OVERRIDE

The only way to break free of a controlling force is to first recognize exactly what that forceis

GEORGE R. R. MARTIN

Dusk was settling softly over the High Lakes as Kabarajian and his crew made their way home from
the caves. It wasacam, quiet dusk; atwilight blended of green waters and mellow night winds and the
dow fading of Grotto's gentle sun. From the rear of hislaunch, Kabarajian watched it fal, and listened to
the sounds of twilight over the purring of the engine.

Grotto was aquiet world, but the sounds were there, if you knew how to listen. Kabaraijian knew.
He sat erect in the back of the boat, adight figure with swarthy skin and long black hair and brown eyes
that drifted dreamy. One thin hand rested on his knee, the other, forgotten, on the motor. And hisears
listened; to the bubbling of the water in the wake of the launch, and the swish-splash of the |akel eapers
breaking surface, and the wind moving the trailing green branches of the trees dong the near shore. In
time, held hear the nightflyers, too, but they were not yet up.

There werefour in the boat, but only Kabaraijian listened or heard. The others, bigger men with
pasty faces and vacant eyes, were long past hearing. They wore the dull gray coveralls of dead men, and
there was agted platein the back of each man's skull. Sometimes, when his corpse controller was on,
Kabaraijian could listen with their ears, and see with their eyes. But that was work, hard work, and not
worth it. The sights and sounds a corpse handler felt through his crew were pale echoes of real sensation,
seldom useful and never pleasurable.

And now, Grotto's cooling dusk, was an off-time. So Kabaraijian's corpse controller was off, and his
mind, disengaged from the dead men, rested easy in Sits own body. The launch moved purposefully along
the lake shore, but Kabaraijian's thoughts wandered lazily, when he thought at al. Mostly he just sat, and
watched the water and the trees, and listened. HE'd worked the corpse crew hard that day, and now he
was drained and empty. Thought—thought especialy—uwas more effort than he was prepared to give.
Better to just linger with the evening.

It was along, quiet voyage, across two big lakes and one smal one, through acave, and findly up a
narrow and swift-running river. Kabaraijian turned up the power then, and the trip grew noisier asthe
launch diced a path through the river'sflow. Night had settled before he reached the station, arambling
structure of blue-black stone set by the river's edge. But the office windows still glowed with acheery
yelow light.

A long dock of native silverwood fronted theriver, and adozen launchesidentica to Kabaraijian's
were dready tied up for the night. But there were still empty berths. Kabaraijian took one of them, and
guided the boat into it.

When the launch was secure, he dung his collection box under one arm, and hopped out onto the
dock. Hisfree hand went to his belt, and thumbed the corpse controller. VVague sense blurs drifted into
his mind, but Kabaraijian shunted them aside, and shook the dead men dive with an unheard shout. The
corpsesrose, one by one, and stepped out of the launch. Then they followed Kabaraijian to the station.

Munson was waiting ingde the office—afat, scruffy man with gray hair and wrinkles around hiseyes
and afatherly manner. He had hisfeet up on his desk, and was reading anove. When Kabaraijian
entered, he smiled and sat up and put down the book, inserting his leather placemark carefully. "'Lo,
Matt," he sad. "Why are you dwaysthelast onein?'

"Because I'm usudly thelast one out,” Kabarajian said, smiling. It was his newest line. Munson
asked the same question every night, and away's expected Kabaraijian to come up with afresh answer.
He seemed only moderately pleased by thisone.

Kabaraijian set the collection box down on Munson's desk and opened it. "Not abad day," he said.



"Four good stones, and twelve smaller ones.”

Munson scooped ahandful of small, grayish rocks from insde the padded metal box and studied
them. Right now they weren't much to look at. But cut and polished they'd be something else again:
swirlstones. They were gemswithout fire, but they had their own beauty. Good ones looked like crystas
of moving fog, full of soft colors and softer mysteries and dreams.

Munson nodded, and dropped the stones back into the box. "Not bad,” he said. "Y ou aways do
good, Matt. Y ou know where to look."

"The rewards of coming back dow and easy," Kabaraijian said. "I look around me."

Munson put the box under his desk, and turned to his computer console, awhite plastic intruder in
the wood-paneled room. He entered the swirlstonesinto the records, and looked back up. ™Y ou want to
wash down your corpses?”’

Kabaraijian shook his head. "Not tonight. I'm tired. I'll just flop them for now.”

"Sure," said Munson. He rose, and opened the door behind his desk. Kabaraijian followed him, and
the three dead men followed Kabaraijian. Behind the office were barracks, long and low-roofed, with
row on row of smple wooden bunks. Most of them were full. Kabaraijian guided his dead men to three
empty ones and maneuvered them in. Then he thumbed his controller off. The echoesin his head blinked
out, and the corpses sagged heavily into the bunks.

Afterwards, he chatted with Munson for afew minutes back in the office. Findly the old man went
back to his novel, and Kabaraijian back to the cool night.

A row of company scooters sat in back of the station, but Kabaraijian |eft them alone, preferring the
ten-minute walk from the river to the settlement. He covered the forest road with an easy, measured
pace, pausing here and there to brush aside vines and low branches. It was ways a pleasant walk. The
nights were cam, the breezes fragrant with the fruity scent of local trees and heavy with the songs of the
nightflyers

The settlement was bigger and brighter and louder than theriver sation; athick clot of housesand
bars and shops built alongside the spaceport. There were afew structures of wood and stone, but most
of the settlerswere still content with the plastic prefabs the company had given them free.

Kabaraijian drifted through the new-paved streets, to one of the outnumbered wooden buildings.
There was a heavy wooden sign over the tavern door, but no lights. Inside he found candles and heavy,
stuffed chairs, and ared log fire. It was acozy place; the oldest bar on Grotto, and still the favorite
watering hole for corpse handlers and hunters and other river Sation personndl.

A loud shout greeted him when he entered. "Hey! Maitt! Over herel”

Kabaraijian found the voice, and followed it to atable in the corner, where Ed Cochran was nursing
amug of beer. Cochran, like Kabaraijian, wore the blue-and-white tunic of a corpse handler. He wastall
and lean, with athin face that grinned alot and amass of tangled red-blond hair.

Kabaraijian sank gratefully into the chair opposite him. Cochran grinned. "Beer?' he asked. "We
could split apitcher.”

"No thanks. | fed like wine tonight. Something rich and mellow and dow."

"How'd it go?"' said Cochran.

Kabaraijian shrugged. "O.K.," he said. "Four nice stones, a dozen little ones. Munson gave me a
good estimate. Tomorrow should be better. | found anice new place.” He turned toward the bar briefly,
and gestured. The bartender nodded, and the wine and glasses arrived afew minutes later.

Kabaraijian poured and sipped while Cochran discussed hisday. It hadn't gonewell; only Six stones,
none of them very big.

"You've got to range farther," Kabaraijian told him. "The caves around here have been pretty well
worked out. But the High Lakes go on and on. Find someplace new."

"Why bother?' Cochran said, frowning. "Don't get to keep them anyway. What's the percentage in
knocking yoursdf out?'

Kabaraijian twirled the wine glassdowly in athin, dark hand, and watched the dream-red depths.
"Poor Ed," he said, in avoice half-sadness and haf-mockery. "All you seeisthe work. Grotto is a pretty
planet. | don't mind the extramiles, Ed, | enjoy them. I'd probably travel in my off-timeif they didn't pay



meto doit. Thefact that | get bigger swirlstones and my estimates go up—well, that's extragravy.”

Cochran smiled and shook hishead. "Y ou're crazy, Matt," he said affectionately. "Only corpse
handler in the universe who'd be happy if they paid him off with scenery.”

Kabarajian amiled too, adight lifting at the corners of hismouth. "Philisting," he said accusingly.

Cochran ordered another beer. "L ook, Matt, you've got to be practical. Sure, Grottois O.K., but
you're not gonna be here dl your life"" He set down hisbeer, and pulled up the deeve of histunic, to flash
his heavy wristlet. The gold shone softly in the candldight, and the sapphires danced with dark blue
flame. "Junk like thiswas valuable once," Cochran said, "before they learned how to synthesizeit. They'll
crack swirlstones, too, Matt. Y ou know they will. They aready have people working onit.

So maybe you've got two years|eft, or three. But what then? Then they won't need corpse handlers
anymore. So you'll move on, no better off than when you first landed.”

"Not realy,” said Kabaraijian. "The station pays pretty good, and my estimates haven't been bad.
I've got some money put away. Besides, maybe | won't move on. | like Grotto. Maybe I'll stay, and join
the colonists, or something.”

"Doing what? Farming? Working in an office? Don't give me that crap, Matt. Y ou're acorpse
handler, dwayswill be. And in acouple years Grotto won't need corpses.”

Kabarajian Sghed. "So?"' hesaid. "So?'

Cochran leaned forward. " So have you thought about what | told you?"

"Yes" Kabarajian said. "But | don't likeit. I don't think it would work, first of al. Spaceport
security istight to keep people from smuggling out swirlstones, and you want to do just that. And even if
it would work, | don't want any part of it. I'm sorry, Ed."

"I think it would work," Cochran said stubbornly. " The spaceport people are human. They can be
tempted. Why should the company get dl the swirlstones when we do al the work?

"They've got the concession,” Kabaraijian said.

Cochran waved him slent. "Y eah, sure. So what? By what right? We deserve some, for ourselves,
while the damn thingsare till vduable"

Kabarajian Sghed again, and poured himsdf another glass of wine. "Look," hesaid, lifting the glass
to hislips, "I don't quarrel with that. Maybe they should pay us more, or give usan interest in the
swirlstones. But it's not worth the risk. Well lose our crewsif they catch us. And well get expelled.

"I don't want that, Ed, and | won't risk it. Grotto istoo good to me, and I'm not going to throw it
away. Y ou know, some people would say we're pretty lucky. Most corpse handlers never get to work a
placelike Grotto. They wind up on the assembly lines of Skrakky, or in the mines of New Pittsburg. I've
seen those places. No thanks. I'm not going to risk returning to that sort of life."

Cochran threw imploring eyes up to the ceiling, and spread his hands helplesdy. "Hopeless," he sad,
shaking hishead. "Hopeless." Then he returned to his beer. Kabaraijian was smiling.

But hisamusement died short minutes later, when Cochran suddenly stiffened and grimaced across
thetable. "Damn," he said. "Bartling. What the hell does he want here?'

Kabaraijian turned toward the door, where the newcomer was standing and waiting for hiseyesto
adjust to the dim light. He was a big man, with an athletic frame that had gone to pot over the years and
now sported a consderable paunch. He had dark hair streaked with white and a bristling black beard,
and he was wearing afashionable multicolored tunic.

Four others had entered behind him, and now stood flanking him on elther sde. They were younger
men than hewas, and bigger, with hard faces and impressive builds. The bodyguards made sense. Lowell
Bartling waswidely known for hisdidike of corpse handlers, and the tavern wasfull of them.

Bartling crossed hisarms, and looked around the room dowly. Hewas smirking. He started to
Speak.

Almost before he got the first word out of his mouth, he was interrupted. One of the men dong the
bar emitted aloud, rude noise, and laughed. "Hiya, Bartling," he said. "What are you doing down here?
Thought you didn't associate with us low-lifes?!

Bartling's face tightened, but his smirk was untouched. "Normdly | don't, but | wanted the pleasure
of making this announcement persondly.”



"Y ou're leaving Grotto!" someone shouted. There was laughter dl along the bar. "I'll drink to that,”
another voice added.

"No," said Bartling. "No, friend, you are." He looked around, savoring the moment. "Bartling
Associates has just acquired the swirlstone concession, I'm happy to tell you. | take over management of
theriver station at the end of the month. And, of course, my first act will be to terminate the employment
of dl the corpse handlers currently under contract.”

Suddenly the room was very silent, astheimplications of that sank in. In the corner in the back of the
room, Cochran rose dowly to his feet. Kabaraijian remained seated, stunned.

"You can't do that,” Cochran said belligerently. "We've got contracts.”

Bartling turned to face him. "Those contracts can be broken," he said, "and they will be."

"Y ou son of abitch,” someone said.

The bodyguard tensed. "Watch who you call names, meatmind," one of them answered. All around
the room, men started getting to their feet.

Cochran waslivid with anger. "Damn you, Bartling," he said. "Who the hell do you think you are?

Y ou've got no right to run us off the planet.”

"| have every right," Bartling said. "Grotto isagood, clean, beautiful planet. There's no place herefor
your kind. It was amistake to bring you in, and I've said so dl along. Those things you work with
contaminate the air. And you're even worse. Y ou work with those things, those corpses, voluntarily, for
money. Y ou disgust me. Y ou don't belong on Grotto. And now I'm in aposition to see that you leave.”
He paused, then smiled. "Meatmind," he added, spitting out the word.

"Bartling, I'm going to knock your head off," one of the handlers bellowed. Therewas aroar of
agreement. Several men started forward at once.

And jerked to asudden stop when Kabaraijian interjected a soft, "No, wait," over the genera
hubbub. He hardly raised hisvoiceat al, but it still commanded attention in the room of shouting men.

He waked through the crowd and faced Bartling, looking much calmer than hefelt. "Y ou redize that
without corpse [abor your costswill go way up,”" he said in a steady, reasonable voice, "and your profits
down."

Bartling nodded. "Of course |l redlizeit. I'm willing to take the loss. WEIl use men to minethe
swirl-stones. They're too beautiful for corpses, anyway."

"Youll belosing money for nothing,” Kabaraijian said.

"Hardly. I'll get rid of your stinking corpses.”

Kabaraijian cracked athin smile. "Maybe some. But not dl of us, Mr. Bartling. Y ou can take away
our jobs, perhaps, but you can't throw us off Grotto. | for onerefuseto go.”

"Thenyoull garve"

"Don't be so melodramatic. I'll find something elseto do. Y ou don't own al of Grotto. And I'll keep
my corpses. Dead men can be used for alot of things. It'sjust that we haven't thought of them al yet."

Bartling's smirk had vanished suddenly. "If you stay," he said, fixing Kabaraijian with ahard sare, "'l
promise to make you very, very sorry."

Kabaraijian laughed. "Redly? Wdll, persondly, | promise to send one of my dead men by your house
every night after you go to bed, to make hideous faces at the window and moan.” He laughed again,
louder. Cochran joined him, then others. Soon the whole tavern was laughing.

Bartling turned red and began adow burn. He came here to taunt his enemies, to crow histriumph,
and now they were laughing a him. Laughing in the face of victory, cheating him. He seethed along
minute, then turned and walked furioudy out the door. His bodyguards followed.

Thelaughter lingered awhile after hisexit, and severd of the other handlers dapped Kabaraijian on
the back as he made hisway back to his seat. Cochran was happy about it, too. "Y ou really took the old
man gpart," he said when they reached the corner table.

But Kabaraijian wasn't smiling anymore. He dumped down into his seat heavily, and reached amost
immediately for thewine. "l suredid,” he said dowly, between sips. "I suredid.”

Cochran looked a him curioudy. "Y ou don't seem too happy.”

"No," said Kabaraijian. He sudied hiswine. "I'm having second thoughts. That insufferable bigot riled



me, made me want to get to him. Only | wonder if | can pull it off. What can corpses do on Grotto?

His eyes wandered around the tavern, which had suddenly become very somber. "It'ssinking in," he
told Cochran. "I'll bet they're dl talking about leaving . . ."

Cochran had stopped grinning. "Some of uswill stay," he said uncertainly. "We can farm with the
corpses, or something.”

Kabaraijian looked at him. "Uhuh. Machinery ismore efficient for farming. And dead men aretoo
clumsy for anything but the crudest kind of Iabor, much too dow for hunting.” He poured more wine, and
mused doud. "They're O.K. for cheap factory labor, or running an automolein amine. But Grotto
doesn't have any of that. They can hack out swirlstoneswith avibrodrill, only Bartling istaking that away
from us." He shook his head.

"I don't know, Ed," he continued. "It's not going to be easy. And maybeit'll beimpossible. With the
swirlstone concession under his belt, Bartling isbigger than the settlement company now.”

"That was the idea. The company sets us up, and we buy it out aswe grow."

"True. But Bartling grew alittletoo fast. He can redly start throwing hisweight around now. It
wouldn't surprise me if he amended the charter, to keep corpses off-planet. That would force usout.”

"Can he get away with that?' Cochran was getting angry again, and hisvoicerose dightly.

"Maybe," Kabarajian said, "if welet him. | wonder . . ." He doshed hiswine thoughtfully. ™Y ou think
thisded of hisisfind?'

Cochran looked puzzled. "He said hehad it."

"Yes. | don't suppose hedd crow about it if it wasn't in his pocket. Still, I'm curious what the company
would do if someone made them abetter offer.”

"Who?'

"Us, maybe?' Kabaraijian sipped hiswine and considered that. "Get dl the handlers together,
everybody putsin whatever they have. That should give usafar sum. Maybe we could buy out the river
gtation ourselves. Or something elsg, if Bartling hasthe swirlstones al locked up. It'san idea.”

"Nah, it'd never work," Cochran said. "Maybe you've got some money, Matt, but | sure as hdll don't.
Spent most of it here. Besides, even the guys that have money, you'd never be able to get them
together."

"Maybe not,” Kabarajian said. "But it'sworth trying. Organizing againgt Bartling isthe only way
we're going to be able to keep ourselves on Grotto in the long run.”

Cochran drained his beer, and signaled for another. "Nah," he said. "Bartling'stoo big. Hell dap you
down hard if you bother him too much. | got a better idea."

"Swirlsone smuggling,” Kabaraijian sad, smiling.

"Yeah," Cochran said with anod. "Maybe now you'll reconsider. If Bartling's gonnathrow us
off-planet, at least we can take some of his swirlstones with us. That'd set us up good wherever we go."

"You'reincorrigible" Kabaraijian said. "But I'll bet haf the handlers on Grotto will try the samething
now. Bartling will expect that. Hell have the spaceport screwed up tight when we 'start leaving. Helll
catch you, Ed. And you'l lose your crew, or worse. Bartling might even try to force through dead-man
laws, and start exporting corpses.”

Cochran looked uneasy at that. Corpse handlers saw 'too much of dead men to relish the idea of
becoming one. They tended to cluster on planets without dead-man laws, where capital crimes ill drew
prison termsor "clean” executions. Grotto was a clean planet now, but laws can change.

"I might lose my crew anyway, Matt," Cochran said. "'If Bartling throws usout, I'll haveto sell some
of my corpsesfor passage money."

Kabaraijian amiled. "Y ou gill have a month, even with the worst. And there are plenty of swirlstones

Override out there for the finding." Heraised hisglass. "Come. To Gratto. It'salovely planet, and
we may stay hereyet.”

Cochran shrugged and lifted hisbeer. "Yeah," he said. But hisgrin didn't hide hisworry.

Kabaraijian reported to the ation early the next morning, when Grotto's sun was fighting to dispe
theriver migts. The row of empty launcheswas il tied to the dock, bobbing up and down in the

rapidly-thinning fog.



Munson wasinsde the office, asdways. So, surprisingly, was Cochran. Both of them looked up
when Kabaraijian entered.

"Morning, Matt,” Munson said gravely. "Ed's been telling me about last night.” Today, for some
reason, he looked hisage. "I'm sorry, Matt. | didn't know anything about it."

Kabarajian smiled. "I never thought you did. If you do hear anything, though, let me know. Were
not going to go without afight.” Helooked a Cochran. "What are you doing here so early? Usually
you're hot up until the crack of noon."

Cochran grinned. "Y eah. Well, | figured I'd start early. I'm going to need good estimates this month,
if I want to savemy crew."

Munson had dug two collection boxes out from under his desk. He handed them to the two corpse
handlers, and nodded. "Back room's open,” he said. ™Y ou can pick up your dead men whenever you
like"

Kabaraijian started to circle the desk, but Cochran grabbed hisarm. "1 think I'll try way east,”" he
said. "Some cavesthere that haven't really been hit yet. Where you going?'

"West," said Kabaraijian. "l found agood new place, like | told you."

Cochran nodded. They went to the back room together, and thumbed their controllers. Five dead
men stumbled from their bunks and followed them, shuffling, from the office. Kabaraijian thanked
Munson before he left. The old man had washed down his corpses anyway, and fed them.

The mistswerejust about gone when they reached the dock. Kabaraijian marched his crew into the
boat and got set to cast off. But Cochran stopped him, looking troubled.

"Uh—Maitt," he said, slanding on the dock and staring down into the launch. "This new place—you
say it'sred good?'

Kabaraijian nodded, squinting. The sun was just clearing the tregtops, and framing Cochran's head.

"Can | tak you into splitting?* Cochran said, with difficulty. It was an unusud request. The practice
was for each handler to range done, to find and mine his own swirlstone cave. "I mean, with only a
month left, you probably won't have timeto get everything, not if the placeisas good asyou say. And |
need good estimates, | redlly do.”

Kabaraijian could see that it wasn't an easy favor to ask. He smiled. "Sure," he said. "Ther€'s plenty
there. Get your launch and follow me."

Cochran nodded and forced a grin. He walked down the dock to hislaunch, his dead mentrailing
behind.

Going downriver was easer than going up, and faster. Kabaraijian hit the [ake in short order, and
sent his launch surging across the sparkling green surface in aspray of foam. It was an exhilarating
morning, with abright sun, and a brisk wind that whipped the water into tiny waves. Kabaraijian felt
good, despite the events of the previous night. Grotto did that to him. Out on the High Lakes, somehow,
he felt that he could beet Bartling.

Hed run into smilar problems before, on other worlds. Bartling wasn't donein his hatred. Ever since
thefirst time they'd ripped a man's brain from his skull and replaced it with a dead man's synthabrain,
there had been people screaming that the practice was a perversion, and the handlers tainted and
unclean. He'd gotten used to the prejudice; it was part of corpse handling. And held begten it before. He
could begt Bartling now.

Thefirst part of the voyage was the quickest. The two launches streaked over two big local lakes,
past shoreslined thickly with silverwood trees and vine-heavy danglers. But then they began to dow, as
the lakes grew smdller and choked with life, and the country wilder. Along the banks, the sately
silverwoods and curious danglers began to give way to the dense red-and-black chaos of firebriar
brambles, and a species of low, gnarled tree that never had received a proper name. The vegetation grew
on ground increasingly hilly and rocky, and finaly mountainous.

Then they began to pass through the caves.

There were hundreds of them, literdly, and they honeycombed the mountains that circled the
settlement on Al sides. The caves had never been mapped thoroughly. There were far too many of them,
and they dl seemed to connect with each other, forming anatural maze of incredible complexity. Most of



them were il haf-full of water; they'd been carved from the soft mountain rock by the streamsand
riversthat ill ran through them.

A dranger could easily get lost in the caves, but strangers never came there. And the corpse handlers
never got lost. Thiswastheir country. Thiswas where the swirlstones waited, cloaked in rock and
darkness.

The launcheswere al equipped with lights. Kabaraijian switched his on as soon asthey hit thefirst
cave, and dowed. Cochran, following close behind, did likewise. The channesthat ran through the
nearer caves were well-known, but shallow, and it didn't pay to risk tearing out the bottom of your boat.

The channd was narrow at first, and the glistening, damp walls of soft greenish stone seemed to press
in on them from ether side. But gradudly the walls moved farther and farther back, findly peding avay
entirely asthe stream carried the two launchesinto agreet vaulted underground chamber. The cavern
was as big as a spaceport, its ceiling logt in the gloom overhead. Before long the walls vanished into the
dark too, and the launchestraveled in two small bubbles of light across the gently-gtirring surface of a
cold black lake.

Then, ahead of them, the wallstook form again. But thistime, instead of one passage, there were
many. The stream had carved one entrance, but a good half-dozen exits.

Kabaraijian knew the cave, however. Without hesitating, he guided his boat into the widest passage,
on the extreme right. Cochran followed in hiswake. Here the waters flowed down an incline, and the
boats began to pick up speed again. "Be careful,”" Kabaraijian warned Cochran at one point. "The ceiling
comes down here." Cochran acknowledged the shout with awave of his hand.

The warning came barely in time. While the wallswere increasingly farther gpart, the stone roof
above them was moving steedily closer, giving theillusion that the waters were rising. Kabaraijian
remembered the way he'd sweated the first time held taken this passage; the boat had been going too
fadt, and he'd feared getting pinched in by the celling, and overwhelmed by the climbing waters.

But it was an idle fear. The roof sank close enough to scrape their heads, but no closer. And then it
began to rise again to a decent height. Meanwhile, the channel widened still more, and soft sand shelves
appeared dong ether wall.

Findly there was a branching in the passage, and thistime Kabaraijian chose the left-hand way. It
was small and dark and narrow, with barely enough room for the launch to squeeze through. But it was
also short, and after abrief journey, it released them to a second great cavern.

They moved across the chamber quickly, and entered its twin under a grotesque stone arch. Then
came yet another twisting passage, and more forks and turns. Kabaraijian led them camly, hardly
thinking, hardly having to think. These were his caves; this particular section of undermountain washis
domain, where held worked and mined for months. He knew where he was going. And finally he got
there. The chamber was big, and haunting. Far above the shallow waters, the roof had been esten
through by erosion, and light poured in from three great gashesin therock. It gave the cavernadim
greenish glow, asit bounced off the pale green wals and the wide, shalow poal.

Thelaunches spilled from athin crack in the cave wall, carried by rushes of cold black water. The
water turned green when it hit the light, and tumbled and warmed and s owed. The boats dowed, too,
and moved leisurely across the huge chamber toward the white sand beaches that lined the sides.

Kabaraijian pulled up by one such beach, and hopped out into the shalow water, dragging hislaunch
up onto the sand. Cochran followed his example, and they stood side by side when both boats were
safely beached.

"Yeah," said Cochran, looking around. "It'snice. And it figures. Leaveit to you to find a pretty place
to work, whilethe rest of usare up to our anklesin water, clutching lights."

Kabaraijian smiled. "l found it yesterday,” he said. "Completely unworked. Look." He pointed at the
wall. "l barely started." There was a pile of loose stones in arough semicircle around the areahe'd been
working, and alarge bite missing from the rock. But most of the wall was untouched, stretching away
from them in sheets of shimmering green.

"Y ou sure no one e se knows about this place?' Cochran asked. "Reasonably. Why?'

Cochran shrugged. "When we were coming through the caves, | could have sworn | heard another



launch behind us somewhere.”

"Probably echoes," Kabarajian said. He looked toward his launch. "Anyway, we better get going.”
He hit his corpse controller, and the three ill figuresin the boat began to move.

He stood stock-till on the sand, watching them. And as he watched, somewhere in the back of his
head, he was a so watching himself with their eyes. They rose siffly, and two of them climbed out onto
the sand. The third walked to the chest in the front of the launch, and began unloading the equipment;
vibrodrills and picks and shovels. Then, hisarmsfull, he climbed down and joined the others.

None of them were really moving, of course. It was al Kabaraijian. It was Kabaraijian who moved
their legs, and made their hands clasp and their arms reach. It was Kabaraijian, his commands picked up
by controller and magnified by synthabrain, who put life into the bodies of the dead men. The
synthabrains keep the automatic functions going, but it was the corpse handler who gave the corpseits
will.

It wasn't easy, and it was far from perfect. The sense impressions thrown back to the handler were
seldom useful; mostly he had to watch his corpsesto know what they were doing. The manipulation was
seldom graceful; corpses moved dowly and clumsily, and fine work was beyond them. A corpse could
swing amallet, but even the best handler couldn't make adead man thread aneedle, or spesk.

With abad handler, a corpse could hardly move at al. It took coordination to run even one dead
man, if the handler was doing anything himself. He had to keep the commands to the corpse separate
from the commands to his own muscles. That was easy enough for most, but the task grew increasingly
complex asthe crew grew larger. The record for one handler was twenty-six corpses; but al he'd done
was march them, in step. When the dead men weren't dl doing the same thing, the corpse handler'swork
became much more chalenging.

Kabaraijian had athree-crew; all top meat, corpsesin good condition. They'd been big men, and
they gtill were; Kabaraijian paid premiums for food to keep his property in good condition. One had dark
hair and a scar dong acheek, another was blond and young and freckled, the third had mousy brown
locks. Other than that, they were interchangeable; al about the same height and weight and build.
Corpsesdon't have persondity. They lose that with their minds.

Cochran's crew, climbing out onto the sand in compliance with hiswork orders, waslessimpressive.
There were only two of them, and neither was a grade-one specimen. Thefirst corpse was brawny
enough, with wide shoulders and rippling muscles. But hislegs were twisted matchsticks, and he
stumbled often and walked more dowly than even the average corpse. The second dead man was reedy
and middle-aged, bald and under-muscled. Both were grimy. Cochran didn't believe in taking care of his
crew the way Kabaraijian did. It was abad habit. Cochran had started as a paid handler working
somebody el se's corpses; upkeep hadn't been his concern.

Each of Kabaraijian's crew bent and picked up avibrodrill from the stack of equipment on the sand.
Then, parale to each other, they advanced on the cave wall. The drills sank humming holesinto the
porous rock, and from each drill bite anetwork of thin cracks branched and grew.

The corpses drilled in unison until each drill was sunk nearly to its hilt, and the cracks had grown
finger-wide. Then, dmost as one, they withdrew the drills and discarded them in favor of picks. Work
dowed. Crack by crack, the corpses attacked the wall, [aborioudy pedling off awhole [ayer of greenish
stone. They swung the picks carefully, but with bone-jarring force, untiring, relentless. Incapable of pain,
their bones could scarce fed thejars.

The dead men did dl thework. Kabaraijian stood behind, adight, dark statue in the sand, with
hands on hips and eyes hooded. He did nothing but watch. Y et hedid al. Kabaraijian was the corpses,
the corpses were Kabaraijian. He was one man in four bodies, and it was his hand that guided each
blow, though he did not touch atooal.

Forty feet down the cave, Cochran and his crew had unpacked and set to work. But Kabaraijian
was barely conscious of them, though he could hear the hum of their vibrodrills and the hammering of
their picks. Hismind was with his corpses, chipping a hiswall, dert for the tdlltale grayish glitter of a
swirlstone node. It was draining work; demanding work; tense and nervous. It was alabor only corpse
crews could do with redl efficiency.



They'd tried other methods afew short years before, when men had first found Grotto and its caves.
The early settlerswent after swirl-stones with automoles, tractor-like rockesaters that could chew up
mountains. Problem was, they aso chewed up the fragile, deep-buried swirlstones, which often went
unrecognized until too late. The company discovered that careful hand labor was the only way to keep
from chipping or shattering an excessive number of stones. And corpse hands were the chegpest hands
you could buy.

Those hands were busy now, tense and sweating as the crew pedled whole sections of rock off the
broken wall. The natural cleavage of the stone was vertical, which sped the work. Find acrack—forcein
apick—Ilean back and pull—and, with asnap, aflat chunk of rock came with you. Then find anew
crack, and begin again.

Kabaraijian watched unmoving asthe wall came down, and the pile of green stone accumulated
around the feet of hisdead men. Only his eyes moved; flicking back and forth over the rock restlessly,
dert for swirlstones but finding nothing. Finaly he pulled the corpses back, and approached the wall
himself. He touched it, stroked the stone, and frowned. The crew had ripped down an entire layer of
rock, and had come up empty.

But that was hardly unusual, even in the best of caves. Kabaraijian walked back to the sand's edge,
and sent his crew back to work. They picked up vibrodrills and attacked the wall again.

Abruptly he was conscious of Cochran standing beside him, saying something. He could hardly make
it out. Itisn't easy to pay close atention when you're running three dead men. Part of his mind detached
itself and began to ligten.

Cochran was repesting himsalf. He knew that ahandler at work wasn't likely to hear what he said the
first time. "Mait," hewas saying, "listen. | think | heard something. Faintly, but | heard it. It sounded like
another launch.”

That was serious. Kabaraijian wrenched his mind loose from the dead men, and turned to give
Cochran hisfull attention. The three vibrodrills died, one by one, and suddenly the soft dap of water
againg sand echoed loudly around them.

"A launch?'

Cochran nodded.

"You sure?' Kabaraijian said.

"Uh—no," said Cochran. "But | think | heard something. Same thing as before, when we were
moving through the caves."

"l don't know," Kabaraijian said, shaking his head. "Don' think it'slikely, Ed. Why would anyone
follow us? The swirlstones are everywhere, if you bother to |ook."

"Yeah," Cochran said. "But | heard something, and | thought | should tdll you."

Kabaraijian nodded. "All right," he said. "Consder metold. If anyone shows up, I'll point out a
section of wall and let him work it."

"Yeah," Cochran said again. But somehow he didn't look satisfied. His eyes kept jumping back and
forth, agitated. He whedled and walked back down the sand, to the section of wall where hisown
corpses stood frozen.

Kabaraijian turned back toward the rock, and his crew came dive again. The drills started humming,
and once more the cracks spread out. Then, when the cracks were big enough, picks replaced drills, and
another layer of stone started coming down.

But thistime, something was behind it.

The corpses were ankle-deep in splinters of stone when Kabaraijian saw it; afist-szed chunk of gray
nestled in the green. He stiffened at the Sght of it, and the corpses froze in mid-swing. Kabaraijian
walked around them, and studied the swirlstone node.

It was a beauty; twice the Size of the largest stone held ever brought in. Even damaged, it would be
worth afortune. But if he could pry it loose intact, his estimate would set arecord. He was certain of



that. They'd cut it as one stone. He could dmost seeit. An egg of crystalinefog, smoky and mysterious,
where drifting veils of mist shrouded haf-seen colors.

Kabaraijian thought about it, and smiled. He touched the node lightly, and turned to cal to Cochran.

That saved hislife.

The pick diced through the air where his head had been and smashed againgt the wall with awful
impact, barely missing the swirlstone node. Sparks and rock chips flew together. Kabaraijian stood
frozen. The corpse drew the pick back over its head for another swing.

Within, Kabaraijian reded, staggered. The pick sivung down. Not at thewal; a him.

Then he moved, bardly in time, throwing himself to one side. The blow missed by inches, and
Kabaraijian landed in the sand and scrambled quickly to hisfeet. Crouched and wary, he began to back
away.

The corpse advanced on him, the pick held over hishead. Kabaraijian could hardly think. He didn't
understand. The corpse that moved on him was dark-haired and scarred; his corpse. HIS corpse. HIS
CORPE!?

The corpse moved dowly. Kabaraijian kept asafe distance. Then he looked behind him. His other
two dead men were advancing from other directions. One held a pick. The other had avibrodrill.

Kabaraijian swalowed nervoudy, and stopped dead. The ring of corpsestightened around him. He
screamed.

Down the beach, Cochran was looking at the tableau. He took one step toward Kabaraijian. From
behind him, therewas ablur of something being siwung, and adull thud. Cochran spun with the blow, and
landed face down in the sand. He did not get up. His barrel-chested, gimpy corpse stood over him, pick
in hand, swinging again and again. His other corpse was moving down the cave, toward Kabaraijian.

The scream was gtill echoing in the cave, but now Kabaraijian was silent. He watched Cochran go
down, and suddenly he moved, throwing himself at the dark-haired dead man. The pick descended,
vicious but clumsy. Kabaraijian dodged it. He bowled into the corpse, and both of them went down. The
corpse was much dower getting up. By thetime he did rise, Kabaraijian was beyond him.

The corpse-handler moved back, step by dow step. His own crew wasin front of him now,
stumbling toward him with wegponsraised. It was a chilling sight. Their arms moved, and they walked.
But their eyes were blank and their faces were dead—DEAD! For the first time, Kabaraijian understood
the horror some peoplefelt near dead men.

Helooked over his shoulder. Both of Cochran's corpses were heading hisway, armed. Cochran till
had not risen. He lay with hisface in the sand and the waters lapping at his boots.

His mind began to work again, in the short breather he was granted. His hand went to hisbelt. The
controller was il on, sill warm and humming. He tested it. He reached out, to his corpses, into them.
Hetold them to stand till, to drop their toals, to freeze.

They continued to advance.

Kabaraijian shivered. The controller was still working; he could still fedl the echoesin hishead. But
somehow, the corpses weren't responding. He felt very cold.

And colder when it findly hit him, like ice water. Cochran's corpses hadn't responded either. Both
crews had turned on their handlers.

Override!

Hed heard of such things. But he'd never seen one, or dreamt of seeing one. Override boxes were
very expensve and even moreillega, contraband on any planet where corpse handling was alowed.

But now he was seeing onein action. Someone wanted to kill him. Someonewastrying to do just
that. Someone was using his own corpses againgt him, by means of an override box.

Hethrew himsdf at his corpses mentaly, fighting for control, grappling for whatever had taken them
over. But there was no struggle, nothing to come to grips with. The dead men simply failed to respond.

Kabaraijian bent and picked up avibrodrill.

He straightened quickly, spinning around to face Cochran'stwo corpses. The big one with the
matchstick legs moved in, swinging its pick. Kabaraijian checked the blow with the vibrodrill, holding it
above him asashied. The dead man brought the pick back again. Kabaraijian activated the drill and



droveit into the corpse's gut. There was an awful second of spurting blood and tearing flesh. There
should have been a scream too, and agony. But there wasn'.

And the pick came down anyway.

Kabaraijian's thrust had thrown the corpse's aim off, and the blow was aglancing one, but it till
ripped histunic haf off his chest and clawed abloody path from shoulder to somach. Redling, he
staggered back against the wall, empty-handed.

The corpse came on, pick swinging up again, eyes blank. The vibrodrill trangfixed it, still humming,
and the blood came in wet red spurts. But the corpse came on.

No pain, Kabaraijian thought, with the small part of his mind not frozen with terror. The blow wasn't
immediately fatal, and the corpse can't fed it. It's bleeding to death, but it doesn't know it, doesn't care. It
won't stop till it'sdead. There'sno pain!

The corpse was nearly on top of him. He dropped to the sand, grabbed a hunk of rock, and rolled.

Dead men are dow, woefully dow; their reflexes are long-distance ones. The blow waslate and
off-target. Kabaraijian rolled into the corpse and knocked it down. Then he was on top of it, the rock
clutched in hisfigt, hammering at the thing's skull, smashing it again and again, breaking through to the
gynthabrain.

Findly, the corpse stopped moving. But the others had reached him. Two picks swung amost
smultaneoudy. One missed entirely. The other took achunk out of his shoulder.

He grabbed the second pick, and twisted, fighting to stop it, losing. The corpses were stronger than
he was, much stronger. The dead man wrenched the pick free and brought it back for another try.

Kabaraijian got to hisfeet, smashing into the corpse and sending it flailing. The others swung at him,
grabbed at him. He didn't stay to fight. He ran. They pursued, dow and clumsy but somehow terrifying.

He reached the launch, seized it with both hands, and shoved. It did reluctantly acrossthe sand. He
shoved again, and thistime it moved more easily. He was drenched in blood and sweet, and his breath
camein short gasps, but he kept shoving. His shoulder shrieked agony. Helet it shriek, putting it to the
sde of thelaunch and findly getting the boat clear of the sand.

Then the corpses were on him again, swinging at him even as he climbed into the launch. He sarted
the motor and flipped it to top speed. The boat responded. It took off in a sudden explosion of foam,
dicing across the green waters toward the dark dit of safety inthe far cavern wall. Kabaraijian sighed. . .
and the corpse grabbed him.

It wasin the boat. Its pick was buried usdlessy in thewood, but it till had its hands, and those were
enough. It wrapped those hands around his neck, and squeezed. He swung at it madly, smashing &t its
cam, empty face. It made no effort to ward off the blows. It ignored them. Kabaraijian hit it again and
again, poked at the vacant eyes, hammered at its mouth until its teeth shattered.

But thefingers on hisneck grew tighter and tighter, and not al his struggling could pry one loose.
Choking, he stopped kicking the corpse, and kicked the rudder control.

The launch veered wildly, leaning from side to side. The cave rushed past in ablur, and the walls
moved in on them. Then came sudden impact, the shriek of tearing wood, and the short tumble from
launch to water. Kabaraijian landed on top, but they both went under. The corpse held its grip through
everything, dragging Kabarajian down with it, still choking the life from histhroat.

But Kabaraijian took a deep breath before the green closed over him. The corpse tried to breathe
underwater. Kabarajian helped it. He stuck both handsinto its mouth and kept it open, making sure it
got agood lungful of water.

The dead man died first. And its fingers weakened.

Findly, hislungs near bursting, Kabaraijian forced hisway free, and kicked to the surface. The water
was only chest high. He stood on the unmoving corpse, keeping it under while he sucked in greet drafts
of ar.

The launch had impaled itself on acrest of jagged rocks that rose from the water off to one side of
the exit. The passage from the cave was till at hand, outlined in shadow afew short feet away. But now,
was it safety? Without alaunch? Kabaraijian considered making hisway out on foot, and gave up the
ideaingtantly. There were too many milesto go before he reached smple daylight, let done the safety of



the river gation. It would mean being hunted in the darkness by whatever remained of his corpse crew.
The prospect sent achill down his back. No, better to stay and face his attacker.

He kicked free of the corpse, and moved to the debris of hislaunch, still hung up on the rocks that
had caught it. Shielded by the wreck, held be difficult to find, or at least to see. And if his enemy couldn't
see him, it would be hard to send the corpses againgt him.

Meanwhile, maybe he could find hisenemy.

Hisenemy. Who? Bartling, of course. It had to be Bartling, or one of his hirelings. Who else?

But where? They had to be close, within sight of the beach. Y ou can't run a corpse by remote
control; the sense feedback isn't good enough. The only sensesyou get are vision and hearing, and them
dimly. You haveto see the corpse, see what it's doing, and what you want it to do. So Bartling's man
was around here somewhere. In the cave. But where?

And how? Kabaraijian consdered that. It must be the other launch that Cochran had heard.
Someone must have been following them, someone with an override box. Maybe Bartling had atracer
put on hislaunch during the night.

Only how'd he know which launch to trace?

Kabaraijian bent dightly so only his head showed above the water, and looked out around the end of
the ruined launch. The beach was awhite sand smear across the dim green length of the huge cavern.
There was no noise but the water dapping the side of the boat. But there was motion. The second launch
had been pulled free of the sand, and one of the corpses was climbing on board. The others, moving
dowly, were wading out into the underground pool. Their picks rested on their shoulders.

They were coming for him. The enemy suspected he was till here. The enemy was hunting for him.
Again, he was tempted to dive toward the exit, to run and swim back toward daylight, out of this awful
dimness where his own corpses stalked him with cold faces and colder hands.

He squelched the impulse. He might get a head start while they searched the cavern. But, with the
launch, they'd makeit up in no time. He could try to lose them in the intricacies of the caves. But if they
got ahead of him, they could just wait at caves end. No, no. He had to stay here, and find his enemy.

But where? He scanned the cave, and saw nothing. It was agreat expanse of murky green; stone
and water and beaches. The pool was dotted by afew large rocks rising from the water. A man might be
hiding behind them. But not alaunch. There was nothing big enough to hide alaunch. Maybe the enemy
wore aquagear? But Cochran had heard alaunch ...

The corpse boat was halfway across the cavern, heading for the exit. It was his dead-man seated at
the controls, the brown-haired one. The other two corpsestrailed, asthey walked dowly acrossthe
shallow poal in thewake of the launch.

Three dead men; staking. But somewhere their handler was hiding. The man with the override box.
Their mind and their will. But where?

The launch was coming closer. Wasit leaving? Maybe they thought held runfor it?Or . . . no,
probably the enemy was going to blockade the exit, and then search the cave.

Did they see him? Did they know where he was?

Suddenly he remembered his corpse controller, and his hand fumbled under water to make sureiit
was dtill intact. 1t was. And working; controllerswere watertight. It no longer controlled. But it till might
be useful ...

Kabaraijian closed hiseyes, and tried to shut off hisears. He ddliberately blotted his senses, and
concentrated on the distant sensory echoesthat till murmured in his mind. They were there. Even vaguer
than usual, but less confused; there were only two sets of images now. Histhird corpse floated afew feet
from him, and it wasn't sending anything.

Hetwisted his mind tight, and listened, and tried to see. The blurs began to define themselves. Two
pictures, both wavering, took form, superimposed over each other. A sensetangle, but Kabaraijian
pulled at the threads. The pictures resolved.

One corpse was wait-deep in green water, moving dowly, holding apick. It could see the shaft of
the tool, and the hand wrapped around it, and the gradually-deepening water. But it wasn't even looking
in Kabaraijian's direction.



The second dead man wasin the launch, one hand resting on the controls. It wasn't looking either. It
was staring down, at the instruments. It took alot of concentration for acorpseto run any sort of
machine. So the handler was having it keep afirm eye on the engine.

Only it could see more than just the engine. It had avery good view of the entire launch.

And suddenly everything fell into place. Certain now that the wrecked launch hid him from view,
Kabaraijian moved farther back into its shadow, then threw a hand over the sde and pulled himsdf on
board, crouching so he wouldn't be found. The rocks had torn ahole in the bottom of the boat. But the
tool chest wasintact. He crawled to it, and flipped it open. The corpses had unpacked most of the mining
equipment, but there was still arepair kit. Kabaraijian took out a heavy wrench and a screwdriver. He
shoved the screwdriver into his belt, and gripped the wrench tightly. And waited.

The other launch was nearly on top of him, and he could hear the purr of its motor and the water
moving around it. He waited until it was next to his boat. Then he stood up suddenly, and jumped.

He landed smack in the middle of the other boat, and the launch rocked under the impact.
Kabaraijian didn't give the enemy time to react—at least not thetimeit takes a corpse. Hetook asingle
short step, and brought the wrench around in a vicious backhanded blow to the dead man's head. The
corpse sumped back. Kabaraijian bent, grabbed itslegs, and lifted.

And suddenly the dead man was no longer in the launch.

And Kabaraijian, whedling, was |ooking down at the stunned face of Ed Cochran. He hefted the
wrench with one hand even as his other reached for the controls, and upped the speed. The boat
accelerated, and dove toward the exit. Cave and corpses vanished behind, and darkness closed in with
therocky wals. Kabarajian switched on thelights.

"Hello, Ed," he said, hefting the wrench again. Hisvoice was very steady and very cold.

Cochran bresthed anoisy sigh of rdief. "Matt," he said. "Thank God, | just cameto. My
corpses—they—"

Kabaraijian shook his head. "No, Ed, it won't wash. Don't bother me with that, please. Just give me
the override box."

Cochran looked scared. Then, fighting, heflashed hisgrin. "Heh. Y ou gottabe kiddin', right? | don't
have no override box. | told you | heard another launch.”

"There was no other launch. That was aset-up, in case you failed. So was that blow you took on the
beach. I'll bet that was tricky—having your corpse swing the pick so you got hit with the Side instead of
the point. But it was very well done. My compliments, Ed. That was good corpse handling. Aswas the
rest. It isn't easy to coordinate afive-crew doing different things smultaneoudy. Very nice, Ed. |
underestimated you. Never thought you were that good a handler.”

Cochran stared a him from the floor of the launch, his grin gone. Then his gaze broke, and hiseyes
went back and forth between the walls that pressed around them.

Kabaraijian waved the, wrench again, his palm sweaty where he gripped it. His other hand touched
his shoulder briefly. The bleeding had stopped. He sat dowly, and rested his hand on the motor.

"Aren't you going to ask me how | knew, Ed?' Kabaraijian said. Cochran, sullen, said nothing. "I'll
tell you anyway," Kabaraijian continued. "I saw you. | looked through the eyes of my corpse, and | saw
you huddled here in the boat, lying on the floor and peeking over the side to try and spot me. Y ou didn't
look dead at all, but you looked very guilty. And suddenly | got it. You werethe only onewith aclear
view of that stuff on the beach. You were the only onein the cave.

He paused, awkward. His voice broke alittle, and softened. " Only—why? Why, Ed?'

Cochran looked up at him again. He shrugged. "Money," he said. "Only money, Matt. What € se?
He amiled; not hisusud grin, but astrained, tight smile. "l like you, Mait."

"Y ou've got apeculiar way of showingit,” Kabaraijian told him.

He couldn't help smiling ashe said it. "Whaose money?"

"Bartling's," said Cochran. "'l needed money red bad. My estimates were low, | didn't have anything
saved. If | had to leave Grotto, that would've meant selling my crew just for passage money. Then I'd be
ahired handler again. | didn't want that. | needed money fast."

He shrugged. "I was going to try smuggling some swirlstones, but you didn't make that sound good.



And last night | got another idea. | didn't think that crap about organizing us and outbidding Bartling
would work, but | figured he'd be interested. So | went to see him after | |eft the tavern. Thought he
might pay alittle for the information, and maybe even make an exception, let me stay.”

He shook his head dourly. Kabaraijian stayed silent. Finally Cochran resumed. "I got to see him, him
with three bodyguards. When | told him, he got hysterical. Y ou'd humiliated him already, and now he
thought you were on to something. He—he made me an offer. A lot of money, Matt. A lot of money.”

"I'm glad | didn't come chegp." Cochran smiled. "Nah," he said. "Bartling really wanted you, and |
made him pay. He gave me the override box. Wouldn't touch it himsdlf. He said held had it made in case
the "'meatminds and their "zombies ever attacked him.”

Cochran reached into the pocket of histunic, and took out asmal, flat cartridge. It looked like atwin
for the controller on hisbelt. Heflipped it lightly through the air at Kabaraijian,

But Kabaraijian made no effort to catch it. The box sailed past his shoulder, and hit the water with a
splash.

"Hey," said Cochran. "Y ou shouldagot that. Y our corpseswon't respond till you turn it off.”

"My shoulder's fiff," Kabaraijian started. He stopped abruptly.

Cochran stood up. He looked at Kabaraijian asif he were seeing him for thefirst time. "Yeah," he
sad. Hisfigts clenched. "Y eah." Hewas afull head taller than Kabaraijian, and much heavier. And
suddenly he seemed to notice the extent of the other'sinjuries.

The wrench seemed to grow heavier in Kabaraijian's hand. "Don't," he warned.

“I'm sorry," Cochran said. And he dove forward.

Kabaraijian brought the wrench around at his head, but Cochran caught the blow before it
connected. His other hand reached up and wrapped itself around Kabaraijian'swrist, and twisted. He felt
hisfingers going numb.

There was no thought of fair play, or mercy. Hewasfighting for hislife. Hisfree hand went to his
waist and grabbed the screwdriver. He pulled it out, and stabbed. Cochran gasped, and hisgrip sud
denly loosened. Kabaraijian stabbed again, and twisted up and out, ripping agash in tunic and flesh.

Cochran regled back, clutching at his ssomach. Kabaraijian followed him and stabbed athird time,
savagely. Cochran fell.

Hetried to rise once, and gave it up, faling heavily back to the floor of the launch. Then helay there,
bleeding.

Kabaraijian went back to the motor, and kept the boat clear of the walls. He guided them down the
passages smoothly, through the caves and the tunnel s and the deep green pools. And in the harsh boat
light, he watched Cochran.

Cochran never moved again, and he spoke only once. Just after they had left the caves and come out
into the early afternoon sun of Grotto, he looked up briefly. His hands were wet with blood. And hiseyes
were wet too. "I'm sorry, Matt," he said. "I'm damn sorry."

"Oh, God!" Kabaraijian said, hisvoicethick. And suddenly he stopped the boat dead in the water,
and bent to the supply cache. Then he went to Cochran and dressed and bandaged hisinjuries.

When he reached the controls again, he flipped the speed up to maximum. The launch streaked
acrossthe glittering green lakes.

But Cochran died before they reached theriver.

Kabaraijian stopped the boat then, and let it float dead in the water. He listened to the sounds of
Grotto around him; the rush of river water pouring into the grest lake, the songbirds and the day-wings,
the ever-active |akel eapers arcing through the air. He sat there until dusk fell, staring upriver, and
thinking.

He thought of tomorrow and the day after. Tomorrow he must return to the swirlstone caves. His
corpses should have frozen when he moved out of range; they should be savageable. And one of
Cochran's crew was till there, too. Maybe he could still piece together athree-crew, if the corpse he'd
pushed overboard hadn't drowned.

And there were swirlstones there, big ones. He'd get that egg of dancing fog, and turnitin, and get a
good estimate. Money. He had to have money, al he could scrape together. Then he could start talking



to the others. And then . . . and then Bartling would have a fight on his hands. Cochran was one casualty,
thefirgt. But not the last. Hed tell the othersthat Bartling had sent a man out with an override box, and
that Cochran had been killed because of it. It wastrue. It wasdl true.

That night Kabaraijian returned with only one corpsein hislaunch, a corpse that was strangdly ill
and unmoving. Always his corpses had walked behind him into the office. That night the corpse rode on
his shoulder.



