wonder,

| eaves.

APPEND!I X

Pul psmith,

or der.
dear

pr oper

and The Leadi ng Edge,
Has it

pl aces in this novel
To correct this
r eader,

but

here is

back in Chapter 8, whether Joe-Dee Alvidrez's Dingo
was really edited from conputer-generated garbage? It was, as
described in articles in Anal og,
Dewdney has di scussed in Scientific American (June 1989).

have
and as A K
really been



publ i shed? No, though many ot hers ampbng ny "conputer-catal yzed" poens have.
Did you feel frustrated when Qur Heroes stopped Joe-Dee from di splayi ng D ngo
Fantasy I1? Al right, then. You asked for it. Just don't forget what Freddy
said: "lIt's still tripe. Bull-litter." And now, heeeere's...

DI NGO FANTASY 11

Fl exi bl e | over,

FI anked by ivories and

Ast oundi ng earfl aps,

Bani sh bl oody nai dens

And |l et red | eaves conquer.

Rever sal !

Proboscis pregnant, tattered child.

Surrender, Dingo, sodden |over,

And babbl e fantasy of high mahout!

Admi t one.

The circus prefers

The el ephantine nigration.



