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It was a time of giants.

There was no roomfor themto breathe and flex their nuscles in mankind' s
spraw i ng Denocracy, so they gravitated to the distant, barren worlds of the

I nner Frontier, drawn ever closer to the bright galactic Core like noths to a
flame.

Oh, they fit into human frames, nost of them but they were giants nonet hel ess.
No one knew what had brought themforth in such quantity at this particul ar
monent in human history. Perhaps there was a need for themin a galaxy filled
to overflowing with little people possessed of even smaller dreams. Possibly it
was the savage spl endor of Inner Frontier itself, for it was certainly not a
pl ace for ordinary men and womren. O maybe it was sinply tine for a race that
had been notably short of giants in recent eons to begin producing them once
agai n.

But whatever the reason, they swarned out beyond the furthest reaches of the
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expl ored gal axy, spreading the seed of Man to hundreds of new worlds, and in
the process creating a cycle of |egends that would never die as |ong as nen
could tell tales of heroic deeds.

There was Faraway Jones, who set foot on nore than 500 new worlds, never quite
certain what he was | ooking for, always sure that he hadn't yet found it.

There was a shadowy figure known only as the Whistler, who had killed nore than
one hundred nmen and ali ens.

There was Friday Nellie, who turned her whorehouse into a hospital during the
war against the Setts, and finally saw it declared a shrine by the very nmen who
once tried to close it down.

There was Jamal, who left no fingerprints or footprints, but had plundered

pal aces that to this day do not know they were plundered.

There was Bet-a-Wrld Mirphy, who at various tinmes owned nine different gold-

m ning worlds, and | ost every one of themat the gam ng tables.

There was Backbreaker Ben Ami, who westled aliens for nmoney and killed nmen for
pl easure. There was the Marquis of Queensbury, who fought by no rules at all,
and the White Knight, albino killer of fifty nen, and Sally the Bl ade, and the
Forever Kid, who reached the age of nineteen and just stopped growi ng for the
next two centuries, and Catastrophe Baker, who nmade whol e pl anets shake beneath
his feet, and the exotic Pearl of Mracai bo, and the Jade Queen, whose sins
were condemed by every race in the gal axy, and Father Christmas, and the One-
Armed Bandit with his deadly prosthetic arm and the Earth Mdther, and Lizard
Mal | oy, and the deceptively m | d-mnnered Cenetery Snith.

G ants all

Yet there was one giant who was destined to tower over all of the others, to
juggle the lives of nen and worlds as if they were so nany toys, to rewite the
hi story of the Inner Frontier, and the CQuter Frontier, and the Spiral Arm and
even the all-powerful Denocracy itself. At various tines in her short,

turbulent life she was known as the Soothsayer, and the Oracle, and the
Prophet. By the tine she had passed fromthe galactic scene, only a handful of
survivors knew her true nane, or her planet of origin, or even her early
history, for such is the way with giants and | egends.

But she had an origin, and a history, and a nane.

This is her story.

Part 1:
THE WHI STLER S BOOK
1.
H s real name was Carl os Mendoza, but it had been so many years since he used
it that it seened alnmost alien to him
Here on the Inner Frontier, anong the sparsely-popul ated worlds that |ay
bet ween Man's spraw i ng Denpocracy and the gal actic core, nmen changed names with
the ease, and occasionally the frequency, that their brothers in the Denbcracy
changed cl ot hes. Mendoza had had many occupations in his 61 years, sone of
whi ch he wi shed to forget and sone that he w shed his enenies would forget, and
he had had al nbst as nany nanes, but the one that had stuck was the |cenman.
There were peopl e who said he was the |Iceman because he had once been the ruler
of a planet totally covered by a mile-thick glacier. Others said no, that he
got the nane because he was a col d-bl ooded killer. A few suggested that he
possessed a rare disease that threatened to kill himby |owering his body
tenperature, and that's why he had finally settled on the hot, desert world of
Last Chance.
The Iceman didn't care what people thought about the genesis of his name. In
fact, there wasn't nuch that he did care about. Money, of course; and the power
he exercised as the owner of the End of the Line, the only tavern on Last
Chance—but over the years he had |l ost interest in nost other things.
Except gossi p.
M ners, traders, explorers, adventurers, and bounty hunters woul d stop on Last
Chance to refuel their ships, or lay in their supplies, or register their
clainms, or occasionally to wait for their mail or their rewards to catch up
with them and they would come to the End of the Line, and they would tal k. The

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Resnick/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racle%202%20-%200racle.txt (2 of 122) [1/19/03 6:53:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Mike%20Resni ck/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racl e%6202%20-%200racl e.txt

I ceman never asked any questions, never volunteered any information, but he
listened intently, and once in a |long while he would hear sonme tidbit that
monentarily brought a touch of animation to his inpassive face. Wen that
happened he woul d di sappear for a week or a nonth, after which he would return
to Last Chance as suddenly as he had | eft. Then he would sit in the bar and
listen to nore gossip, nore tales of adventure and derring-do, of fortunes nade
and fortunes |lost, of battles won and enpires fallen, his face expressionless.
Those who cared about hi mand they were few and far between—eccasionally asked
hi m preci sely what he was hoping to hear, what it was that he went off to find
on his rare excursions. He would politely sidestep their questions, for despite
his reputati on he was a courteous nan, and shortly thereafter they would see
himsitting at another table, listening to another traveler's tale.

He was not a physically inpressive man. He was an inch or two bel ow nor nal

hei ght, and he carri ed about 30 pounds of excess weight, and his hair was
thinning on the top and white on the sides. He wal ked with a decided |inp; nost
peopl e assuned that he had a prosthetic |eg, but no one ever asked himand he
never volunteered any information about it. His voice was neither deep nor
rich, though when he spoke on Last Chance it carried a ring of absolute
authority that very few nen chall enged (and none ever challenged it twce.)

He was known t hroughout the Inner Frontier, but nobody knew quite what he had
done to acquire his notoriety. He had killed sone nmen, of course, but that was
hardly sufficient to establish a reputation on the |lawess frontier worlds. It
was runored that he had once worked for the Denocracy in sone covert capacity,
but by its very nature nothing was known about his job. Once, fourteen years
ago, he had di sappeared from Last Chance for a nunber of nonths, and word had
it that he had been responsible for the deaths of quite a few bounty hunters,
but no one could verify it and the details were so vague that very few people
put nmuch credence in the story.

There was one worman who had heard the story and believed it, and after many
false starts she finally tracked himdown in his refuge on Last Chance, half a
gal axy away fromthe affluent, popul ous worlds of the Denocracy. She was

m ddl e-aged, with blue eyes and nondescript, sand-colored hair. Her nose had a
small lunmp at the bridge, as if it had been broken nany years ago, and her
teeth were too white and too even to be her own.

The End of the Line was filled with the usual crowd of adventurers and msfits,
humans and al i ens, when she entered it. The aliens—seven Canphorites, a pair of
Lodinites, two Domarians, and one each froma trio of races she had never seen
bef ore—were clustered together at a nunber of small tables. Mst of them
couldn't netabolize the bar's offerings, and were obviously waiting for the

| arge casi no, which consisted of some two dozen tables and an equal nunber of
exotic ganes of chance, to open its doors. A small sign, witten in various
human and al i en | anguages, announced that that happy nonent woul d occur at
sunset .

The heads of a quartet of alien carnivores, each snarling in nute defiance,
were positioned above the | ong hardwood bar, and in a glass case just next to
the changemaker was a tattered copy of a poemwitten by Black O pheus, the
Bard of the Inner Frontier, which he had created and aut ographed when he had
stopped on Last Chance for an evening sone two centuries ago.

Twenty hunans, sone dressed in colorful and expensive garnents, others wearing
the dull browns and grays of mners and prospectors, stood at the bar or sat at
tabl es. None of them paid her any attention as she entered the tavern, |ooked
around for a nonment, and finally approached the bartender.

“I"'m1looking for a man known as the Iceman,” she said. “Is he here?”

The bartender nodded his head. “Right over there, sitting by the w ndow.”

“WIIl he speak to nme?” she asked.

The bartender chuckl ed. “That depends on his nood. But he'll listen to you.”
She thanked hi m and wal ked over to the Iceman's table, giving the aliens a wi de
berth as she did so.

“May | join you?” she asked.
“Pull up a chair, Ms. Bailey,’

he said.

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Resnick/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racle%202%20-%200racle.txt (3 of 122) [1/19/03 6:53:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Mike%20Resni ck/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racl e%6202%20-%200racl e.txt

She | ooked surprised. “You know who | an®”

“No,” he answered. “But | know your nane.”

“ How?”

“You had to identify yourself when you requested | anding coordi nates,” said the
| ceman. “Nobody | ands on Last Chance wi thout my approval.”

“l see,” she said, sitting down. She stared across the table. “I can't believe
that I've finally found you!”

“I wasn't lost, Ms. Bailey,” he said expressionlessly.

“Perhaps not, but |'ve been | ooking for you for nore than four years.”

“And what's so inportant that you would spend four years of your life trying to
find ne?”

“My nane is Bettina Bailey,” she began

“I know.”

“Does it nean anything to you?”

“Should it?”

“If the name Bailey doesn't, then |'ve wasted an enornous anount of tine.”
“I"ve never heard of anyone called Bettina Bailey,” he replied noncommttally.
“I'"ve heard stories—+runors, really, to be honest—that you may have known ny
daughter.”

“CGo on,” said the |cenan.

“Her name is Penel ope.”

The Iceman pulled out a small cigar. “Wat did you hear?”

“l heard that you knew her.” Bettina Bailey paused, studying the Iceman's face.
“I'"ve even heard that she spent sone tinme on Last Chance.”

“That was fourteen years ago, Ms. Bailey,” said the Iceman, lighting his
cigar. “l haven't seen her since.” He shrugged. “For all | know, she's dead
now. ”

Bettina Bailey stared unblinking at him “If we're tal king about the same girl,
you know that's inpossible.”

The |l ceman returned her stare for a long nmonent, as if considering his answer.
Finally he took another puff of his cigar and nodded. “W're tal king about the
sane girl.”

“She woul d be 22 years old now.”

“That woul d be about right,” agreed the |cenan.

Bettina Bail ey paused again. “l've heard other runors, too,
“Such as?”

“That she's living with aliens.”

“An alien,” the |Iceman corrected her

“Then you know where she is?”

He shook his head. “No. | just know who she was with the last tinme | saw her.”
“I"ve also heard that you've spent a lot of time |ooking for her,” continued
Bettina Bail ey.

He stared inpassively at her and made no answer.

“And that you know nmore about her than any other man alive,” she continued.
“I't's possible,” he agreed.

“It's nore than possible. It's a fact.”

“All right, it's a fact. Now what?”

“I want ny daughter back.”

“Pardon ny pointing it out, Ms. Bailey, but it took you | ong enough to cone to
t hat decision.”

“l have been | ooking for her for sixteen years.” She paused. “She was taken
fromme in the Denpcracy. The Denbcracy enconpasses nore than ten thousand
worlds; it took ne nore than a decade, and nost of mny |ate husband' s noney, to
di scover that she was no | onger there, but was on the Inner Frontier.”

“She was on the Inner Frontier fourteen years ago, Ms. Bailey,” said the

| ceman. “She could be anywhere now-the Inner Frontier, the Rm the Spiral Arm
the Quter Frontier, even back in the Denocracy. It wouldn't be difficult for
soneone with her abilities to hide fromanyone who was | ooking for her.”

“She's on the Inner Frontier,” repeated Bettina Bail ey adamantly.

He stared at her, unable to totally conceal his interest. “How do you know?”
“When you are willing to be open and frank with ne, | will respond in kind,”

she said at |ast.
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she replied. “For the nonent, you will have to take ny word that | know where
she is.”
He paused for a long nonent. “All right,” he said at |ast. “You know where she

is.”

She nodded. “And | want her back.”

“And you want her back,” he repeated. “Wiy have you conme to ne? Wiy don't you
just go to wherever she is and take her honme?”

“It's not that sinple,” she said. “She may not recogni ze me—and even if she
does, she's been with aliens for nost of her life. She may not want to cone
back with nme.”

“She's an adult by now,” said the Iceman. “That's her choice to nake.”
“I"'mwilling to let her nmake it,” said Bettina Bailey. “But away fromthe

i nfluence of the aliens.”

“There's only one alien that | know about.”

She shook her head. “She's on an alien planet.”

“Whi ch one?”

“1'"I'l tell you when we have an agreenent.”

“What ki nd of agreenent?” asked the |cenan.

“l want you to bring her back to ne.”

“If you don't think she'll go with you, why do you think she'll cone with ne?”
“l told you—+'ve studied you. You' ve had experience dealing with aliens and
operating on the Inner Frontier. If you need help, you'll know what kind to get
and where to get it.”

The Iceman stared at her thoughtfully. “It could be very expensive, Ms.

Bail ey.”

“How expensi ve?”

“Amllion Maria Theresa dollars now, another mllion when the job is done.”
“Maria Theresa dollars?” she repeated, frowning. “I thought they were only in
use in the Corvus system Wuat's wong with credits?”

“We don't have nmuch faith in the longevity of the Denocracy out here, Ms.

Bail ey,” answered the Iceman. “W have even less faith in its currency. Credits
are unacceptable. If you can't get the Maria Theresa dollars, |1'll take double
the anount in New Stalin rubles.”

“I1'"lI'l get the dollars,” she replied.

“How soon?”
“l can have themtransferred here in three days’ tine.”
“Then I'Il set the wheels in notion three days fromnow,” said the |cenan.

“What do you nean: set the wheels in notion?”

“I1'"lI'l select who | want to find your daughter.”

“But | thought you would be going.”

He shook his head. “She knows nme, Ms. Bailey—and | don't think she'd be too
happy to see ne again.”

“But | chose you precisely because she does know you!”

“That's not necessarily an advantage with your daughter,” he said dryly. “Now,
where i s she?”

Bettina Bailey was silent for a nonent. Then she shrugged. “She's on Al pha
Crepello I'Il.”

“Never heard of it.”

“It's in the Quinellus Cluster.”

“And what nekes you so sure she's there?”

She | eaned forward intently. “W both know that nmy daughter has a rare talent.”
“Go on.”

“Wrd has gotten back to Deluros VIII that there is a hunan femal e on Al pha
Crepello I'll. The public isn't supposed to know about her, but |'ve bribed
sources within the government. No one seens to know if this female is in the
enpl oy of the aliens who inhabit Al pha Crepello Ill, or if she is their
prisoner, but she is known as the Oracle.” She paused. “If | were to choose a
nane for Penelope, | couldn't choose a nore accurate one than that.”

“And that's the sumtotal of your know edge?” asked the Icenman. “No
description? No communication with her or anyone who's dealt with her?”
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“Just that,” answered Bettina Bailey. “The Al pha Crepello systemisn't part of
t he Denocracy, and has al nbst no commerce with it. It took me two years to
ascertain that the Oacle was a human, and another two to deternine that she
was a fenmale.”

The | ceman stared at her. “Do you know the odds agai nst this being your
daughter, Ms. Bailey?”

“I'"ve spent sixteen years piecing together these bits of information,” she
replied. “I could die of old age before | came up with concrete proof.” She
paused. “Do we have a deal ?”

For just an instant the interest he had tried so hard to conceal flashed across
his face. Then, just as quickly, the inpassive mark was back in place.

“W have a deal,” said the |cenan.

2
The star charts called it Boyson Ill. Locally it was known as The Frenchnan's
Wor | d.
In the beginning it had been a wild, untamed jungle planet, covered with dense
vegetation and a plethora of exotic animals. Then Man had noved in, had killed
nmost of the aninals and pl owed under the jungle, and had turned it into an
agricultural world, supplying food for all the nearby mining planets. But
within twenty years alien viruses destroyed the inported neat animals, the
i mported corn and wheat, and even the hybrid animals and crops. After that the
colonists all went elsewhere, and Boyson |1l slowy reverted back into a jungle
worl d over the next six centuries.
Then the Frenchman had arrived. They said that he'd spent his whole life
collecting alien animals for zoos back in the Denocracy, and that he had
retired to Boyson Il to spend his renmining years hunting for sport. He had
erected a sprawling white house on the banks of a wide river, had invited sone
friends to join him and eventually word of the hunting | eaked out and a snall
safari industry devel oped.
Al'l that had been nore than 200 years ago. The Frenchman's World hadn't changed
much in the interim except that its wildlife had been pretty thoroughly
deci mated, and only a handful of guides remained, the rest having mgrated to
new y- opened worl ds where their clients could fill their trophy roons with | ess
effort.
It was estimated that the pernmanent human popul ati on of The Frenchman's World
was now | ess than two hundred. One of them who was said to be the last nman to
have been born on the planet, had noved into the Frenchman's ol d house and
created his own private landing strip by the river
H s name was Joshua Jerem ah Chandl er. He had been a very successful hunter in
his youth, but no one had seen himon the safari trail in alnpst a decade. He
was known, initially on the Frenchman's Wrld and finally all across the Inner
Frontier, as the Wistler, froma trick he had of whistling to get an animal's
attention just before he shot it. He was a very private, even secretive, man,
who kept his business and his thoughts to hinmself. He was gone fromthe pl anet
for long periods of time, and he did alnost all his banking on other worlds. No
mai | or radi o nmessages ever cane for him though fromtinme to tinme a snall ship
|l anded at his strip by the river.
The I ceman's ship was the nost recent to touch down, and as he wal ked up the
I ong, winding path to the house, he found hinmself sweating profusely in the
heat and the humidity, and wondering why anyone woul d choose to live in such
surroundi ngs. He sl apped a purple-and-gold flying insect that had | anded on the
side of his neck, barely avoi ded stepping on a nasty-1looking horned reptile
that hissed at himand scuttled off into the thick undergrowmh, and nopped his
face with a handkerchi ef.
When he enmerged fromthe bush, he clinbed a stone staircase and found hinsel f
standing on a | arge deck that extended far out over the river. The water was
teeming with life: huge aquatic narsupials, delicate watersnakes, |ong ugly
reptiles, all swam anong a plethora of colorful fish that dwelt near the
surface. The forest that lined the water had been cleared fromthe far bank, so
that observers on the deck coul d watch herbivores comng down to the river to
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drink. Right now there were clouds of butterflies flying | ow over the water,
and a score of avians wal ked nethodically across the clearing, pecking at the
ground, while a handful of waterbirds waded in the shallows, searching for

smal | fish.

The I ceman heard a gl ass door slide into a wall, and a nonent later a tall

| ean, auburn-haired man in his late thirties wal ked out onto the deck. He was
dressed in a nondescript brown outfit that seemed to have pockets everywhere. A
| arge-bri mmed hat shaded his eyes fromthe glare of the sun

“l see you made it,” said Chandler by way of greeting.

“You're a hard man to find, Wistler,” replied the |Iceman.

“You nmanaged.” Chandl er paused. “Care for a drink?”

The | ceman nodded. “Pl ease.”

“l really ought to charge you,” said Chandler with an anmused snile as he |ed
the Iceman into the interior of the house. “lI don't recall you ever giving ne a
free drink back on Last Chance.”

“And you never will,” said the Iceman, returning Chandler's smle. The roomin
whi ch he found hinself was quite large, and the cool stone floor, whitewashed
wal | s, and wi despread eaves hel ped to dissipate the heat. There were a few
stuffed chairs, covered with the pelts of native aninmals, a rug nade of the
head and fur of a large carnivore, a small book-and-tape case, a subspace radio
set, and a clock nade of sone strange translucent substance that seened to be
forever shinmering and changing colors. The walls were lined with framed want ed
posters, each depicting an outlaw that Chandler had killed or captured.
“Interesting trophies,” commented the |Iceman, gesturing to the posters.

“Peopl e make the best hunting,” answered Chandl er. He wal ked behi nd a har dwood
bar and opened a small refrigerator. “What' Il it be?”

“Anyt hing cold.”

Chandl er mi xed two identical drinks and handed one to the Iceman. “This should
doit.”

The Iceman took a |long swal |l ow. “Thanks.”

“Anything for a client,” said Chandler. He |ooked intently at the Iceman. “You
are a client, aren't you?”

“Potentially.” The Icenan | ooked out across the river. “Do you mind if we go
back out on the deck? It may be a pain in the ass to get here, but it's really
| ovely once you arrive.”

“Why not ?” assented Chandl er, |eading himback out to the deck

“I't nust be very convenient, to be able to stand right here and shoot dinner,”
continued the |cenan.

Chandl er shrugged. “I wouldn't know.”
13 d]?”
“l never hunt within five mles of here. | don't want to frighten the gane

away.” He paused. “Sone aninmals are for eating, sone are for sport, and sone
are for |looking at. These are for |ooking at.”

“You know,” said the lIceman, “now that | think of it, | haven't seen any
weapons around here.”

“Ch, there are weapons,” Chandler assured him “But not for the gane.”

A delicate white avian | anded atop one of the aquatic marsupials and began

pi cking insects off its head.

“I mss this place whenever I'maway fromit,” said Chandler, standing at the
edge of the deck and | ooking across the river. “If | take this assignnent, how
long will | be gone?”

“I won't lie to you,” said the Iceman. “This job doesn't figure to be easy or
fast.”

“What does it entail ?” asked Chandl er, sipping his drink and staring out at the
river.

“I'"'mnot sure yet.”

Chandl er arched an eyebrow, but nmade no comment.

“Have you ever heard of Penel ope Bail ey?” continued the |Icenan, after a pause.
“l think everyone nust have heard of her, back about ten or fifteen years ago,”
answered Chandl er. “They were offering one hell of a reward for her.”
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“That's the one.”

“As | recall, everybody wanted her: the Denocracy, a couple of alien worlds,
even sonme pirate.” He paused. “l never did hear what happened to her, just that
one day a bunch of bounty hunters turned up dead, and after that nobody seened
all that interested in trying to collect the reward.” He turned to the |cenan.
“There was a story naking the rounds that that you were involved in sone way.”
“1 was.”

“What was all the fuss about?” asked Chandl er. “Hundreds of people were after
her, but no one ever said what made a little girl worth five or six mllion
credits.”

“She wasn't exactly your normal, run-of-the-mll little girl,’
wyly.

Chandl er picked a few pieces of stale bread out of one of his pockets and laid
themout on the railing, then watched as a trio of colorful avians descended,
pi cked themup, and flew off with them “If you want nme to find her and bring
her back, you're going to have to tell ne what nade her worth all that noney,”
he said at |ast.

said the | ceman

“I will,” said the Icenan, taking a sip of his drink. “And you won't have to
find her.”

“You know where she is?”

“Per haps.”

“Either you do or you don't.”

“I know the location of the person |I'm sending you after,’
“l don't know if she's Penel ope Bailey.”

“Wul d you know Penel ope Bailey if you saw her?” asked Chandl er

“It's been a long time, and she's a grown woman now,” answered the Iceman. “I
honestly don't know if I'd recogni ze her.”

“Then how wi Il you know if | bring you the right woman?”

“There are other ways of telling.” The |ceman paused. “Also, if she is Penel ope
Bail ey, there's every likelihood that you won't be able to bring her back.”
Chandl er | ooked up at sky, which had suddenly cl ouded over. “It rains every
afternoon about this tinme,” he said. “Let's go inside and rmake oursel ves
confortable, and you can lay it out for ne.”

He | ed the Iceman back inside the house, ordered the glass portals to slide
shut, and wal ked over to a pair of chairs that had been carved out of the
native hardwood of the surrounding forest and covered with the pelts of sone
bl ue- ski nned ani nal s.

“Al'l right,” he said, when both nen had seated thenselves. “I'mlistening.”
“Penel ope Bail ey was eight years old when | nmet her,” said the |ceman. “The
Denocracy had taken her away from her parents when she was five or six, and an
alien had stolen her fromthe Denocracy. By the tinme | ran across her, she was
in the conpany of a worman who used to work for ne.”

“Why did the Denpcracy seize her in the first place?” asked Chandl er

“She has a gift—a talent, if you will—+that they wanted.”

“What was it?”

“She's prescient.”

“You nmean she can predict the future?”

The | ceman shook his head. “It's not that sinple.” He paused. “She can see an
al rost infinite nunber of possible futures, and she can nani pul ate events so
that the one nost favorable to her cones to pass.”

replied the |cenman.

Chandl er stared at himfor a long nonent. “I don't believe it,” he said at
| ast.
“It's the truth. 1've seen it in action.”

“Then why isn't she Queen of the whol e dammed universe?”

“When | first net her, she could only see those futures in which she faced

i mmi nent danger. By the tinme we parted, she could see the outcone of everything
from poker hands to gunfights, and could mani pul ate things so they'd cone out
the way she wanted themto—but she could only see a few hours into the future.”
He paused again. “If her power never extended beyond that, she could nmake
herself a very rich, very powerful woman, but in the larger schenme of things
she'd be no nore than a nui sance.”
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“But you think her talent has continued to mature,” said Chandler. It was not a

questi on.

“l don't know why it shouldn't have,” replied the Iceman. “It grew nore
power ful al nost daily when | knew her.”

“I"'msurprised you didn't try to kill her.”

“l did.” He patted his prosthetic leg. “This is what | got for ny trouble.”
Chandl er nodded, but said not hing.

“The last time | saw her she was with an alien called the Mock Turtle—'1

swear that's what it |ooked |ike—and to the best of ny know edge, no human has
seen her since.”

“Why an alien?”

“I't practically worshipped her, and it seenmed convinced that once she devel oped
her powers, she coul d keep the Denpcracy fromassinmlating its world.”

“I's the girl on its world?” asked Chandl er

The 1 ceman shook his head. “No. |'ve been there twice, and there's no sign of
them”

“So that's where you go when you're not on Last Chance,” said Chandler, not at
all surprised. “You're hunting for Penel ope Bailey.”

“I't hasn't done any good.” The |Iceman grinmaced and finished his drink. “If
there's soneone better equipped to stay hidden than a woman who can see al
possi ble futures, | can't imagine who it is.”

“Then how did you find her?” asked Chandl er

“l didn't,” answered the Iceman. “But a week ago | was approached by a woman
who represented herself as Penel ope's not her. She thinks she knows where the
girl is, and she hired ne to bring her back.”

“Represented hersel f?” repeated Chandler. “That's a curious choice of words.”
“She lied fromstart to finish.”

“What nmakes you think so?”

“She knew t hi ngs she had no busi ness knowi ng.”

“Such as?”

“She knew that Penel ope escaped with an alien—but only about ten people on a
little planet called Killhaven know that. She knew that |'ve been searching for
her —but 1've never told that to anyone.” He paused. “She knew that she was

| ooking for the Iceman, and not for Carlos Mendoza.”

“She works for the Denocracy, of course.”

The | ceman nodded in agreenent. “Nobody el se has the resources to spy on ne for
fourteen years.”

“They' ve been after her for fourteen years..
“Sixteen,” interjected the |ceman.

“Al'l right, sixteen. Wiy have they approached you now?”

“Because they think they've found her.”

“That's not good enough,” said Chandler. “Wiy did they lie to you? O, better
still, if they've found her, why don't they just go in after her thensel ves?”
“I"'msure they've sent their best people in after her and failed, or else they
woul d never have approached ne.” The |Icenan suddenly noticed his drink, and
finished it with a single swallow “As for why they sent soneone who pretended
to be Penelope's nother, it's sinple enough: the Inner Frontier doesn't owe any
al |l egiance to the Denbcracy, and they don't knowif 1'd be willing to help

began Chandl er.

them Also,” he added, “I killed some of their bounty hunters fourteen years
ago.”

“Wiy did you want to save her from a bunch of bounty hunters?”

“She was never in any danger fromthem” answered the Iceman. “I was trying to
save anot her nenber of her party.” He paused. “It didn't help.”

“You nake Penel ope Bail ey sound very form dable,” commented Chandl er
“She is,” the Icenman assured himseriously. “Make no m stake about it.”
“Where do they think she is?”

“A planet called Al pha Crepello Ill, out in the Quinellus Custer.”

“And they're sure it's her?”

The I ceman shook his head. “They think it is; they don't know for sure.”
“What nmakes them think so?”
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“There's supposed to be a young human wonan there, living anmong the aliens,
who' s known as the Oracle.”

“And that's it?”

“Probably not,” said the Iceman. He paused. “Alnost certainly not. But that's
all 1'"ve been told.”

“That's not much to go on,” said Chandler. “Wat do you think they' ve kept
back?”

“Probably sonet hi ng about how nany nen they've sent in and never heard from
again. That's the kind of thing that woul d convince themthey're right, and
it's also guaranteed to discourage a potential recruit.”

Chandl er was silent for a | ong nonent. Then he | ooked across at the |cenan.
“I"ve got a question for you.”

“What is it?”

“This little girl cost you a leg, and | gather she killed a friend of yours.”
“Indirectly.”

“Then why aren't you going after her yoursel f?”

“I"'ma 61-year-old man with a pot belly and an artificial |leg,” answered the
lceman. “If it really is Penelope Bailey, |1'd be dead before | could get close
to her. Maybe | could have done it 20 years ago, but not now.” He | ooked
directly at Chandler. “That's why |'ve conme to you, Wistler—of all the nen in
this business, you're just about the best. You've infiltrated half a dozen
worl ds, and you're a better killer than | ever was.”

“Can she be killed?”

The | ceman shrugged. “I don't know.”

“What ki nd of noney are we tal king about here?”

“Half a million up front, another half million when the job is conpleted.”
“Credits?” asked Chandler with a frown.

“Maria Theresa dollars.”

Chandl er nodded. “Tine limt?”

“I'f you haven't gotten to her in six nonths’ tinme, you' re never going to reach
her.”

“What if | come back enpty-handed?”

“If you accept the assignnent, the front noney's yours no matter what happens,”
said the Iceman.

“WIIl Bettina Bailey agree to that?”

“Considering that she's not really Bettina Bailey, | don't see that she has any
choi ce.”

“What about expenses?” asked Chandl er

The | ceman chuckled. “Not with a half million up front.”

“I may need to hire sone help along the way.”

“I'"d advise against it,” said the |cenan.

“\Nhy 2"

“The less attention you attract to yourself, the nore likely you are to cone
out of this alive.”

“I may want to hire sone nen to draw attention away fromne.”

“That's your privilege.” The Iceman stared at himthoughtfully. “If you're
successful and you can prove to ne that you needed them you'll be reinbursed.”
Chandl er eyed hi mthoughtfully. “Wat do you get out of this?”

“Money, satisfaction, revenge—take your choice.”

Chandl er smiled. “All of the above.” He paused. “Do they speak any Terran on
this planet?”

“l don't know ... but according to ny star charts, it's got three terraforned
nmoons that are inhabited by humans. They're your |ogical starting point.”

“Why not just approach her directly?”

“I'f direct approaches worked, the Denpcracy woul dn't have sought nme out,”
answered the | ceman. He paused. “WII you take the job?”

Chandl er considered the proposition for a nmonent, then nodded. “Yeah, I1'lIl take
it.”

“CGood,” said the Iceman. “If it turns out that the Oracle isn't Penel ope

Bail ey, bring her out.”

“And if she is Penel ope Bail ey?”
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“Once you know it's her, find a way to get word back to ne. There's no way

you're going to bring her out if she doesn't want to cone, so kill her if you
can.” He paused again. “If | don't hear fromyou in six nonths, I'll know
you' re dead.”

“You nean you'll assune |'m dead.”

“I meant what | said,” replied the Icenan seriously.

The radi o beeped to life.

“You are now within the Al pha Crepell o system” said a nmechanical voice.

“Pl ease identify yourself.”

“This is the Ganestal ker, Registration Nunber 237H8J99, eight Galactic Standard
days out of The Frenchman's World, Joshua Jerem ah Chandl er commandi ng.”

“We have no record of The Frenchman's Wirld, Gamestal ker.”

“It's the third planet in the Solidad systemon the Inner Frontier,’
Chandl er.

There was a brief silence.

“What is your purpose for visiting the Al pha Crepello system Ganestal ker?”
“Busi ness.”

“State the nature of your business, please.”

“I"'ma sal esman.”

“What do you sell?”

“Rare stanps and coins.”

“Have you a confirned appointrment with any inhabitant of the Al pha Crepello
syst enf?”

“Yes.”

“Wth whomis your appointnent?”

“Carl os Mendoza,” replied Chandler, using the first name that cane to mnd. “I
bel i eve he resides on Al pha Crepello II1.”

Anot her sil ence.

r esponded

“We have no record of any Carlos Mendoza living on Al pha Crepello Ill. Is
Carl os Mendoza a hunman?”

“Yes.”

“He does not reside on Alpha Crepello Ill,” said the voice with finality.

“Then perhaps he is nmerely a visitor,” said Chandler. “All | knowis that | was
supposed to nmeet himthere.”

“The Al pha Crepello systemis not a nenber of the Denocracy,” said the voice.
“We have no reciprocal trade agreenents with the Denbcracy, we have no military
treaties with the Denocracy, and we do not recogni ze Denobcracy passports. No

one may |and on Al pha Crepello Il wi thout special perm ssion of the
governnent, and this permission is rarely given to nenbers of your race.” There
was a brief pause. “You may | and on any of Al pha Crepello Ill's terrafornmed
nmoons, but if you attenpt to land on Al pha Crepello IIl itself, you will be

det ai ned and your ship will be subject to confiscation.”

“Thank you,” said Chandl er. “Ganestal ker over and out.”

The Iceman had told himthat he wouldn't be allowed to |and on the pl anet
itself, so he was neither surprised nor disappointed that perm ssion had been
denied him He sighed, stretched, and stared at his viewscreen

“Conputer,” he said, “bring up holograns, charts and readouts on Al pha Crepello
Ill"s terrafornmed noons.”

“Wbrking ... done,” replied his ship's conputer

There were three of themPort Maracai bo, Port Samarkand, and Port Marrakech
Each had once been rich in fissionable materials, and had been terraforned by
the | ong-defunct Republic alnost two nmillennia ago. The inhabitants of Al pha
Crepello I'll had objected, and the Navy had subdued themin a brief but furious
battle. Then, when the Denobcracy had succeeded the Republic, Al pha Crepello

Il l =whi ch had been dubbed Hades by its human anbassador because of its reddish
soil and incredibly hot clinmate—had declined to remain an active nenber of the
gal actic comunity and had cut all ties with its neighboring worlds as well as
with Deluros VIII, the huge, distant world that had becone the capital of the
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race of Man. Since the nobons were virtually nined out by that tinme and Man had
nmore i medi at e conquests and problens to deal with, Hades had been allowed to
go its own way.

The three noons were of little or no use to the residents of Hades, and as the
mners left, other Men noved in, nmen who were seeking worlds that had no
official ties with the Denbcracy. Hades had originally objected, but the
prospect of another war convinced themto practice a form of benign negl ect
toward the noons and their new inhabitants, and over the centuries the noons
gradual |y becane a clearing house for black market goods, a sanctuary for human
outlaws, a gathering place for nmercenaries, and a conduit between the free
worl ds of the Quinellus Custer and the regul ated worlds of mankind' s vast
Denocr acy.
“Computer,’
nmoons?”
“126, 214 on Port Maracai bo, 18,755 on Port Samarkand, and 187,440 on Port

Mar akech,” replied the conmputer. “These figures are accurate as of the |ast
census, taken seven years ago.”

“What formof currency is in use on each of the noons?”

“They accept all fornms of human currency that are traded within the Denocracy
and on the Inner Frontier, plus the currencies of Hades, Canphor VI, Canphor
VI, and Lodin XI. The value of each is pegged to the daily exchange rate of
the Denocracy Credit as determ ned on Deluros VIII.”

“Please give ne their clinmactic and gravitational readouts.”

“All three noons were terraforned by the sane Republic Pioneer team and are
identical in climate and gravity,” responded the conputer. “Gravity is .98%
Earth and Del uros Standard, tenperature is a constant 22 degrees Cel sius by day
and 17 degrees Cel sius by night, atnosphere is Earth and Deluros VIII normal.”
“Do they all have spaceports?”

“They possess spaceports for Cass H and smaller ships. Larger ships are
required to dock in orbiting hangars.”

“There doesn't seem much to choose anong them” remarked Chandl er

It was neither a question nor a conmand, so the conmputer did not respond.
“Whi ch one is closest to Hades?”

“Port Marrakech.”

“All right,” said Chandler. “Port Marrakech it is.”

Hi s | andi ng was uneventful, and shortly thereafter he made his way through the
crowded spaceport. He spotted a few faces here and there that he renmenbered
seei ng on wanted posters, but he paid themno attention, concentrating only on
making his way to the main exit. Once outside, he hailed a groundcar that took
himinto the heart of the nearby city—as far as he could tell the only city on
Port Marrakech. The buil di ngs boasted nunerous exotic arches and angles, and
nmost of them had been whitewashed. He was unaware of the genesis of the nane
“Marrakech", but he assunmed that it was a city somewhere in the gal axy that
greatly resenbl ed the one in which he now found hinmsel f; the architecture was
too much of a piece, and too different fromthe other worlds he had seen, not
to have been carefully planned.

“Where to now?” asked the driver as they entered the heavy traffic of the city
center.

“I"ve never been here before,” replied Chandler. “Can you recommend a hotel ?”
“Wth or without?”

“Wth or without what?”

The driver shrugged. “Watever you want —wonen, nen, drugs, ganbling, you name
it.”

“Wthout, | think.”

The driver grinned. “That nmay be a little harder. This isn't the Denbcracy, you
know. ”

Chandl er | eaned forward and handed hima fifty-credit note. “Wy don't you fill
me in?” he suggested.

“You thirsty?” asked the driver

“Should | be?”

“I can fill you in a lot better if ny nouth doesn't go dry hal fway through.”

sai d Chandl er, “how many hunmans reside on each of the terrafornmed
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“I"ve already given you fifty credits. You can buy a drink after we're

t hrough.”

“You' ve al ready made a couple of mstakes,” said the driver neaningfully. “I
can tell you about themwhile we drink, or you can |earn about themthe hard
way. "

“Suddenly I'mthirsty,” said Chandl er

“l thought you mght be,” chuckled the driver. “By the way, ny nane's Gn.”
“Just G n?”

“Gn's ny gane, gin's ny drink, Gn's ny nane.”

“Ckay, Gn,” said Chandler. “Wiere do you think we ought to have this drink?”
“I"'malready heading there,” said Gn. “It's not real fancy, but they don't

wat er the booze and people will |eave us pretty nuch al one.”

Chandl er | eaned back and observed the city as the vehicle sped through it. Most
of the buildings were centuries old, and except for a handful of truly palatial
structures in the dowmntown area, they | ooked their age. There was a definite
seediness to the city, as if nost of the residents were transients: snall
hotel s and room ng houses greatly outnunbered apartnents, and restaurants and
bars were omi present, inplying that al nbost no one ever ate or drank at hone.
There was an al nost tangi ble gloom partially due to the anbience, partially
due to the fact that Hades cast its massive shadow across the noon's surface.
“Here we are,” announced Gn, pulling up in front of a tavern that was

i ndi stinguishable fromfour others on the same bl ock

“Lead the way,” said Chandler, getting out of the vehicle.

He fell into step behind Gn and soon entered the dimy-lit interior. There
were sone two dozen tables and booths, half of themenpty, the other half
occupi ed by Men and aliens conversing in | ow voices. A very tired-1looking worman
was performng a very unenthusiastic striptease to recorded nusic in one
corner; a Lodinite was observing her with clinical detachnent, while none of
the other custoners paid her the slightest attention

“How does this one suit you?” asked G n, indicating a booth as far fromthe
door as possi bl e.

“Fine,” replied Chandl er

Both nen seated thenselves, and G n raised his hand and made a swift signal in
the air. An overweight waiter arrived a nonent later with a pair of green-
tinted drinks.

“What is it?” asked Chandler, staring at his glass and frowning.

G n shrugged. “They call it a Dustbuster on Binder X. Here it's a Nunber Five.”
“What's in it?”

“Lots of stuff, nobst of it good for you,’
and downing it with a single swallow
Chandl er raised his own glass, stared at it for a nonent, then took a sip.
“Wel | ?” asked G n.

answered G n, picking up his glass

“It'1l do.”
“Best damed drink you ever had, and that's all you've got to say?”
“You're the one with the thirst. I'mjust here to talk.”

“Right,” said Gn, signaling for another drink. “Hope you don't nmind,” he said,
“but talking is mghty dry work.”

“l have a feeling that everything you do is mghty dry work,” said Chandl er
sardonical ly.

“Now that you nention it...” said Gn, and | aughed. “By the way, you got a
name?”

“Chandl er.”

“Ckay,” said Gn with a shrug. “But if | were you, 1'd change it.”

“\Ahy 2"

“Why advertise that the Wiistler has cone to Port Marrakech?”

“There are a lot of Chandlers in the galaxy. What makes you think I'mthe
Whi st er?”

“How many Chandl ers cone out of the spaceport with five guns and a knife hidden
on their persons?” grinned Gn. “That was your first mstake. My groundcar's
got a security systemthat registers on the dash.”

file:/l/F|/rah/Mike%20Resnick/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racle%202%20-%200racle.txt (13 of 122) [1/19/03 6:53:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Mike%20Resni ck/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racl e%6202%20-%200racl e.txt

“I know,” said Chandler calmy. “l spotted it the second you opened the door
for me.”

“You did?”

Chandl er nodded. “I figured it was for your own protection. After all, if it

was against the law to bring weapons onto the planet, they'd have stopped ne at
Spaceport Security.”

“Makes sense,” admitted Gn. “Still, there are ways of |anding here w thout
bei ng spotted. By norning, everyone will know that the Wistler is on Port

Mar r akech.”

“Do you plan to tell then”

G n shook his head. “I won't have to. By now someone in Spaceport Security has
checked out your ship's registration, or run your retinagramthrough a
conmputer, or just out-and-out recogni zed you. Especially if you used Chandl er
as your nane.”

“So they know who | am” said Chandler. “So what? Fromwhat | can tell, this
place is |loaded with killers and worse.”

“You didn't cone here for your health,” said Gn. “l've heard all about you
When the Wi stler shows up, people start dying.”

“I"'mnot after anyone on Port Mrrakech. If | was, nobody would know | was
here.”

“Yeah, | believe you,” said Gn. He paused. “So what are you doi ng here?”

“You' re supposed to be answering questions, not ne,” said Chandler. “Wat do
you think was mny ot her m stake?”

“You asked ne for a hotel.” Gn smled. “Not smart. A killer shouldn't |et
peopl e know he's cone to town, and he sure as hell shouldn't |et people know
where he's staying.”

“Unl ess what ?” asked Chandl er.

G n stared at him “Unl ess you want people to know you're here.”

“That's right.”

“Then you nust be after sonmeone on Port Samarkand or Port Maracai bo.” He
frowned. “But that doesn't nake any sense. Wiy woul d you | and here?”

“Why | | anded here is ny concern,” said Chandler as the waiter arrived with
anot her drink for Gn.

“You sure you don't want to tell nme who you're after, VWiistler? |'ve got pretty
good connections. Maybe | could help you find hini—-he paused and gri nned—for a
smal | consideration.”

“I"'mnot after a who, I'mafter a what: infornmation, renmenber?”

G n sighed. “Have it your way. | was just trying to be hel pful.”

“You're not trying hard enough,” said Chandler. “W've been here ten m nutes
and you haven't told ne a damed thing.”

“What do you want to know?”

There was only one piece of information Chandl er actually wanted, which was how
to get to Hades—but he spent the next half hour asking numerous questions about
Port Marrakech, at the end of which he knew nore about the local trade in
drugs, prostitution, and bl ack nmarket goods than he ever wanted to know.
“Sounds good,” he said at last. “Things have been slow on the Inner Frontier
I'"m considering setting up shop here.”

“You'll have lots of conpetition in your Iine of work,” said Gn.

“Not for long,” replied Chandl er

G n stared at himand nodded his agreenent. “No, | suppose you won't—ot if
you're half as good as they say you are.”

“Could be that 1'll need a driver who knows his way around, and can tell ne

where all the bodies are buried,” continued Chandl er

“Yeah?” said Gn, his face alive with interest.

“I't's possible. Think you m ght know anyone who'd be interested in the job?”
Gn grinned. “You're |ooking at him?”

“You've got a job.”

“On a noon |loaded with killers, | like the security of working for the best
killer of all.”
“Well, you're pretty good at talking, I'll give you that,” said Chandl er. “How

are you at keepi ng your nouth shut?”
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“You can trust me, Wiistler.”

“If you cone to work for ne and | find that | can't trust you, | don't envy you
your death.” Chandl er paused. “Do you still want the job?”

“What does it pay?”

“More than driving back and forth to the airport and taking kickbacks from bars
and hotel s—and you'll get it in cash.”

“l still need a figure. After all, I'll have to use nmy own vehicle. | gotta
figure ny expenses.”

“How nmuch are you naki ng now?”

“Counting all the perks?” said Gn. “It cones to maybe 600 credits a week.”
“I"Il double it.”

G n extended his hand across the table. “Deal!”

Chandl er took the proffered hand. “Deal,” he replied. “You're on ny payroll
starting this mnute.”

“Great!” said Gn. There was a nonentary silence. “Unh ... what do we do now?”
“We finish our drinks and | find a place to sleep.”

“And t hen what ?”

“Eventual ly I wake up.”

“I mean, what do | do?”

“You're on call around the clock,” answered Chandler. “l expect to see you

par ked outside of wherever | spend the night when | wake up in the norning. |
al so expect you to keep your eyes and ears open. |If you hear of anyone who's

| ooking for sonmeone in ny line of work, you tell ne. Even nore inportant: if
you see anyone watching ne, you let nme know. ”

“Right,” said Gn. He signaled the waiter for another drink

“And you show up sober,” added Chandl er.

“You got it.”

“By the way, | don't plan to confine ny activities just to Port Marrakech. Have
you ever been to Port Sanmarkand or Port Maracai bo?”

“I know 'em al nost as well as | know Port Marrakech,” G n assured him

“Good,” said Chandler. “That should prove hel pful.” He paused. “Wat about
Hades?”

“You don't want any part of Hades, Wistler,” said G n. “They got nothing but
t hese bl ue-skinned aliens there-Blue Devils, we call "em Even if you got a
contract to knock one of themoff, you'd never be able to tell "emapart.”
“You' ve been there?”

“No, but I've seen ny share of Blue Devils. Ugly-Iooking sons of bitches.”

“Do any humans |ive on Hades?”

“Not to nmy know edge,” answered G n. He shrugged. “Hell, who'd want to?”
Chandler didn't want to display too nuch interest in Hades, so he let the

subj ect drop and spent another twenty mnutes asking questions about the other
two nmoons before he decided it was tine to | eave.

He checked into one of the better room ng houses, paid for a week in advance,
and went to his room confident that he'd nade a decent start; he was in no
hurry to get to Hades until he |earned nore about it. He'd go through the
nmotions of setting up business on Port Marrakech, and in a day or a week or a
month, G n or sonmeone else would tell himwhat he needed to know about Hades
and the nysterious Oracle. In the nmeantine, he mght even accept a contract or
two, just to prove the authenticity to his cover story.

He had shaved and showered, and was just about to nod off to sleep when the

vi dphone bl i nked.

“Yeah?” he said, staring at a blank screen

“You are the Whistler, are you not?” said a voice that mght or nmight not have
been human.

“My nane is Chandler.”

“You are the Whistler,” repeated the voice tonelessly. It paused for a nonent.
“A word of advice, Wiistler: go hone.”

“Who is this?” demanded Chandler, trying wthout success to bring up an inmage
on the screen.

“I will not repeat ny warning, Wistler,” said the voice. “I know who you are,
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I know why you are here, and | tell you that your mission is destined to fail
If you are still here tonmorrow norning, your life is at hazard.”

Then the connection went dead, and Chandl er allowed hinself the [uxury of a
satisfied smle.

4.
G n was waiting for himoutside the room ng house when Chandl er energed the
next norning. He had traded his conmpany vehicle for his own sonewhat battered
| andcar .
“Where to?” he asked as Chandler clinbed into the back of the vehicle.
“Twi ce around the bl ock.”
Gn nmerely grunted and did as he was told. Wen he had finished, and was once
again parked in front of the room ng house, he turned to Chandl er
“No one's watching us.”
“No one's following us,” Chandler corrected him “There's a difference.”
“What's up?” asked G n.
“Not hi ng nuch,” said Chandler. “I got a nessage |ast night. Sonmeone doesn't
want me here.”
“That figures,” said Gn reasonably. “A man with your reputation shows up,
you're going to cost sonmeone sone business.”
“They' || have to learn to live with the di sappoi ntnent.”
“l told you soneone at the spaceport would spot you,” continued G n. He paused.
“So where do | take you now?”
“Around.”
“Around where?”
“Just around. | can't go into business if people don't know |'m here.”
“They know,” responded G n. “Whoever tried to warn you off has probably told
hal f the people he knows by now. | say we go get a drink and think about this.”
“I''l'l et you know when you becone an equal partner,” said Chandler. “Just
start driving.”
Suddenly G n grinned. “You're not advertising,” he said enphatically. “You're
trolling! You want whoever you spoke to last night to nove agai nst you so you
can take himout!”
“Drive.”
“Just a minute,” said Gn, withdrawing a sonic pistol frombeneath the seat. He
turned it over and checked its charge.
“Do you know how to use that thing?” asked Chandler as Gn pulled out into
traffic.
“Maybe not as well as you,” cane the answer, “but | can usually hit what | aim
at.”
Chandl er paused. “Don't aimit at anything unless | tell you to,” he said at
| ast.
G n nodded and tucked the pistol into his belt. “Okay, boss,
are we goi ng?”
“I't's your city. You decide.”
“Well, | can take you to where the rich fol ks hang out, or | can take you to
where the people they hire hang out.”
“First one, then the other.”
G n stared at a poorly-dressed nman with bul gi ng pockets who was standing on the
slidewal k, staring at them and as he did so the | andcar came up fast on
anot her vehicle. G n swerved just in tinme to avoid an acci dent.
“You keep you eyes on the road,” said Chandler. “I'Il watch for potential
eneni es.”
“Ain't nothing potential about it,” nuttered Gn. “By noon you coul d have half
a hundred of "emout for your scalp.”
“Don't |let your inmagination run away with you,” replied Chandl er as they began
encountering heavier traffic.
“Don't |let your confidence run away with you,” said Gn. “The nore | think
about it, the nore | think this isn't such a good idea.”
“Thinking's not in your job description,” said Chandler. “Until it is,
suggest that you leave the thinking to ne.”

he said. “Were
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G n shrugged. “Watever you say.”

“That's what | say,” answered Chandl er. Suddenly he tensed. “Pull over and
stop.”

The | andcar cane to a halt.

“Did you spot soneone?” asked G n, reaching for his pistol

“That alien,” said Chandler, staring at a bald, blue-skinned humanoi d who was
standing across the street. “lIs that a Blue Devil ?”

“Yeah. So what ?”

Chandl er stared at it for another nonent, then | eaned back and rel axed. “Ckay,
start driving again.”

“You didn't answer ny question,” persisted Gn. “Wy do you care about Bl ue
Devi | s?”

“I've never seen one before.”

“You spent a long time |l ooking at it.
“l was curious.”

They drove in silence for another mnute, and then G n spoke again. “Wy do you
think a Blue Devil wants to kill you?”

“Did | say | thought so?”

“You didn't have to.” G n paused. “But for the life of me, | can't figure out
why a Blue Devil would give a danm whether you're on Port Marrakech or not.”
There was a | ong pause, during which G n decided not to push the subject and
Chandler totally ignored it. Finally Chandl er broke the silence: “How | ong
before we reach wherever it is you're taking nme?”

“Anot her couple of mnutes, give or take.”

“Tell me about the area we're passing through.”

“Do you really care?” asked G n.

“All norning long | haven't been able to shut you up,” said Chandler with an
ironic smle. “Now, when | want you to talk, suddenly you aren't interested.”
G n shrugged. “You're the boss. This part of town is called Little Spica. It's
i nhabi ted nostly by descendants of miners from Spica VI and shipbuilders from
Spica Il. A few Canphorites live on the outskirts, but the Spicans don't think
much of nobst other aliens.” He paused. “There's a great whorehouse over on the
next block, if that's to your taste.”

“Not especially.”

“See this storefront here?” said G n, slowing dow. “They say that Santiago
hinself killed two wonen right there on the slidewal k about two hundred years
ago. And that bar there, on the left? Best source of al phanella seeds in this
part of town.” He paused again. “You ever chewed any seeds?” He shook his head
and answered his own question. “No, | suppose not. A man in your line of work
needs a cl ear head.”

“How nmany other cities are there on Port Marrakech?”

“Cities?” repeated Gn. “None. There are a couple of little villages, nmaybe 500
peopl e api ece, hal fway around the world, farm ng comunities nostly. No, nopst
of the people live right here.” They drove out of Little Spica and into an even
seedier area, filled with the omi present donmed, whitewashed buil di ngs, nobst of
them covered with grine, many in need of repair.

“The alien quarter?” suggested Chandl er

“You got it. Mostly Blue Devils. The rest of themare a pretty mxed lot.”
“Have you ever seen an alien that |ooked like a turtle?” asked Chandl er

“l don't even know what a turtle is,” answered G n. “Wy?”

“Just curious,” said Chandl er

“Aman like you isn't subject to fits of idle curiosity,” replied Gn. “If
you'll describe it to me, maybe | can find out if there's anything here that
fits the description.”

“Some other tine,” said Chandl er, dismssing the subject.

They sped through the city, G n pointing out sites of local, historic and
crimnal interest, Chandl er asking an occasional question. During the next ten
m nutes their surroundi ngs becane progressively nore elegant, and finally Gn
slowed his vehicle and pulled up to a glistening hotel that |ooked |ike sone
anci ent and exotic pal ace.
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“Qur first stop,” said Gn. “This is the nost expensive hotel in town.”
Chandl er nodded, then got out of the |andcar.

“You want nme to conme with you?” asked G n.

“Not necessary,” answered Chandler. “I'I|l be back in a few m nutes.”

He entered the | obby, allowed the sparkling slidewalk to take himaround a
fountain that was engineered so that its thousands of jets of col ored water net
in such a manner that it forned an al nost-solid representation of a nude wonan.
As quickly as the figure lost its structural integrity, newjets of gold and
red and white water would nmeet in midair, re-formng the figure. The slidewal k
deposited himat the registration desk, where a unifornmed nan approached him
from behind a broad, gleam ng counter

“May | hel p you?” he asked.

“It's possible,” said Chandler. “Do you have a Carl os Mendoza regi stered here?”
The nan asked his conmputer, which replied in the negative.

“That's curious,” said Chandler, frowning. “lI was supposed to neet himhere.”
“There are no reservations in the name of Mendoza,” said the nan.

“Well, I'"msure he'll show up sooner or later.”

“We're fully booked for the next three nonths, sir.”

“That's his problem” said Chandler with a shrug. “lI wonder if | could | eave a

message for him”

“Certainly, sir.”

“Good. If M. Mendoza should show up, please tell himthat the Whistler has
conpl eted his business here.”

“That's all?”

“Not quite,” said Chandler. “Wien Mendoza gets mnmy nessage, he'll probably give

you an envelope with ny nane on it. Please deposit it in your safe until | cone
by for it.”

“I may not be on duty when you return,” said the man. “If this is a financial
transaction, we'll need sone formof identification before we can rel ease the

funds to you, sir.”

Chandl er placed his fingers on the shining counter, then pressed down on it.
“Didit register?”

The clerk checked a hidden screen behind the counter. “Yes, M. Wistler. W
now have your fingerprints in our permanent file.”

“Good,” said Chandler, placing a 500-credit note on the counter. “lI amsure
can count on your discretion.”

“Absolutely, sir.” He picked up the bill and placed it in a pocket. “How can we
contact you if M. Mendoza shoul d deliver the envel ope?”

“I'"lI'l contact you,” answered Chandler, turning on his heel and wal ki ng back out
to the | andcar.

He repeated the process at three nore hotels. When he energed fromthe | ast of
them he entered the vehicle, |eaned back, and rel axed.

“All right,” he said to Gn. “I think |I've announced ny presence sufficiently.”
“l saw you slipping sone noney to each desk clerk,” noted Gn. “Are you paying
themto spread the word?”

Chandl er sniled in anusenent. “l gave each of them 500 credits not to tel
anyone that | was on Port Marrakech.”

“Let me get this straight,” said Gn. “You want to announce your presence, SO
you're paying themto keep it a secret? | don't understand.”

“At least a couple of themw |l decide that if it's worth 500 credits to ne to
keep my presence here a secret, it ought to be worth a couple of thousand
credits to soneone else to know |'m here.” He paused. “By tonight just about
everyone who might want to avail thenselves of ny services will know |I'm here.”
G n grinned. “lI never thought of that!”

“You didn't have to. | did.”

“Where to now?”

“I'f 1 weren't on Port Marrakech, and you had a sizeable sum of noney and wanted
to have sonmeone killed, who would you hire?”

“I"d go right to the Surgeon,” replied Gn wthout hesitation

“The Surgeon?”

“H's real nane is Vittorio sonething-or-other, but everyone calls himthe
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Surgeon. He can slice you into pieces before you even know he's there.”

“Where can | find hin®”

G n shrugged. “Half a dozen places. He gets around. He's got a little action
here and a little action there.”

“Choose the likeliest spot and drive there.”

“This time of day he's probably at The Wol fnan's. That's a restaurant over in
the Platinum Quarter, near where we were drinking |ast night.”

“The Platinum Quarter? | didn't see anything that opulent |ast night.”

“It's pretty run-down,” agreed G n. “But right before Port Marrakech was m ned
out, someone discovered platinum and there was one last flurry of activity
before they decided that there wasn't enough to make mning it worthwhile. The
Platinum Quarter is what got built over where the mne used to be. The miners
|l eft so many tunnels there that you can get fromalnost any building in the
Quarter to any other building without ever comng up for air—f you know your
way around.” He paused. “Every now and then soneone who doesn't know t he tunnel
system goes down there, and as often as not he's never seen again.”

“It's not big enough to get permanently lost in,” commented Chandler. “I assune
these missing people don't live long enough to starve to death.”

“Wi stler, we got guys living down there who haven't seen the sun in ten
years,” answered G n. “You pay 'em what they want for safe passage, or they
take it anyway and | eave your corpse for the worns.” He paused again. “You've
never seen anything |like a Port Marrakech worm Dammed things are a coupl e of
feet long, and they've actually got teeth. You | eave a body down there and they
can strip it to the bone in less than a day.”

“Pl easant pl ace.”

“The nmen who |live down there are worse than the worns. Sone people say they've
got the worns trained to recognize 'emand | eave 'em al one; others say that
they eat the worns to stay alive.”

“Does the Surgeon ever go down to the tunnel s?” asked Chandl er

“Fromtime to tinme. ‘Course, everyone knows who he is, so they |eave himal one.
Mostly, they nake their noney from hiding anyone who's got to di sappear for
awhile, and they pick up a little extra from peopl e who' ve got no busi ness
being there in the first place.”

“Interesting,” commented Chandl er noncommttally.

“Interesting, hell—+t's goddamed dangerous,” said G n devoutly. “If you're

t hi nki ng of going down into the tunnels, you and ne are gonna part conpany.”
“I'"l'l keep that in mnd.”

They drove for another few mnutes, and then G n stopped in front of a snall
rectangul ar building that seened out of place in this city of dones and angl es.
There were no signs on the wi ndows or the door, but G n assured Chandl er that
advertising was unnecessary, and that everyone who had a reason to be there
knew where the Wl fman's restaurant was.

“I1'"d better go in with you,” he announced as Chandl er got out of the |andcar
“You go around asking for the Surgeon w thout anyone knowi ng who you are and
you're liable to undergo an operation you hadn't planned on.”

Chandl er followed Gn into the restaurant, which seemed to be on the disnal
side of normal, with cheap chairs and torn booths, scarred tables, a very snall
bar along the left-hand wall, and a surly-Iooking waiter and waitress.

St andi ng behind the bar was a creature out of a child' s worst nightmare. It
stood and wal ked Iike a man, but its head was that of a wolf, with a prol onged
foreface and i npressive canines. Its ears were not quite human and not quite
canine, but were quite large and pointed and set high atop its head. Its face,
neck, chest and hands were covered with fur, and it wore an el egant fornal
outfit that covered the rest of its body.

Gn lead Chandler right up to it.

“Whi stler, neet the Wol fman,” he said, stepping aside.

“I"ve heard of you,” said the Wl frman, extending a hand/ paw.

“I"msurprised | haven't heard of you,” replied Chandl er, reaching out his own
hand. “Cosnetic surgery?”

“Yes.”
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“Wiy a wol f?” asked Chandl er

“Why not?” was the reply, as the Wl fman nmade a croaking sound deep in his
throat that Chandler took to be a chuckle. “At |east people renmenber ne once
they' ve seen ne.” He paused. “Of course, | can see where that's not necessarily
an advantage in your line of work.” He stared at Chandler. “Wy do | think you
didn't cone here to sanple ny food?”

“I''m | ooking for someone.”

“ Ch?”

“The Surgeon.”

“He's not here,” answered the Wl fnman.

Chandl er | ooked questioningly at G n, who had been studying the few occupi ed
tables. G n shook his head.

“You might try again tonorrow,” added the Wl fnman. “He's one of ny best
customers. He cones around four or five tines a week.” The Wl f man poi nted
toward a table near the bar, one that backed up to a wall and gave the occupant
a clear view of the doorway. “That's his regular table.”

“Not any nore,” said Chandl er

“ Ch?”

“That table is mne now,” said Chandler. “You night pass the word.”

“l don't knowif the Surgeon is going to be real pleased with that.”

“That's not ny problem” said Chandler. “He's changing jobs or worlds—t's up
to him”

“Does he know about it?” asked the Wl f man.

“He will,” said Chandler. “If you see himfirst, you can tell him”

“Not nme, friend,” said the Wl frman. “I spent four years having this face
created. The Surgeon could slash it to ribbons in three seconds.”

“He won't,” said Chandler. “You're under ny protection, starting right now”

“lI don't want any part of this,” said the Wl fman nervously. He paused. “Maybe
you're as good as they say you are, and nmaybe not. But |'ve seen the Surgeon.”
“You won't see himagain,” said Chandler. “Renenmber: no one sits at that table
except me.”

He laid a bill on the bar, then turned and wal ked toward the door. G n caught
up with himjust as he stepped outside.

“Boy, | hope to hell you know what you're doing!” exclained the driver. “I

t hought you just wanted to talk to the Surgeon.”

“If he's a reasonable nman, that's all 1'll have to do,” answered Chandl er. “But

I"msetting up shop here. This is the easiest way to establish ny credentials
and get rid of my biggest rival at the same tine.” He clinbed into the vehicle.
“Take ne to the next spot on your list. I'd like to get this over with before
di nner.”

G n shook his head in wondernent. “You're the first guy |I've ever seen who was
in a hurry to go up agai nst the Surgeon.”

“You | ook unhappy,” noted Chandl er

“I was kind of hoping this job nmight last for nore than half a day,” said Gn
i ronically.

“Tt will.”

“l don't know about that,” said Gn. “You' ve got sone Blue Devil out to kil
you, and now you're going out of your way to confront the Surgeon. You're
either awfully good or just out-and-out crazy.”

“lI guess we'll find out, won't we?” said Chandler calmy.

“I guess we will,” said Gn, pulling into traffic and heading for his next
desti nation.

Chandl er | eaned back on the seat and closed his eyes, totally at ease. He
disliked waste, and for that reason he was sorry that he was going to have to
sacrifice the Surgeon, especially since they were nenbers of the sane

prof ession. But the Surgeon was a vital piece in the ganme upon which he had
enbar ked: he had carefully nmapped out his plan of attack, just as he used to
plan his safaris in meticulous detail, and if he hadn't overl ooked some hi dden
factor, this would put himone step closer to the Oracle.

I f he survived
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5
“Ckay, we're here,” announced G n, getting out of the vehicle and approaching
the dil api dated bui | di ng.
“Where's here?” asked Chandl er
“It's called the Dreanbasin.”

“A drug den?”

G n nodded. “The Surgeon stops by here every couple of days.”

“Curious.”

“How so?” asked G n.

“Professionals don't usually nmess with drugs,” responded Chandler. “lIt screws

up the perceptions and destroys the refl exes.”

“Ch, the Surgeon's no seed chewer,” said Gn. “But a lot of his clients are. If
he's here, he's just tending to business.”

They wal ked up to the entrance, where G n uttered a password and smiled into an
overhead camera. The door slid back a nonent |ater, and two ruscul ar nen
confronted them

“Who do you have with you, G n?” asked one of them

“He's ny new enpl oyer,” answered the driver. “1 personally vouch for him”

The man turned to Chandl er. “Name?”

“Joshua Chandl er.”

“Where are you staying?”

“The Souk,” answered Chandler. “It's a boardi ng house on the west side of =
“l know where it is,” interrupted the man. “COccupati on?”

“Tourist.”

The man smiled. “Well, that's original, anyway.” He held out his hand. “Two

hundred credits. And two hundred nore for your enployee.”

Chandl er handed over the noney. “Can we go in now?”

“As soon as you check your weapons with us.”

“Does the Surgeon check his?” asked Chandl er

“What the Surgeon does is none of your business, M. Chandler,” was the answer.
“If you don't hand over your weapons, |'ll have to renove them nyself.” He

pl aced a hand on the hilt of his |aser pistol, as if to enphasize the point.
“That wouldn't be w se,” said Chandl er softly.

Sonething in the tone of his voice made the nan hesitate.

“Either you turn themover, or you can't enter,” he said | anely.

“Don't kill them” Gn said to Chandler. “They're just doing their job.”

“If there's any killing done here, we're going to do it,” said the second nan,
finally choosing to speak.

“You don't know who you're dealing with,” said Gn with such conviction that
the second nan, too, seened suddenly hesitant.

Nobody noved for a few seconds. Then Chandl er renoved his pistols and his knife
and handed themto one of the nen.

“Let's go,” he said to G n, as the nan stepped aside, staring at himwith a

m xture of anger and uncertainty.

They proceeded down a |ong, poorly-illumnated corridor, past a nunber of

cl osed doors. The sickly sweet odor of palyp, an alien drug that humans had
appropriated for thensel ves and now snoked in ol d-fashi oned water pipes,
perneated the air.

They passed one open door and Chandl er gl anced in. Four wonen |lay suspended
above the floor on cushions of air; he couldn't tell whether they had been
snoking or injecting, but three of themwere near-catatonic. The fourth, her
face contorted in agony, saw him and reached out a trenbling, supplicating
hand. Chandl er stared at her for a noment with an expression of distaste, then
turned away and conti nued wal ki ng.

Finally they cane to a spacious | ounge. There were no chairs or couches init,
just a nunber of large pillows on the floor. Sone el even nen and ei ght wonen
sat or lay upon them sone in clusters of two and three, some al one. Many of
them | ooked bew | dered, as if they were just com ng down froma high; others

| ooked anxious, as if they were preparing for one. A few nerely | ooked bored.
There were half a dozen Domarian actigraphs on the walls, three-di nensiona
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creations of concentric circles and intricately weaving lines that pulsed with
energy and had an al nost hypnotic effect upon the viewer.

Suddenly G n stopped and tensed.

“Where is he?” asked Chandler softly.

“See those two guys talking in the corner?” whispered Gn, indicating a bald,
rotund nman dressed in a blue satin outfit and a small, wiry man with a wi dow s
peak and an aquiline nose, who wore an expensively-tailored white tunic.

“Yes.”

“The fat one is Orar Tripoli. He's a banker, and he owns a couple of nightclubs
in the Antarrean Quarter. The little guy is the Surgeon.”

“He doesn't | ook |ike nuch,” noted Chandl er

“The graveyards are full of people who didn't think he | ooked Iike nuch.”
Chandl er stared at the Surgeon for another nonent, then turned to Gn. “Wit
here,” he ordered the driver

“He's probably arned,” whispered G n.

“Just do what | say,” answered Chandl er, wal ki ng across the roomand conming to
a halt next to Omrar Tripoli.

“We're having a private conversation,” said the Surgeon without |ooking up

“I know,” said Chandl er.

“Then go away,” said the Surgeon

Chandl er renmi ned where he was, silent and notionl ess.

Finally the Surgeon | ooked at the man who was confronting himand got to his
feet. “You don't listen very good, do you?”

“I haven't heard anything worth listening to,” replied Chandler.

“You're taking a big chance, friend,” said Tripoli

“Not as big a chance as you're taking, M. Tripoli,” replied Chandl er

“What do you nean?” asked Tripoli nervously.

“You nmean the Surgeon hasn't told you?” said Chandler with nock surprise.
“Tol d ne what?”

“That he's | eaving Port Marrakech this evening and going into a different

business. If | were you, | wouldn't pay himanother credit.”

“All right!” snapped the Surgeon. “Just who the hell are you?”

“Your successor,” said Chandler. He paused. “I think if you hurry, you can just
make the flight to Binder X~

“You've got balls, mster, I'll give you that,” said the Surgeon. “I wonder how
you'll feel when you see themrolling across the floor?”

“Save your threats,” said Chandler calmy. “M. Tripoli isn't inpressed by
themand neither aml.”

Suddenly a wi cked-I| ooki ng knife appeared in the Surgeon's right hand. “Are you
going to tell ne who you are, or am| going to have to take your |ID off your
body?”

“I'"ve no objection to telling you. My nane's Chandl er.”

“l never heard of you.”

“That's just one of my nanes. Sone people call nme the Wistler.”

The Surgeon's eyes wi dened briefly, but he didn't |ower the knife or back away.
“You can still walk out of here,” said Chandler. “In fact, as long as you're
turni ng your business over to nme, I'll even pay for your ticket.”

“You think you can buy nme off with a spaceship ticket?” said the Surgeon with a
harsh | augh.

“Not really,” answered Chandler. “But | thought |1'd offer you the opportunity
to live.”

“I"ve got alittle something to offer you!” grated the Surgeon. He flipped his
kni fe back and forth between his hands a nunber of tines, then lunged forward
with his | eft hand extended.

Chandl er grabbed his wist, sidestepped the thrust, and then, nore rapidly than
Tripoli or Gn could follow, delivered three quick blows, one to the groin, one
to the Adami s apple, and a final one upward agai nst the nose, forcing the bones
into the brain. The Surgeon was dead before he hit the floor. Chandler picked
up the knife and tucked it into one of his many pockets. Everything had
happened so quickly that nmost of the people in the roomwere still too stunned
to react.
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Chandl er turned to Tripoli. “This is neither the tinme nor the place to conduct
our business,” he said with perfect calm “I'll be in touch with you tonorrow
or the next day; you'll find that nmy prices are quite reasonable for the

services | provide. In the neantinme, you mght tell your friends that the

Whi stler has conme to town.”

He stepped over the Surgeon's body and wal ked across the | ounge, paying no
attention to any of the nen and wonen who stared in awe at him

“Let's go,” he said to G n.

They wal ked back down the long corridor to the Dreanbasin's entrance, picked up
Chandl er's weapons, and were in the | andcar and driving away before anyone
reported the killing.

“That was sone show you put on, Wiistler!” said Gn with the enthusiasmof a
smal |l boy for one of his sports heroes. “You were awesone!”

“Well, 1've established ny credentials, anyway,” said Chandler. He paused. “It
was a necessary if wasteful object |esson.”

“Wast ef ul ?” asked G n, puzzled. “How?”

“l had to kill a nan who had never net ne, who presented no threat to ne, and
who was not ny eneny. Wouldn't you call that wasteful ?”
“Not at all.”

“Then it's a fortunate thing that you don't have ny ability to kill,” said
Chandl er.

“We're growing a strange crop of assassins this season,” remarked G n, anused.

“This was not an assassination,” said Chandler. “It was an execution.”

“Wel |, whatever you call it, he's dead,” replied G n, disnissing the subject
with a shrug. “Wiere to now, Wistler?”

“Take nme back to the Souk,” replied Chandler. “I think I've acconplished quite
enough for one norning. I'mgoing to read for awhile and then take a nap.”
“Just |ike that?”

“I"'msorry his death was necessary,” said Chandler irritably. “I have no

intention of joining the nourners.”
“I'"d be surprised if there are any,” said Gn. He paused. “By the way, | think
you can expect the authorities to cone calling on you. As |long as we confine

our killing to each other, they won't give you too nuch trouble, but they'l
have to at least talk to you, just for show”

“I't was self-defense,” answered Chandler. “1've got nore than a dozen

Wi t nesses.”

“True,” agreed G n. He paused again. “You want nme on call outside the Souk?”
“Not for a few hours,” answered Chandler. “Right now | want you to nake the
rounds and tell everyone what happened.” He handed a pair of bills to Gn. “And
since talking is such dry work, you can use this to lubricate yourself.”

“Wth pleasure,” said Gn, taking the bills and stuffing theminto a pocket. *“I
never liked that nean-spirited little slasher anyway.”

“He was just a man doing a job,” said Chandler. “Fromnow on I'l|l be doing it.”
“Well, you're the Man of the Hour, as they say,” enthused the driver. “By
tonmorrow the whol e damed city will know you're here to stay.”

“How soon will word of this reach the other noons?” asked Chandl er

“Before nightfall,” G n assured him

He wanted to ask if Hades would hear of it too, but decided not to. The one
person for whom he was putting on this performance al ready knew who he was, and
he woul d be surprised if she didn't also know of the Surgeon's death by the
time he reached his roomng house. It was a perfectly logical step for a man in
hi s busi ness to have taken: you could work your way up through the ranks, or if
you were good enough and strong enough, you could take on the top dog and
assinmlate his territory. He had evinced no interest in Hades, had nade no
inquiries about the Oracle, nor would he. He had cone to Port Marrakech for

busi ness, and he now had a ready-nade clientele to service. It was as sinple
and cl ear-cut as that.

The only question, he nused wyly as the | andcar pulled up to the Souk, was
whet her she'd buy it.
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6
The police woke Chandler fromhis nap and took himto the local station to
record his statement concerning the Surgeon's killing. He got the distinct

i npression that they were just going through the notions, that the death of an
assassin, regardl ess of the circunstances, didn't bother themin the |east.
When his deposition nmatched the various eyew tness accounts, they released him
with the bored instructions to keep within the law during his stay on Port

Mar r akech.

G n was waiting for himwhen the police dropped himoff at the Souk

“l see you had conpany,” he noted as the police vehicle sped away.

“They weren't any problem”

“They' d probably have pinned a nedal on you if they could have gotten away with
it,” said Gn. “The Surgeon wasn't exactly the nost popular guy in town.”

“Neither will | be, when | take over his client list.”

“Yeah. Well, in his case, it was a natter of preferring the devil they don't
know to the devil they knew.”

“l get the distinct inpression that they' |l |eave ne alone as long as | don't
kill the wong person.”

“That's about right.”

“So,” continued Chandler, “I think until | know ny way around a little better,
I mght be well-advised to confine ny activities to the other nobons and Hades.”
“lI can help you out,” said Gn. “I know who to lay off of.”

“Thanks for the offer, but | don't really want to stake nmy life on your
expertise.”

“Ckay,” said Gn with a shrug. “Have it your way. But you might as well forget
about Hades. There can't be a thousand Men on the planet.”

“That inplies they're pretty inportant nmen,” said Chandler. “Sonmeone m ght want
one of them dead.”

“Forget it,” said Gn with conviction. “Ever since the Oacle set up shop
there, the place is a goddanmed fortress.”

“Who is the Oacl e?” asked Chandler. “One of the Blue Devil s?”

G n shook his head. “They say she's a human woman. | don't know if it's true or
not: al nbst nobody ever gets to see her.”

“Why woul d a human wormman want to |ive on Hades?” asked Chandl er

“Beats ne.”

“Mre to the point, if the Blue Devils hate us, why would they let her live

t here?”

“Who knows?” replied Gn. “I don't pay nuch attention to politics.”
“Politics?”
“Wel |, maybe it's not politics. But whatever it is, it doesn't concern the

three Ports, and if they |eave us alone, that's good enough for ne.
“It's interesting, though,” said Chandler, “a wonan living down there. Wy do
they call her the Oracle? Has she got a real nane?”

“You got ne,” said Gn.

“Coul d you find out?”

“l dunno. | never thought rmuch about it.
good, though.”

“Why not ?”

“First, because you aren't allowed to | and on Hades. Second, the Oracle and the
Bl ue Devils leave us alone. And third, because every now and then soneone shows
up on one of the Ports and starts asking too many questions about her, and then
one day he just isn't around any nore. So, since you like being alive and

i ke being enployed, let's concentrate on the Surgeon's client list.”

“Find out what you can, anyway.”

“Why are you so interested in her?” asked G n.

“l never net an Oracle before. Maybe she could tell nme what nunmbers to bet on
next tine | play roulette.”

“You can nake a | ot nore noney just doing what you do best, and you don't have
to risk your life trying to neet her.”

“Are you telling ne that the Oracle kills peopl e?”

“Whistler, | don't know anything for sure about the Oracle,” said Gn in

G n paused. “It wouldn't do you mnuch
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exasperation. “But | know the Blue Devils will kill you if you try to |land on
Hades wi thout their perm ssion.”

“Sounds |ike the Denobcracy ought to nove in,” suggested Chandl er

“We keep waiting for themto, but so far they haven't shown any interest in
it.” He paused. “Now, can we |let the subject drop?”

“You | ook nervous.”

“Peopl e who tal k about the Oracle have this habit of disappearing,” answered
Gn. “M, | like it here.”

Chandl er shrugged. “What the hell, | was just curious. It's tinme to consider
nore inmportant things.”
“Such as?”

“Such as dinner. Gve ne a chance to change, and then | want you to take ne to
the best restaurant in towm. W'Il add it to M. Tripoli's bill.”

“Have you heard from hin®”

“I will,” replied Chandler confidently. “He has work to be done, and |'ve

al ready proven to himthat I'mbetter at it than the Surgeon.” He wal ked to the
airlift. “1'Il be back down in about twenty mnutes.”

He went to his room took a quick Dryshower, shaved, and dressed in a semi -
formal dark gray outfit that had been specially tailored to hide the bul k of

t hree handguns—ene sonic, one | aser, and one projectile. Then, feeling sonewhat
refreshed and quite hungry, he left his room strode to the airlift, and
floated gently down to the | obby.

“Wel I ?” he said, walking up to G n. “Were are we goi ng?”

“You're going to the Green Dianond,” said Gn. “I'mtaking ny budget and ny
wardrobe to a place that's nore to ny taste.” He paused. “l can supply you a
conpanion, if you'd like.”

“Some other tine.”

G n shrugged and led the way to the | andcar and drove through the early evening
traffic.

“This looks fam liar,” remarked Chandl er as they began entering a seedy-I| ooking
area. “Isn't this the Plati num Quarter?”

“Not bad for a guy who's only been here once,” answered G n.

“Are you sure we're going to the best restaurant in the city?” continued
Chandl er dubi ously.

“It's a private club,” said Gn. “Don't pay any attention to the exterior; they
don't want people wandering in off the street.”

“How am | going to get inif it's private?”

Gn smled. “Wrd about this norning has gotten out. You won't have any
trouble.”

“You'd better be right,” said Chandler. “I don't |ike making a fool of nyself.”
“Trust me,” said Gn, pulling up to a dil apidated building. The wi ndows were
boarded up, the walls badly needed a coat of whitewash, and the door was one of
the few on the block that didn't boast intricate carvings. “Wll, here you
are.”

“You're kidding, right?” said Chandl er

“This is the Green Di anond, Wiistler. Just walk up to the door.”

“No password, no secret knock?”

“Look, if you don't want to eat here, just say so and |I'll take you sonewhere
el se.”

“No,” said Chandler. “W're here and |'m hungry.”

He got out of the vehicle and wal ked up to the door, then turned to G n. “Be
back in two hours.”

“Right,” said Gn. “If you finish early, 1'll be at the Wl frman's. It's about
two bl ocks north of here.”

The | andcar pull ed away, and Chandler turned back to the door. Now that he was
closer he could see that there was a very intricate conputer lock on it, and he
spotted a pair of holo canmeras conceal ed in the shadows.

He waited for alnost thirty seconds, then was about to knock on the door when
the lock clicked and the door slid silently into a wall. A short, dapper nan,
clad in green, was standing a few feet fromhimin a di anond-shaped foyer.
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“Good evening, M. Chandler,” he said snoothly. “Are you here for dinner or
ent ertai nnent ?”

“First one, then the other,’
door slid shut behind him
“Your table is ready for you,” said the nman, turning and wal king toward a

| arge, crowded room

“Just a nminute,” said Chandl er

“Yes?” said the man, stopping instantly.

“How did you know |'d be here tonight?”

“I didn't.”

“Then why is there a table for me?”

“Every diner has his own private table,” explained the man. “This one bel onged

replied Chandler, entering the building as the

to your ... ah..."-he searched awkwardly for the word—predecessor. No one el se
may use it.”

“l see,” said Chandler. “And your nane is...?"

“Charles.”

“All right, Charles. Lead the way.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Charles, starting off once again.

He I ed Chandler into a large roomwith a shining green floor and a prismatic
ceiling that separated an artificial light froman unseen source into a variety
of muted hues. The ceiling was sone twenty feet high, and doned at the top, but
the roomwas divided into sonme forty di anond-shaped al coves, each with walls
ten feet in height. There were artificial green di anonds everywhere—en the
wal | s, sunken into the floor, on the waiters’ and waitresses’ el egant

uni forms—and in the center of the roomwas a |arge, dianond-shaped fountain.
Charles led Chandler to an al cove, and suddenly the inpression was one of
intimacy rather than vastness. Chandler settled back on an expensively-

uphol stered booth, and a nonent |later a waiter approached himand rattled off
the evening' s menu.

Chandl er ordered a sal ad conposed of vegetabl es grown on Port Samarkand, and a
nmut at ed shellfish in a cream sauce

“Very good, sir,” said the waiter. “Wuld you care to start with a fine Al phard
brandy? W just received a new shipnent this norning.”

“Later.”

“As you wish, sir.”

“By the way, is M. Tripoli here?”

“No, sir.”
“If he should cone in, please tell himl'mhere.”
“Yes, sir.”

“And if anyone else is looking for me, let me know.”

The waiter nodded and scurried off, leaving Chandler to admre that portion of
the roomhe could see fromhis alcove. A string quartet, which had been on
their break, canme out, stood beside the fountain, and began playing soothing if
not brilliant nmusic, and a blonde waitress stopped by his table carrying a hors
d' ouevre tray. He | ooked at the various sel ections, chose one, and a nonent
later his salad arrived.

He stared idly at the plate for a nonent, trying to identify the various alien
veget abl es—and then he saw it. Maybe it was the light, naybe it was the texture
of the vegetables, maybe it was sinply the angle, but suddenly he saw the
artificial light reflecting off sonething bright.

He picked up a fork and dabbed at it gingerly, then |ifted it very slowy and
brought it closer to his eye.

It was a tiny fragnent of gl ass.

He noved a greenish leaf with his fork, then found anot her piece, and yet

anot her.

He sat perfectly still, staring at the plate while he tried to sort things out
in his nind.

Somebody had known he woul d be in the Green Dianond on this precise evening.
Even G n hadn't known where they were going until he had conme back fromthe
police station. O course, the driver had had tinme to tell sonmeone while
Chandl er was showering and dressing, but he doubted it; if he survived, G n had
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to know that he was going to have to answer sone difficult questions, and he'd
al ready seen Chandler in action

That meant soneone el se knew-sonmeone who didn't have to be told where he woul d
be dining, who sinply knew.

And that nmeant that the Oracle was i ndeed Penel ope Bail ey.

The next question was nore difficult: why did his woul d-be nurderer use ground
gl ass, when a poi son woul d never have been spotted? If the Oracle had foreseen
that he would be here, then she nust have foreseen that he would spot the
fragnments of glass. Was this just a warning—er was there sone limt to her
abilities? The Iceman had said that even as a little girl, with her powers not
fully devel oped, she could foresee potential threats to herself; surely he was
nmore of a threat alive than dead. So was he being mani pul ated, or had she
sinmply proven to be fallible?

He didn't have enough information to answer the question, so he let it pass and
moved on to the next one: sonebody within the Geen D anond had tried to kil
him Who?

He stared at Charles, who was escorting an elderly couple to their table about
forty feet anay. It was a possibility. He | ooked for his waiter, but couldn't
spot him Another possibility. But sonehow he didn't believe it: ground gl ass
wouldn't kill himinstantly, and his reputation had preceded hi mhere. They
woul d have to know he'd live |ong enough to take them both out before the gl ass
ripped his insides enough to totally disable him

Then who? He thought about it for another nmonent, then signaled to Charles.
“Yes, M. Chandl er?” said Charles, approaching his table.

“I1"d like to see your kitchen,” he said.

“Certainly, M. Chandler. W're quite proud of our operation. If you'll cone
back tonorrow norning, | shall be happy to give you a tour.”

“1"d like to see it right now”

“I"'mafraid that's out of the question, M. Chandler,” answered Charles. “This
is our busiest tine of the day.”

“That wasn't a request, Charles,” said Chandl er

Charl es blinked at Chandler as his hand went neaningfully into a pocket.
“You're quite certain, M. Chandl er?” he said, flustered.

“Quite.”
“Mght | ask why?”
“You mght,” answered Chandler. “But it wouldn't do you any good.” He got to

his feet. “Let's go.”

“Pl ease make no sudden or threatening novenents,” said Charles. “W don't wi sh
to al armour nenbers.”

“Fol | ow your own advice and we won't have any probl ens,” said Chandl er

Charl es turned and headed of f toward a short but broad corridor that led to the
ki tchen, then stopped before a door

“Do you wish nme to enter with you, M. Chandler?”

“No, that won't be necessary.”

Charl es turned and began wal ki ng away.

“And Charl es?” Chandler called after him

“Yes, M. Chandl er?”

“Wuld | be correct in assum ng that you plan to i medi ately sumon either the
police or a bouncer?”

“Absolutely not, M. Chandler.”

“You're a lousy liar, Charles,” said Chandler. “But there are two things you
shoul d know.”

“Sir?”

“If you send a bouncer after nme, I'll kill him And if you call the police,
I"l'l charge the Green Dianond with attenpted nurder.”

“l beg your pardon?” said Charles, genuinely surprised.

“Someone put a little sonmething extra in ny salad, Charles,” said Chandler. “If
you don't want to call attention to yourself, just |leave ny plate where it is.”
Charles stared at himfor a |ong nonent, then turned and wal ked back into the
di ni ng room
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As Chandl er approached the door, it instantly slid back, revealing the interior
of the kitchen to him There were nunmerous stoves, grills, ranges, freezers,
and refrigerators, and sone six nen and wonen and two Lodinites, all dressed in
light green, were carefully tending the food, arranging it artistically on

di shes, or setting it carefully onto trays for the waiters who kept brushing
past him None of thempaid himthe | east attention

Then he saw what he expected to see.

A man and a Blue Devil entered froman al cove, each bearing half a dozen

sal ads. The man noticed Chandler, stared curiously at himfor an instant, then
shrugged and continued wal king toward a | arge counter

The Bl ue Devil took one | ook at Chandler, dropped its tray to the floor, and
ran back into the al cove

Chandl er raced across the kitchen, ignoring the yells and protests fromthe
staff, and entered the alcove. The alien wasn't there, but a door was just
shappi hg shut, and as Chandl er headed toward it the door slid open again.

He found hinmself in a dank, dimy-lit alley behind the building, and the Bl ue
Devil was just disappearing around a corner. He inmediately gave chase, and
within a block had narrowed the gap between them from eighty yards to no nore
than forty.

Then the Blue Devil ducked around another corner. Chandler followed it, and
suddenly found hinmself in a dead end, facing the wall of a large building with
the Blue Devil nowhere in sight.

He came to a stop, withdrew his sonic pistol, and surveyed his surroundi ngs.
The alley led to a solid wall sone twenty yards away, and there were no doors
on any of the buildings. He | ooked up; there were no windows within reach. He
wal ked al ong each wall; there were no al coves where anything the size of a man
or a Blue Devil could hide.

He wal ked back along the buildings that led to the dead end and stood there,
trying to figure out where the Blue Devil could have hidden in the five seconds
it had before he had turned the corner

And then, as Port Samarkand noved overhead and cast its light down into the
al l ey, he saw a manhol e cover about ten feet away.

The Blue Devil couldn't have pulled it up and entered the manhole in five
seconds ... but if he had been prepared for this eventuality, if he had left

t he manhol e uncovered and progranmed it to close as soon as he plunged into it,
he woul d have just enough tine to vanish before Chandl er canme into view
Chandl er frowned. What was it G n had told hinP Sonething about tunnels beneath
the Platinum Quarter. He considered going to the WIlfman's and getting Gn to
act as a guide, but there was no telling where the Blue Devil would be by then,
or even that he would still be in the tunnels, and Chandl er wanted answers nore
than he wanted a guide

H s deci sion made, Chandler renoved the nanhol e cover and, pistol in hand,
entered the winding, twisting world that |ay beneath the Plati num Quarter

7.
Chandl er found hinself in a small circular chanber, with tunnels going off in
three directions.
Now he ceased being the assassin and once agai n becane the hunter of The
Frenchman's Worl d. The fl oor was danp, and he instantly saw that the water in a
smal | puddle just in front of the left-hand tunnel was noving slightly, as if
soneone had wal ked through it within the last mnute or so. Crouching slightly,

ready to flatten hinself against the wall in an instant, he carefully entered
the tunnel

Here and there he was able to detect signs in the nillennia-old tunnels that
showed himhe was still on the right track, tiny disturbances that only the

trained eye of a hunter could spot. He wanted to increase his pace, so that the
Bl ue Devil didn't get too far ahead of him but the trail was difficult to
follow, and there was no sense racing ahead if his prey had turned down one of
the many branches.

After ten minutes he came to a |l arger chanber, and here he |l ost the Bl ue
Devil's trail, for a nunber of nen had passed through it even nore recently, no
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nore than two or three mnutes ago, and had obliterated all sign of his quarry.
The chanber branched into four nore tunnels, and as he was trying to determ ne
which one to follow, he heard a slight shuffling sound off to his right. He
backed into the tunnel from which he had entered the chanber, crouched down,
and wait ed.

A monent later a small man, a laser rifle tucked under his arm entered the
chanber, |ooked around, and uttered a shrill whistle. The whistle was answered
fromthe depths of another corridor.

He whistled again, and again he was answered, this tinme froma new direction

“l know you're here sonewhere,” he said.
Chandl er remained still and silent.
“Conme on,” said the man. “The nore we have to | ook for you, the harder it'll be

on you when we find you.”

A second man energed from a tunnel

“Any sign of hinP” he asked.

“No,” said the small man. “But he's close. | can feel it in ny bones.”

Two nore trilling whistles reverberated through the tunnels, and i n another
monment four men, all arned, stood within the chamber.

“Conme out now,” called the small man, “and all it'll cost you is your noney.
You nake us hunt for you, and it'll cost you a |lot nore.”

Chandl er heard yet another man com ng down his corridor, and quickly stepped
into the chanber, noving a step to his left and keeping his back to a wall.
“Drop the pistol, pal,” said the small nman, as all four of them becane aware of
his presence and turned to face him

“When you do,” answered Chandl er

The small man smled. “There are four of us. What chance do you think you
have?”

“There are five of you,” Chandler corrected him “I don't want to kill you. I
just want sone information.”
“He doesn't want to kill us!” |aughed one of the nen.

“That's right,” said Chandler. The footsteps stopped. “Cone on in and join the
party,” he said.

“I think 1"l wait here until it begins,” answered an anused voice fromthe
tunnel he had just left.

“I"'mlooking for a Blue Devil who entered the tunnels about ten mnutes ago,”
said Chandler, his gun still trained on the small man. “Have you seen hin®”
“W ask the questions down here, friend,” said the small man. “This is our
domain, and there's a fee for trespassing. How much noney have you got with

you?”
“l don't pay tributes,” said Chandler. “But | do pay for information. 1'll pay
five thousand credits to whichever one of you will lead me to the Blue Devil.”

“Five thousand credits,” said the small man, his face lighting up. “That's a

| ot of nobney to be carrying around with you, friend.”

“Too nmuch,” said one of his conpanions.

“‘*Way too nuch,” agreed another. “A man carries that nmuch noney, he's just
begging to be robbed.” He paused and leered. “I think we're going to have to
teach you a little object |esson about carrying so nuch noney around with you.’
“You're making a nmistake,” said Chandl er om nously.

The snmall man trained his laser rifle on Chandler. “W've tal ked enough,
friend. Drop your pistol or | cook you right now”

The four nen fanned out, and Chandler, with a shrug, dropped his sonic pisto
to the floor, where it landed with a noisy clatter

“dad to see you' ve decided to use your brain, friend,” said the small nman.
“Now, it just so happens that the toll for walking to the next exit is exactly
five thousand credits—unl ess you happen to be carrying a |lot nore.”

“And if | anP”

“Then we'd be very insulted that you thought you could buy us so cheaply.”
“And when we get insulted, we get greedy,” said one of the other nen.

The small man grinned and nodded his head. “And nasty.”

“So | hope you only have five thousand credits,” said a third man, approaching
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him “You wouldn't like us when we're nasty.”

“lI don't like you much right now,” said Chandl er

“That's going to cost you another thousand, friend,” said the small man. “O if
you haven't got it, we'll take it out in trade.”

“Now just hold still,” said the third nman, stopping in front of Chandl er and
reaching for his tunic pocket. “Or this is going to hurt you a lot nore than it
hurts ne.”

“l doubt it,” said Chandler. He flexed his wist and the conceal ed projectile
weapon slid into his hand. He fired point-blank into the man's chest, then used
himas a shield while he sprayed the chanber with bullets.

Two seconds |later he was the only nan standing. Three of his antagonists |ay

absolutely still, and the small man was withing in agony, clutching his belly
ina futile effort to staunch the flow of bl ood.
“You in the tunnel,” said Chandler. “Conme out with your hands up.”

He heard footsteps running away fromhim quickly stepped to the entrance to
the tunnel, and fired twi ce. The sounds of the expl osion was deafening, but as
they faded he was able to hear the weak, rasping noans of the man he had shot.
He quickly wal ked to the snall nman and appropriated his laser rifle.

“Hel p ne!” hissed the nan.

“The way you hel ped nme?” asked Chandl er caustically.

“I'"'mdying, dam it!”

“You' re probably good for another hour or so,” said Chandler. “Tell nme where
can find the Blue Devil and |I'Il send help for you.”

“You go to hell!”
“WAarm up a seat for ne,
the |l eft-hand tunnel
“Wait!” cried the small man weakly.

Chandl er turned but did not approach him “Is there something you want to tel
me?”

“A Blue Devil entered the tunnels about five mnutes ahead of you.”

“Where can | find hin®”

“Help ne first!”

Chandl er shook his head. “By the tine | get you to a doctor, he'll be Iong
gone. Tell ne where he is, and if | get done with ny business in time, |'1l|
contact the nearest nmedics and tell themwhere to find you.”

“They won't cone down here.”

“That's your problem Mne is finding the Blue Devil.”

said Chandl er, straightening up and heading off into

“You'll never find himw thout ne.”

“I''l'l never find himif | waste any nore time with you,” said Chandl er

“I'"l'l nmake a deal!” gasped the man. “Get me to a doctor and I'Il help you find
him?”

“He' Il be back on Hades before you can get to a hospital.” Chandler turned

toward the tunnel once nore

“You can't |eave ne here!”

“That's precisely what you were going to do to nme,” replied Chandler. “You

m ght consider it poetic justice.”

“Who are you?” denanded the man.

“I'"'mthe man who killed you,” answered Chandl er, heading off into the tunnel
The man's protests and curses grew weaker and weaker, and finally vani shed as
Chandl er turned a corner

The tunnels were illumnated by a dim Eternalight every ten yards, and he soon
saw a pattern to them npst of the |ights were purple, but an orange one
preceded a fork and a green one a chanber where two or nore tunnels joi ned.

He continued going fromone tunnel to another, borrowed laser rifle at the
ready. Fromtime to time he could hear the shuffling of feet in distant
corridors, but by the tine he approached themthey were gone.

He realized that if the Blue Devil knew its way around the tunnels he was never
going to catch up with it, than indeed it had probably already surfaced through
some other manhole or exit. But G n had never nentioned Blue Devils when
describing the tunnels, and the nman he had just killed hadn't referred to the
Bl ue Devil by name, so there was a better-than-even chance that the Bl ue Devi
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he was chasi ng had no nore business being in the tunnels than he hinmsel f did,
and that in turn neant there was at |east a possibility that it was even now
undergoi ng the sane treatnent that he had been threatened with in that first
chamber.

A green light told himhe was approachi ng anot her chanber, and he slowed his
pace, listening intently. Wen he was within ten feet of the entrance he could
hear two peopl e—a man and a wonman—eonversing in nuffled tones.

He made his way to the chanber in utter silence. They both had their backs to
him and were still speaking softly.

“They say it was the Whistler,” the man was saying. “He killed the Surgeon
earlier today.”

“Why woul d he want to take over the tunnel s?” asked the woman. “We're snal |
change to a high roller like him”

“When you want to be a kingpin, you don't worry about large or snall,’
the man knowi ngly. “You grab for it all.”

“Well, if he comes down here, he's going to wish he'd stayed up top.”
“He's already down here,” said the man. “Wo el se could have killed Boris and
the others? It's got to be the Wiistler.”

“Whi stler or not, if he shows his face, I'lIl slice him”

“Freeze!” said Chandler softly, stepping into the chanber. “Not a word, not a
nmovenent . ”

Both of themtensed, but neither noved.

“Nobody' s slicing anyone,” continued Chandl er, approaching them “Turn around.”
They turned to face him

“You're the Wiistler?” asked the man.

“Sonme people call ne that,” answered Chandl er

answer ed

“You're not taking over the tunnels!” snarled the wonan. “I don't care how good
you are, you can't kill all of us!”
“l don't want to kill any of you,” said Chandler. “I just want sone

i nformation.”

“Then why did you kill Boris and his nen?” she denanded.
“They wouldn't give it to ne.”

“W don't turn on our own, Wistler,’
wel | shoot us right now”

“l don't want one of your own,” replied Chandler. “I'"mafter a Blue Devil.”
“We got no Blue Devils down here,” said the woman. “Just Men.”

“He doesn't work for you, at least | don't think so. He entered the tunnels a
coupl e of mnutes ahead of ne.” He paused. “I want him”

“What for?”

“That's none of your business, but it has nothing to do with the tunnels. |
want no part of them?”

“Why shoul d we believe you?” she persi sted.

said the man defiantly. “You mght as

“Because the only other reason | could have for being here is to kill you, and
you're still alive,” said Chandl er

The man and wonan exchanged | ooks.

“If we take you to the Blue Devil, that's all you want?” said the man. “You'l
take himup top and |l eave the tunnels to us?”

Chandl er nodded. “That's all | want.”

“And you won't ever cone back down here again?”

“l can't promse that. But | won't cone back down without a reason.”

The nman stared at himfor a | ong nonent, then nodded his head. “All right,
you've got a deal.”

“Lead the way,” said Chandl er

“I'"ve got to find out where your Blue Devil is first.”
“Can you do it without |eaving ny sight?” asked Chandl er
“Yes.”

As the two nen conversed, the woman's hand had noved down to her belt and
cl osed over the handle of a knife.

“Pull it out and you're going to spend the rest of your life with one arm”
sai d Chandl er om nously.

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Resnick/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racle%202%20-%200racle.txt (31 of 122) [1/19/03 6:53:16 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Mike%20Resni ck/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racl e%6202%20-%200racl e.txt

“Don't be stupid,” snapped the man. “This is the Wistler you' re facing!”

She glared at himfor a nonment, then rel axed and dropped her hand to her side.
The man | ooked around the chanber, picked up two small stones, then wal ked to
one of the corridors and clicked them against a wall in an irregular pattern
The sounds were still echoing in the dank air as he wal ked to a second corri dor
and clicked them again. He then repeated the procedure at the entrance to the
corridor fromwhich Chandl er had energed

“I't's our own code,” said the nan, returning to the center of the chanber. “If
your Blue Devil is anywhere in the tunnels, we'll knowit in a mnute or two.”
“I'f you've called for help,” said Chandler, “I want you to know that | have no
intention of dying alone.”

“I'f we all keep calm nobody has to die at all,” said the nman. “You just make

sure you take your Blue Devil up top and don't come back.”

They fell silent again, waiting for a reply to the nessage. About 90 seconds

| ater they heard a faint tapping, followed by a shrill whistle.

“All right,” said the nan, turning to Chandler. “W've got the Blue Devil.”
“Let's go.”

“It's not going to be that easy. They've figured out that you' re the one who
wants him” He paused. “They're willing to sell himto you.”

“How much?” asked Chandl er

“It's negotiable.”

“You're sure this is the one who entered just ahead of ne?”

“It's the only Blue Devil that's entered the tunnels all night. They know
what's likely to happen to them down here.” He paused. “So are you willing to
bid for hin®”

“I"'mwilling to pay a reasonable price,” said Chandl er

“And if we don't agree to your price?” asked the wonan, still staring sullenly
at him

“Wiy don't we worry about that when the tinme conmes?” suggested Chandler. He
turned to the man. “Lead the way.”

The nman headed off into the right-hand corridor, and the wonan stepped aside to
| et Chandler follow him

“You go next,” he said.

She glared at him but fell into step behind her conpani on, and Chandl er
brought up the rear.

They went alnost fifty yards, then took a hard left, bore left at another fork,
and t hen began a gradual descent. Wen they were alnbst a quarter-mile beneath
the surface of the noon, they cane to the |argest chanber Chandl er had yet
seen.

The Blue Devil was tied to a post, and it was obvious that it had been badly
beaten. Four nmen and two wonen stood near it, and another man, quite burly,
with a neatly-trinmmed beard and clad in colorful satins, sat on a crudely-
constructed stone chair behind a nmakeshift granite desk at the far end of the
chamber.

“Ah, M. Chandler!” said the seated man. “How nice of you to pay us a visit.”
“He's not Chandler,” said the nan who had gui ded himthere. “This is the

Wi stler.”

“That is merely his professional name,” replied the man at the desk. “He is
Joshua Jereni ah Chandl er and"—he sm | ed—he has had a busy day.”

Chandl er stared at him but made no reply.

“But where are ny nanners,” said the man, rising to his feet. “Allow ne to

i ntroduce nyself, M. Chandler. My nane is Lord Lucifer.”

“Interesting,” said Chandler noncommittally.

“Accurate,” was the reply. “Lucifer's domain is the Underworld of Earth, and
mne is the underworld of Port Marrakech.” He paused. “Wuld you prefer that |
call you Chandler or Whistler?”

Chandl er shrugged. “Whatever makes you happy.”

“Excel lent!” said Lord Lucifer with a snmle. “I can tell that our negotiations
are going to be cordial.”

“How did you know who | was?”

“l asked Charles to point you out to ne.”
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“Charl es?”

“The headwaiter at the Green Dianond,” answered Lord Lucifer. “Wen | heard
that you had killed the Surgeon, | knewit was only a matter of tine before you
showed up at the Green D anond; sooner or |later, anyone who is anyone shows up
there. And since | nyself ama nenber, | nerely tipped Charles to tell ne when
you had arrived.” He paused. “Wen | saw you enter the kitchen, | becane
curious. And when you didn't return, | found out that you had left in pursuit
of a Blue Devil. Had the two of you stayed on the surface, there was no way |
could enter the equation—but on the chance that the Blue Devil had escaped to
the tunnels, | passed the word to ny people to capture but not kill it, on the

assunption that it mght be of considerable value to you if it was stil

alive.” He smled again. “And here you are.”

Chandl er | ooked at the Blue Devil. “Does it speak Terran?”

“If it was working on Port Marrakech, it would have to,” answered Lord Lucifer
“All right,” said Chandler, turning back to Lord Lucifer. “How nuch?”

“Wel |, we nust take into consideration that you nurdered five of nmy operatives
this evening,” said Lord Lucifer. “And then there's the effort we went through
to capture the Blue Devil, and there's ny own tinme and overhead. And of course,
both you and the Blue Devil can now identify ne, so | shall have to take that
into account too.”

“The price,” said Chandler in bored tones.

“On the other hand, | |like you, M. Chandler, | truly do. How many nmen woul d
actual ly place thenselves in ny power and continue to | ook so cal mand

coll ected? Make nme an offer, ny friend.”

“Five thousand credits.”

Lord Lucifer shook his head sadly. “I couldn't possibly place such a snall
price on ny fallen conrades.” He paused. “l really couldn't consider |ess than
thirty thousand.”

Chandl er reached into a pocket and pulled out a wad of bills, then peeled five
of themoff and put the rest back. He then wal ked across the chanber and pl aced
the bills on the desk

“Five thousand credits,” he repeated.

“You are either a very brave or very foolish man, M. Chandler,” said Lord
Luci fer.

“I"mon a budget.”

Lord Lucifer threw back his head and | aughed. “Excellent!” he said at last. “I
think you and | are going to becone great friends, M. Chandler.” He paused,
and the snmile vanished fromhis face. “You can have the Blue Devil for five

t housand credits, on one condition.”

“What is it?”

“You asked if the Blue Devil could speak Terran,” answered Lord Lucifer. “That
inplies that you wish to question it before killing it or giving it its
freedom” He stared at Chandler. “My condition is sinply this: | want to be
present when you question it.”

13 \My?l!

“You have done no harmto any Blue Devil since |anding here, and | know that
you haven't been to Hades. No Blue Devil on Port Marrakech is in our particular
line of business, M. Chandler, so | would like to know why this one wants you
dead.”

“Still why?”

“Don't be obtuse, M. Chandler,” said Lord Lucifer. “Murder is one of ny
organi zation's nost lucrative enterprises. If the Blue Devils are thinking of
going into conpetition with me on Port Marrakech, | want to know about it.”

“l can assure you that they aren't,” said Chandl er

“Doubt| ess you can,” answered Lord Lucifer. “But | would prefer to hear for
nmysel f.”

Chandl er shook his head. “What it has to say doesn't concern you.”

“Let nme be perfectly clear, M. Chandler: ny business interests start and end
on Port Marrakech. If the Blue Devil had any other reason for attenpting to
kill you, it is of absolutely no interest to nme. If you are afraid that | will
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act on such information as | may hear, let ne assure you that | will not.” He
met Chandl er's gaze. “I will order ny people to | eave the chanber, so that only
you and | are here when you question the Blue Devil —but this is the only way |
will accept five thousand credits as paynent.”

Chandl er considered Lord Lucifer's statenment for a nonment, then nodded his
assent .

“You heard us,” Lord Lucifer said to the others. “Leave us alone until | send
for you.” He turned to Chandler. “If you should kill ne, please believe nme when
I tell you that you will never live to see the surface again.”

The five nen and three wonen filed out of the chanmber, and Chandl er and Lord
Luci fer wal ked over to the post where the Bl ue Denon was bound.

“Have you got a nane?” asked Chandl er

The Blue Devil stared at himand did not answer.

“Its name is Bomm,” said Lord Lucifer

“How do you know?”

“I wasn't in quite as nuch of a hurry as you were,” replied Lord Lucifer with a
smle. “I asked while | was in the kitchen.” He paused. “It's been working at
the Green Di anond for about two weeks.”

“And | talked to the |Iceman about two weeks ago,” said Chandler. “She's good,
I"1l give her that.”

“Who is the Iceman?” asked Lord Lucifer. “And what ‘she’ are you referring to.”
Chandl er ignored his questions and faced the Blue Devil.

“When did she tell you to kill me, Bona—two weeks ago or today?”

Boma nade no answer.

“Can you contact her from Port Marrakech?”

The Bl ue Devil renained silent.

“How do | get in touch with her, Boma?”

No answer.

“Just tell me how and you can wal k out of here in one piece,” said Chandl er

No answer.

“You're sure it speaks Terran?” Chandl er asked Lord Lucifer

“Absol utely.”

“I't understands what |'masking it?”

“Yes.”

“Al'l right, Boma,” said Chandler, withdrawing his laser pistol. “She can't help
you now. Only you can.” He paused. “If | have to burn off one finger and one
toe at atine, | can. Then we'll go to work on the joints. Sooner or |ater

you're going to talk to ne.”

Boma | ooked into Chandler's eyes.

“Never,” it said.

“See? You can speak when you want to,” said Chandler. “Now, just tell me howto
contact her and you can save yourself a lot of pain.”

Borma stared at him and made no reply.

“Last chance, Bomm,” said Chandl er, deactivating the safety nmechani sm and

hol ding the nmuzzle of the |aser pistol next to one of the Blue Devil's digits.
“You cannot win, Wistler,” said Bona.

“You think not?”

“She is the Oracle.”

The Blue Devil clenched its jaws together, hard, and instantly slunped over,
hel d upright only by its bonds.

“Shit!” nmuttered Chandler, forcing the creature's nouth open. “One of its fangs
is broken off. It probably had an ol d-fashi oned suicide capsule in there.” He
strai ghtened up, frowning.

“l shoul d have guessed!” said Lord Lucifer, his face alive with dawni ng
conprehension. “lI knew Port Marrakech was too insignificant for you. You' ve
come for her!”

“You know about her?”

“l know enough not to envy you, ny friend.”

Chandl er stared at the corpse of the Blue Devil for a |long noment, then | ooked
up.

“What ki nd of hold does she have over a nenber of an alien race, that it would
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rather kill itself than tell me how to contact her?”
“That should tell you precisely what kind of hold she has, M. Chandler,” said
Lord Lucifer. “It preferred facing you in the flesh to displeasing her froma

di stance of sone 300,000 nmiles. And it preferred death to relinquishing any
information, no matter how trivial, that mght aid you.” He paused, then
shrugged. “Well, nobody ever said Blue Devils were snmart.”

“l don't quite follow you.”

“I't could have told you anything you wanted to know,” expl ained Lord Lucifer
"\ 2"

“l shoul d have thought the answer woul d be obvious, M. Chandler,” replied Lord
Lucifer. “She can't be killed.”

8.
They were sitting in a small chanber whose | eat her furnishings and woven rugs
were in total contrast to its stone walls and floor. Lord Lucifer held a | arge
Sirian cigar between his fingers, and was sipping a century-old Al phard brandy,
whi |l e Chandl er took a | ong swall ow of his beer and then set his glass down on
an exqui site table of Domarian har dwood.
“Understand, M. Chandler,” said Lord Lucifer, “I'd help you if | could.
woul d very nuch enjoy working with a nan of your abilities.” He sighed. “I have
no love for any human who has sold out to an alien race, and | would certainly
like the opportunity to expand ny operations to Hades itself, but there is
sinmply no way you can succeed.”
“You' ve never seen her,” replied Chandler. “As far as | can tell, nobody on
this world except nme even knows what her abilities are. So why are you so
afraid of her?”
“l know the power she wields,” answered Lord Lucifer. “It is not necessary for
me to know how she wields it.”
“All right. Tell ne about her power.”
“The Denocracy has never been stronger than it is right now, M. Chandler,”

said Lord Lucifer. “It is expanding in all directions, gobbling up worlds right
and left. It was all set to assim|ate Hades about fourteen years ago.”
“Just a minute,” interrupted Chandler. “I thought the Denbcracy had no interest

in the Al pha Crepello systemonce the Ports were mned out.”

“That's the official story. In point of fact, the Seventeenth Fleet was
positioned to, shall we say, pacify the inhabitants of Hades. Then she showed
up. | don't what she did, but suddenly the Fleet retreated and Hades was an

i ndependent world again. | also know that the Denocracy has sent in five or six
of their top operatives, and none of them has ever been heard fromagain.” He
took another sip of his brandy. “lI don't have to know what her abilities are,
M. Chandler. | know that she can hold the Denbcracy at bay, and that's good
enough for ne. In fact, I'msurprised they were able to convince you to cone
here.”

“They didn't,” answered Chandler. “I"mworking for a private party.”

“This I cenman you nentioned?”

Chandl er nodded.

“Wel |, whatever he's paying you, it isn't enough.” He took a puff of his cigar
“What have you actually acconplished tonight? You were fortunate enough not to
die at dinner, and you've killed one of her operatives. And ny answer to that
is: so what? There are two hundred mllion nore Blue Devils where Boma cane
from”

“But only one Oracle,” said Chandler. “I wonder if it's possible to lure her
away from Hades?”

“ How?”

“l don't know yet. Perhaps by killing nore of her operatives?”

Lord Lucifer shook his head. “I'msure they're all expendable.” He paused. “Wy

don't you just find sone way to obliterate the whol e damed pl anet and be done
with it?”

“First, because contrary to what you may think, I'mnot a genocidal maniac. And
second, because ny instructions are to kill her only if I can't bring her out.”

file:/l/F|/rah/Mike%20Resnick/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racle%202%20-%200racle.txt (35 of 122) [1/19/03 6:53:16 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Mike%20Resni ck/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racl e%6202%20-%200racl e.txt

“Bring her out?”

Chandl er nodded. “She's a very valuable commpdity. Nobody wants her dead—unl ess
it looks like they can't have her any other way.” He paused. “That's the rea
reason the Fleet backed off when she arrived. They didn't want to risk harmng
her.”

“You' ve piqued ny curiosity nore in fourteen mnutes than she has in fourteen
years,” said Lord Lucifer. “Wat is it about her that everyone wants? Wat
powers does she have?”

“Just one: precognition.”

“She sees the future?”

“As | understand it, she sees a nunber of futures, and by her actions she's
able to bring about the one she wants.”

“That's sonme talent!” said Lord Lucifer admiringly. “How do you approach
sonmeone who knows what you're going to do |ong before you yoursel f know?”
Chandl er shrugged. “I suppose |'ve got to put her in a position where there are
no viable futures.”

“l don't see how you can do it from Port Marrakech.”

“I know. They wouldn't give me permi ssion to |land on Hades, so | thought |

m ght at |east establish a valid reason for being here while | probed for
weaknesses.”

“So that's why you killed the Surgeon.”

Chandl er nodded. “If a killer comes to town, he'd better kill someone quick or
people will wonder what he's doing here.” He grimaced. “Cbviously it didn't
wor k.” He paused, frowning. “At least, | don't think it did.”

“You seem puzzled,” noted Lord Lucifer

“I am If | fooled her, why did she try to kill me? And if she tried to kil

me, why did she fail?”

“Ah!” said Lord Lucifer, his expression brightening. “So she does have her
limtations! Cbviously proximty has sonething to do with it. She could foresee
that you eventually planned to kidnap or kill her, because that would invol ve
your being in her presence—but she couldn't see what coul d happen here, sone
300,000 miles away from Hades.” He stared at Chandler. “You | ook unconvinced,
M. Chandler. Wiy? It nakes perfect sense to ne.”

“I'f she can't see what will happen on Port Marrakech, how did she even know I
was here?”

“Perhaps in one of those futures in which you confront her, you tell her so,
and she worked backward to try to kill you.”

Chandl er shook his head. “Bona was in place at the G een Dianond the day after

| accepted the commi ssion—and that took place a hell of a lot nore than 300, 000
nmles from Hades.”

“An interesting point,” agreed Lord Lucifer

They sat in silence, each sipping his drink, for a few nonments.

“You're going to have to go to Hades, you know,” said Lord Lucifer at last. “If
she knows you're alive, she'll just keep making nore attenpts to kill you ..
and you'll never get her to cone out to Port Marrakech.”

“I know,” said Chandler. “My inmediate problemis getting there. Then I']
worry about approachi ng her.”

“Ch, getting there is easy enough,” answered Lord Lucifer expansively. “I'm not
the Lord of the Underworld for nothing. But what you do once you get
there—that's the problem”

“You know what | have do to.”

“I'"'m not naking nyself clear. | can snuggle you down to Hades easily
enough—there's a transport ship for Blue Devils every other day, and dependi ng
on how much noney you can spread around, we can di sguise you as a co-pilot or
navi gator, or at |least hide you in the cargo hold—but if you have no officia
status, you'll be picked up the nonment you show yoursel f.” He shook his head.
“No, let me think further on the matter. There's got to be a better way.”
Chandl er stared thoughtfully at his beer glass. “Wy are you going to all this
trouble for me?” he asked at |ast.

“First, because | like you,” answered Lord Lucifer. “And second, because the
sooner you | eave, the sooner there is, shall we say, a power vacuum at the top
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of our profession here on Port Marrakech, one which | hope to fill nyself.”
“Are you a crimnal kingpin, a killer, or what?”

“l am an opportunist,” answered Lord Lucifer calmy. “The Surgeon's death and
your departure present me with an opportunity.”

“What ever your reasons, | want to thank you for your help.”

“My dear M. Chandler, | have every intention of letting you thank me in a
substantial manner before you | eave Port Marrakech for Hades.”

“How nmuch do you want, and when can | |eave?”

“l don't know the answer to either question yet,” admtted Lord Lucifer. He
paused and stared at Chandler. “Getting you there will be ny problem Staying
alive until then will be yours.” He paused. “There are a |lot of Blue Devils on
Port Marrakech. If she tried to kill you once, she'll very likely try again.”
Chandler got to his feet. “lI'd better be getting back. Wen you're ready, |eave
a nessage for ne at the Wl fnman's.”

“Not the G een D anpbnd?”

Chandl er shook his head and grinned wyly. “lI've lost ny faith in their
cui sine.”
“Poor Charles! | hope he doesn't take it personally.” Lord Lucifer suddenly

arose. “l'd better escort you back,” he said. “It will keep you fromgetting
lost, and it mght also add to the longevity of sonme of ny nore aggressive
subor di nates.”

Lord Lucifer led the way through the | abyrinth of ascending tunnels. Eventually
t hey passed through the chanber where Chandl er had killed Boris and his
conpani ons; nothing renmai ned but a few bl oodst ai ns.

“Here we are,” said Lord Lucifer, when they reached the small circul ar chanber
beneat h the manhol e t hrough which Chandl er had entered. “Do you know your way
from here?”

Chandl er nodded. “Yes. My driver should be waiting for me at the G een

Di anond.”

“Maybe 1'I1 wal k over there with you,” said Lord Lucifer suddenly. “lI never did
get around to having ny dessert and coffee.”

They energed into the all eyway, then wal ked the two bl ocks to the restaurant.
“There's the landcar,” said Chandler, gesturing the Gn's vehicle, which was
par ked near the door to the Green D anond.

G n saw Chandl er approaching and got out to open the door for him As Chandl er
reached the vehicle, Lord Lucifer's voice rang out.

“Chandl er—wat ch out!”

Chandler hit the ground instantly, his projectile weapon already in his hand as
he rolled over. Gn was slower in reacting, and screaned an instant later as a
| aser beam seared the flesh of his Ieft shoul der

Chandler fired at the source of the beam and a body that had been hiding
behi nd anot her vehicle fell heavily to the pavenent.

“Thanks,” said Chandler, getting to his feet and wal ki ng across to the corpse.
“Just dumb luck,” answered Lord Lucifer, joining him “If I'd been | ooking in
any other direction, |I'd never have seen the novenent.” He | ooked down at the
body. It was a human nale. “You've got nore enenies than you thought, M.
Chandl er.”

“You don't think he worked for the Oracl e?” asked Chandl er

“I'f he did, he was the first human |'ve even known her to use.”

Chandl er crouched down and began goi ng through the body's pockets. “Let's find
out,” he said.

He withdrew a | D packet, and frowned.

“You | ook troubled,” comrented Lord Lucifer

“l am” said Chandler. He tossed the packet to Lord Lucifer. “He worked for the
Denocracy.”

“ gg7”

“I't was the Denocracy that hired the Iceman to bring her out. I'mjust the
subcontractor.”

“Then why did they try to kill you?”

“l don't know,” answered Chandler. He frowned again. “Sonething's very wong
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Part 2:
THE I NJUN' S BOOK

9
The dark-haired man hovered three feet above the floor, spraw ed confortably on
hi s airbed, watching an adventure holo that was taking place about four feet
away from him
“Hey, Injun—you got conpany!” said one of his guards over the speaker system
Suddenly the holo screen deactivated, and the door to his cell slid open. A
tall, well-dressed man with a shock of white hair walked in and stared at him
“So you're Jimy Two Feathers,” said the man, staring at him
“I'f 1"'mnot, you're gonna get a hell of a nasty letter fromny |lawer in the
nmor ni ng,” answered the Injun.
The man sniled. “They told ne you had a sense of hunor.”
The 1 njun shrugged and waited for himto continue speaking.
“You've got quite a reputation, Jimy.”
“As a conedi an?”
The man's snile vani shed as he shook his head. “As a thief, an arsonist, an
extortionist, a blackmailer, and a nurderer.”

The 1 njun shrugged. “I take it you di sapprove of versatility?”

“No,” said the man. “Just of you.”

“You came all the way fromDeluros VIII to tell ne you disapprove of ne?” said
the I njun.

“What nmakes you think I'm from Del uros?”

“l can spot you governnent types a nmle away,” answered the Injun. “And you're
too well-dressed to be fromaround here.”

“What el se do you think you know about ne?” asked the nan.

“You act like you think your shit don't stink. That makes you Mlitary.” The

I njun paused. “I know | was flying pretty high when they brought me in, but
I"1l be dammed if | can renmenber killing an officer.”
“You didn't.”

“What a pity,” said the Injun, |aying back and rel axi ng.

“Aren't you interested in why |I'm here?” asked the nan.

“You'll tell me when you're ready to.”

“I"'mready right now” The nman paused. “How would you like to get out of here?”
“l suppose | could adjust to it.”

“You didn't the last four tinmes.”

The I njun shrugged. “A series of m sunderstandings.”

The nman sniled caustically. “You call twenty-seven dead nen a series of

nm sunder st andi ngs?”

“Actually, | was perform ng a val uabl e social service. Mst of themwould have
wound up in here; look at all the noney | saved the governnent.”

“You have no regrets at all, do you?”

“Well, | regret getting caught.”

“You're a bright man, Jimy,” said the man. “Wwy do you keep getting caught?”
“You woul dn't be here if you hadn't read my record,” answered the Injun. “You
know why.”

“You' re a seed chewer.”

“When I"'mon the seed, | feel like |I can take on a whol e regi nent—so soneti nes
| try to.” He grinned wyly. “Next tinme maybe | should settle for a platoon.”
“You' ve been clean for two years now.”

“Yeah, well, the prison chef doesn't serve al phanella seeds with the roast
beef, nore's the pity.”

The man stared at hi mand shook his head sadly.

“You got a probl en?” asked the |njun.

“You're the one with the problem” answered the nman. “You're one of the npst
brilliant crimnals of the past quarter century. You commit the insoluble
murder or the perfect robbery, and then you start chewi ng the seed and tel
everyone what you'd done. | wi sh | knew what nakes soneone with your talents
just piss his life away.”
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“Are you here to lecture me or offer ne a deal ?” asked the Injun in a bored
Voi ce.

“I"'mhere to offer you a deal,’
t hough.”

“I"'msure | won't—but why don't you tell me about it anyway, and then I'Il] tel
you what | think of it.”

The man nodded. “All right.”

“By the way, have you got a nane?”

“You may call ne 32.”

answered the man. “You may not like it,

“Well, | was close,” said the Injun
“l beg your pardon?”
The Injun smled. “You' re Covert Operations. | thought you were Mlitary.”

“We frequently work in tandem” answered 32 calmy. “May | proceed?”

“Be ny guest.”

“What would you say if | told you that | have the authority to give you a ful
pardon, effective i mediately?”

“1'"d say that's dammed generous of you, and let's get the hell out of here.”
“There are strings, of course.”

“Aren't there always?” said the Injun wyly.

“You woul d have to cone to work for ne.”

“Why am | not surprised?”

“And you woul d have to submt to certain surgical alterations.”

The I njun frowned. “Just what kind of freak do you plan to turn ne into?”

“l assure you that this particular surgery will nake no difference whatsoever
to your physical appearance.”

“Yeah? And just what are your assurances worth?”

“Your freedom”

The Injun stared at himfor a nonent, then sighed. “Ckay, go on.”

“The third planet of the Al pha Crepello systemis hone to a race of aliens
known as the Lorhn, which are nore commonly called Blue Devils. Over the
centuries they have resisted all of our efforts to assimlate theminto the
Denocracy.” 32 paused for a nonent, then began speaking in |ower tones. “On

Al pha Crepello Il is a human wonan naned Penel ope Bail ey, a wonan possessed of
certain extraordinary talents. W have been trying to get her to return to the
Denocracy for al nbst sixteen years. Thus far all of our efforts have failed.”
“What nakes her so special ?”

“She is gifted with the power of precognition,” answered 32. “Do you understand
what that means?”

“I't neans |'Il never bet against her in a card gane.”

32 sighed deeply. “I don't think you understand the gravity of the situation
This is a woman who can foresee the outcome of various political and mlitary
actions, and our best information is that she has beconme a renegade, totally
opposed to the goals of the Denbcracy. She is therefore potentially the nost
serious threat to the existence of the Denbcracy, and indeed the primacy of the
human race, that has ever existed, and as such, her continued presence is
unaccept abl e.”

“How many nmen have you sent after her already?”

“What nmakes you think we've sent any?” asked 32

The Injun smled. “You don't recruit fromthe jails until your own killers have
failed.”

32 stared at himfor a nonent. “W've sent eight nen in. W would have been
just as happy to bring her out as to term nate her—but new orders have just
come down, and that is no |onger an option.”

“What happened to your eight operatives?”

“Seven are dead.”

“And the ei ghth?”

32 shrugged. “He's still there.”

“But you've lost faith in hin®”

“No. Fromeverything |'ve heard about him he's as good as they cone.”

“Then why are you giving up on hin®”
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“Because our policy has changed. As | said, the order cane down yesterday that
she is to be terninated. The man who is on the scene had orders to try to bring
her out alive.”

“He's already there. Wiy not just tell himthat there's been a change in
orders?”

“He's operating covertly in eneny territory,” answered 32. “W don't want to
jeopardi ze his position by attenpting to make contact with him” He grinaced
ruefully. “Furthernore, he's fromthe Inner Frontier and has no interest in or
loyalty to the Denbcracy. He's basically a subcontractor whose sole loyalty is
to his enployer, and it is possible that his enpl oyer has reasons of his own
for wanting to bring the Oracle out alive, reasons about which we know
not hi ng.”

“Then why not just blow his cover, if you think he night screw up the works?”
“If he can actually make contact with her where seven of ny finest operatives
have failed, | want to know how he nmanaged it. Besides,” continued 32, “there
is no such thing as a cover when you are operating agai nst someone who can see
the future. There is no question in nmy mnd that she knows he's there.”

“l don't understand,” said the Injun, frowning and running his hand through his
unkempt black hair. “If she knows he's there, why hasn't she taken himout? And
why are you concerned about contacting hinP”

“She can see what will happen, but we don't think she can see what's happeni ng
now,” answered 32. “In other words, she knows that he plans to abduct her at
sonme point in the future, but she doesn't know where he is at this very

m nute.”

“You're sure of that?” asked the Injun dubiously. “Maybe an hour ago she knew
where he'd be right now”

32 sighed deeply. “We're not sure of anything. We know what her capabilities
were when she was six years old, and fromthis our people have been able to
extrapol ate what they nay have becone...”

“Then you don't actually know a damed thing, do you?” said the Injun

“No, we don't,” admitted 32. “That's why | don't want to expose this nman. Thus
far it has been inpossible to get any of ny people close to her; perhaps if he
distracts her, if her attention is divided between the two of you, if he seens
the nore i mediate threat, you m ght have a chance.”

“You want a suggestion?”

“I'"d be grateful for any suggestions you might care to nmake,” said 32

“Sue for peace,” said the Injun. “Based on what you told ne, there's no way
you're going to kill this woman. All you can do is nmake her nad at you.”

“Then you are refusing my offer?”

“Who sai d anything about refusing your offer?” demanded the | njun.

“But =

“I"d much rather die with a weapon in ny hand than |ocked in a cell.” He paused
and stared sharply at 32. “Am | going to have a hand when you're all through
with this surgery?”

“Certainly,” answered 32. “I told you: you will |ook exactly as you do now.”

“l know what you told ne,” said the Injun. “Wat you didn't tell nme is what
you're going to do.”

“We are going to turn you into a wal ki ng hol ograph transnmitter,” said 32. “Your
left eye will be renoved and replaced with a prosthetic one. It will appear
identical to the one we take fromyou, and it will be tied into your optic
nerve center so that you will be able to see through it—but it will also
transmt a three-di nensional inmage of everything you see to ne. Also, a

m croscopic transnitter and receiver will be enbedded inside your ear
Everything you hear will also be audible to ne, and | in turn will be able to
speak to you wi thout anyone el se being able to hear what | say.”

“Where will you be all this tine?”

32 shrugged. “That's undecided at present. If | can |land on one of the

uni nhabited planets in the system | will. Qherwise, I'll be on Philenon II,
the nearest Denobcracy world, about four light years renoved. You'll be sending
and receiving subspace signals; the transmissions will be virtually

i nstantaneous within a range of ten light years.”
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“You' ve sel ected ne because you think |I'm good enough to kill her,” said the
Injun. “So why do you have to nonitor ne?”

“I may be able to help.”

“How? All you'll do is distract ne.”

“l spent nore time with Penel ope Bail ey than any nmenber of the Denbcracy except
her parents.”

“Yeah?” said the Injun. “How rmuch tinme?”

“Al most six nmonths.”

“Si xteen years ago?” The Injun snorted contenptuously. “Forget the surgery and
just let me get on with business.”

“There is another reason for the surgery,” said 32, unperturbed by the Injun's
attitude.

“ Ch?"

“You will be operating beyond the boundaries of the Denbcracy,” continued 32
“Based on your prior behavior, there is every likelihood that, once there, you
wi Il take your ship and head straight for the Inner Frontier—er, if you remain
in the Alpha Crepello system sooner or later you will be tenpted to revert to
your addiction.”

“And you think being able to whisper platitudes about duty and honor in ny ear
will stop nme?”

“No,” said 32. “But | rather suspect that the nminiature plasma bonb we plant at
the base of your skull, which | can trigger froma distance of up to twenty
light years, will act as a deterrent.” He paused. “Now, do we still have a
deal ?”

The Injun glared at himfor a | ong nonent, then nodded. “Yeah, we have a deal,
you no-good bastard.”

“Can you hear ne?”

Jimy Two Feathers grinmaced and rolled onto his side.

“Jimy, wake up. This is 32.”

“32 what?” nuttered the Injun.

“Wake up, Jinmmy. You're comng out of the anesthetic now.”
“1'"'mawake, goddanmit! Now | eave ne al one.”

“Sit up, Jimy.”

“CGo away.”

“I amaway, Jimry. |'mnore than five thousand nmiles fromyou.’
The Injun sat up groggily. “Wat are you tal ki ng about ?”
“Open your eyes, Jimy.”

“Don't want to. My head is killing ne.”

“I't will pass.”

“I't dammed wel | better.”

“Now open your eyes, Jimy.”

The 1 njun opened his eyes, and winced as the |ight struck his pupils—both the
real one and the artificial one.

“I't's bright,” he conpl ai ned.

“That's just because your pupils are dilated. They'll adjust in a mnute or
two.”

“The operation is finished?” asked the Injun.

“Yes. How do you feel now?”

“Like I've been on a week-1ong bender. Everything hurts. Especially ny head.”
“W did a lot of work on your head. Look around the room”

The Injun did as he was instructed, and found hinself in a |l arge hospital room
A nurse, dressed in sterile white, sat in a corner, observing himintently.
Fromthe smarting in his left arm he expected to find a nunber of tubes and
wires tying himinto a life support system but evidently it had al ready been
removed fromthe room A nunber of small nonitors were attached to his chest
and neck, but they were nore awkward than pai nful

“Very good,” said 32 approvingly. “Now hold your hand up about six inches in
front of your left eye.”
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“Whi ch hand?”

“Ei ther one.”

The Injun held a hand up

“The | enses adjust al nost instantaneously,” noted 32. “Now turn your head to
the left and | ook out the w ndow. ”

“I"'mnot a puppet,” said the Injun

“Just do what | ask,” said 32. “l want to see how your vision adapts to a
sudden change from a darkened roomto sunlight.”
“Then what ?”

“l don't understand.”

“l don't plan to spend the rest of ny life junping through hoops for you,” said
the I njun.

“W've got to test out your new eye, Jimy.”

The I njun sighed and turned to gaze out the w ndow.

“Excel l ent!”

“What next?” demanded the Injun in a surly voice.

“Not hi ng,” answered 32. “Everything appears to be functioning properly. |
assume you have no difficulty hearing ne?”

“I wish | did.”

“Your surgery doesn't seemto have inproved your attitude,” said 32 dryly.

“l don't like having a voice inside nmy head,” said the |Injun

“That's not all you've got inside your head. Just renenber that and we'll get
along fine.” The Injun made no reply, and 32 conti nued speaki ng. “Now we've got
some private business to discuss. Ask the nurse to | eave.”

The Injun turned to the nurse. “He wants you to | eave.”

“I'n a nonment,” she said, wal king over and checking the readi ngs on the
nmonitors. She nodded her satisfaction, then left the roomwi thout a word.
“You' ve got her well-trained,” comented the Injun.

“She was only there in case your inplants were nalfunctioning. It could be very
di sconcerting to wake up alone in a roommnus half your vision and with nobody
to talk to.”

“I't's disconcerting just to hear you talking to ne.”

“You'll have to learn to put up with it, Jimmy.” 32 paused. “Do you see the
nightstand to the left of your bed?”

“Yes.”

“Open the top drawer and pull out the envelope that's init.”

The Injun did as he was told.

“Now open it.”

“All right. It's open.”

“Now let's exam ne all the material carefully,” continued 32. “The hol ograph on
the top is Penel ope Bailey at age six.”

The Injun stared at the inmage of a thin, blonde little girl, with pale blue
eyes. She | ooked drawn and tired, and nost of the color was gone from her
cheeks.

“The next hol ograph is a representation of the way we think she'll |ook today,
barring extreme overwei ght or anorexia. W can only guess at the style and
color of her hair, of course, but based on her bone structure, this is probably
pretty accurate.”

“You' ve wasted your artists’ tinme,” replied the Injun. “If she's as inportant
as you think, I'"'mgoing to have to plow ny way through a hell of a |Iot of
people to get to her. I'Il know her when | see her.”

“Possi bly so, possibly not. Even anong primtive races, the substitution of an
expendabl e subject for the ruler is not conpletely unknow. |If you run into a
woman with brown eyes, or the wong cheekbones, this may help you.”

“Then why the hell do | need a canmera in my eye? Either you trust ne to spot
her or you don't.”

“l think you have a chance of reaching her. A chance, not a certainty. | do not
necessarily think that you have the skill or intelligence to term nate her

wi thout nmy help—er, quite possibly, even with it. Is that plain enough?”
“Thanks for your confidence.”

“Let's be perfectly frank with one another, Jinmy. You accepted this assignnent
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solely because it is the only way you were ever going to get out of your prison
cell again, and you doubtless have every intention of reneging on your pact
with nme if the opportunity presents itself. | chose you because | have lost a
nunber of excellent operatives; you are nore adept at deceit and nurder than
any of them and you are expendable. Do we understand one anot her?”

“One of us does,” replied the Injun sullenly.

“Then let's get back to business. The next itemis your identification packet.
We considered trying to change your retinagram and erase your fingerprints, but
there was still the matter of your voiceprint, and if they found too many

surgi cal changes, you'd be a marked nman the instant you touched down.
Therefore, you will retain your real identity, that of Jimy Two Feathers, but
we have changed every existing database—ncludi ng the Master Conputer at
Deluros VIII—+to show that you are a naval officer who has been officially
attached to our enbassy on Al pha Crepello II1.”

“Just a minute,” said the Injun. “There are a | ot of people on both sides of
the | aw who know nmy name and ny face. Wat about thenf”

“You will fly directly fromhere to your destination. The enbassy staff has
been informed that you are working on a highly confidential assignment, and
they will be ordered not to question you about it or to discuss your presence
anong t hensel ves.”

“l could still run into a bounty hunter or a pusher on the street.”
“I think that's highly unlikely, Jimry. You've been out of circulation for two
years; the average bounty hunter doesn't live that long. Still,” 32 added,

“that's one of the reasons for your surgery. If you spot anyone who m ght
recogni ze you, we will take himoff Hades if necessary.”

“Hades?”

“That's the informal nane for Alpha Crepello II1.”

“Sounds like nmy kind of place.”

“l very much doubt it,” said 32. “To continue: the next itembefore you is a
map of Hades. As you'll see, it's a relatively underpopul ated planet for a
worl d that size. There are nineteen major netropolitan areas. The largest is
the capital city of Quichancha, which | amcertain | am m spronounci ng. Next is
a street map of Quichancha, with the location of our enbassy highlighted.”
“The Oracle lives in Quichancha?” asked the |njun

“We assume so, but we don't know for certain.” 32 paused. “The next three
packets contain all the informati on we have on Port Marrakech, Port Sanmarkand,
and Port Maracai bo, the three human-popul at ed noons of Hades.”

“What do | need themfor, if I'mlanding on the planet?”

“W have safe houses on all three noons. Assuming that your mission is
successful, you may need a place to hide if your route back to the enbassy is
bei ng wat ched.”

The Injun ripped up the three packets.

“What are you doi ng?” demanded 32

“Let's stop playing ganes,” said the Injun

“l don't understand you.”

“I'f 1'"m good enough to kill the Oracle, |I'mtoo goddamed dangerous for you to
let me live. Every last one of those safe houses is going to be filled with
people just waiting to bl ow ne away.”

“I'f 1 want to kill you, Jimmy, all | have to do is trigger the device we've
inserted in your skull.” 32 sighed. “I'Il have another set of packets on the
three noons nade up and delivered to you.” He paused. “There's only one item
|eft. Are you ready to continue?”

“Yes.”
“Then pick it up and study it.”
The Injun held up a holograph of a tall, noderately handsone man with auburn

hair and pal e blue eyes, who appeared to be in his late thirties.
“Who is it?”

“Hi s name is Jeremnm ah Joshua Chandler.”

“Shoul d that nmean sonmething to ne?”

“You may have known himas the Wiistler.”
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The 1 njun shook his head. “Nope.” He stared at the hol ograph again. “Wat's he
got to do with the Oracle?”

“He's our distraction.” 32 paused. “He is a top professional, possibly the best
on the Inner Frontier. He's operating at a disadvantage: | had a feeling that
the termination order would conme through, so he, unlike you, was not provided
with these naps—but that won't prove nmuch of a hindrance to a man of his
abilities. He's currently on Port Marrakech, but if anyone can make it to Hades
in one piece, he's the man. If that shoul d happen...”

“You want nme to work with hin®”

“No. "
The I njun frowned. “Then why the hell am| |ooking at his hol ograph?”
“We hope that he'll take the Oracle's attention away fromyou. After all, he's

a covert agent who, according to ny information, may al ready have killed one of
her operatives on Port Marrakech, which neans his presence is probably known to
her. However,” continued 32, “as | nmentioned before, his goal is different from
yours.”

“If the Oracle is half of what you think she is, there's no way he's going to
bring her out,” said the Injun with absolute conviction

“I realize that the notion of kidnapping the Oracle seens |udicrous,” adnitted
32, “but to be truthful, so does the thought of killing her. If she has a
weakness, | imagine one is as likely as the other.”

“So what are you trying to tell ne?”

“Sinmply this, Jimy: we dealt with himin good faith, and I don't wish to
sacrifice himbut if at any point it seens that he m ght actually reach the
Oracl e before you do, you're going to have to kill him?”

11.
It took the Injun five hours to clear Customs on Hades, which refused to honor
the concept of diplomatic inmunity. The Blue Devils questioned himover and
over agai n—nAore than | ong enough for themto feed his fingerprints and the
retinagram of his right eye through their conputers, and their allies
conmputers, and those conputers of their enenies to which they had access—and
t hroughout the long interrogation, 32 kept feeding himthe proper answers.
Finally he was allowed to | eave, and found a driver fromthe enbassy waiting
for him
“Li eutenant Two Feat hers?”
“That's nme,” answered the Injun, declining to return the young driver's snappy
sal ute.
“I"'mhere to take you to your quarters at the enbassy.”
“The sooner the better,” grunted the Injun. He | ooked around. “Were the hell's
my | uggage?”
“It's still being examined, sir,” said the driver. “Another nmenber of the staff
wWill retrieve it when it's been cleared.”
“What do they think |I'm snuggling, anyway?”
“Nothing, sir. It's just their way of enphasizing their independence fromthe
Denocracy.” The driver paused. “By the way, | suppose | should introduce
mysel f. | am Dani el Broussard, and | am at your disposal for the duration of
your stay on Hades.”
“Jimy Two Feathers,” replied the Injun.
“That's a curious name, if | may be pernmitted to say so, sir.
“Cher okee.”
“Cherokee? Is that a planet?”
“Not exactly,” said the Injun. “Let's get the hell out of here. You can tell ne
your life story on the way.”
“Follow e, sir,” said Broussard.
“Just a minute, son,” said the Injun
“Sir?”
“My nane is Jimry. That's what people call ne; that's what | respond to. You
say ‘sir’ and ny first inclination is to turn around and see who's standing
behind ne.” He paused. “If you get tired of Jimy, you can call me Injun. "1l
answer to either.”
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“Yes, sir,” said Broussard.

“Kid's a real quick study,” muttered the Injun under his breath.

“He is to be your liaison, Jimy. Don't start by offending him”

“He didn't hear ne.”

“l beg your pardon, sir ... Jinmy?” said Broussard.

“Just talking to nyself,” answered the Injun. “I do it all the tine these days.
Don't pay ne any attention.”

“As you wish, sir.” Broussard caught hinself. “lI'msorry: As you w sh, Jimy.”
“Ckay. Lead the way.”

The Injun followed Broussard through the small spaceport and out into the hot
air of Hades, where a | and vehicle was waiting for them

“You' re supposed to sit in back,” said Broussard as the Injun opened the front
door.

“I like it up front. Better view”

“Please, sir—+'Il get in trouble if they see you riding up front.”

“Who's the eneny, anyway?” nuttered the Injun. “The enbassy or the Bl ue
Devi | s?”

“You know who the eneny is. There's no point in nmaking nore.”

The Injun clinbed into the back of the vehicle, and Broussard started driving
through twi sting streets that suddenly wi dened and narrowed for no discernable
reason. The buildings bore no relation to each other, nor to any other
structure the Injun had ever seen. No two | ooked renptely alike: sone were
tall, others were squat; sonme were round, sone needl e-shaped, sone trapezoidal,
sonme possessed so nmany sides and angl es that he doubted there was a

mat hematical termin existence that could properly describe them

The street itself was as strange as the buildings. It began as a gl eam ng,
super - hardened ceram ¢ near the spaceport, becane a pothole-filled rubble in
the mdst of what seened to be a comrercial section, constantly changed grades
and inclines, and noved fromceramc to dirt to gravel to plastic and back
again for no reason that he could discern

“How the hell do you find your way around this madhouse?”

“I't takes getting used to,” answered Broussard, swerving to avoid a Bl ue Devi
who was strolling aimessly in the mddle of the street. “I've been here al nost
two years, and | myself needed a guide for the first ten nonths or so. None of
the buildings are nunbered, and none of the streets are identified, not even in
their native | anguage.” He paused. “Most alien cities have a Human Quarter that
makes sonme sense by our own standards, but we have such a margi nal presence
here on Hades that our enbassy is right in the nmiddle of their financial
district. If | were you, | wouldn't wander out alone until | was sure | could
find ny way back; once you're out of sight of the enbassy, you could get |ost
for weeks.”

“The city's not big enough to get that lost in.”

“It's not the size but the structure, sir,” said Broussard. “Many of these

t horoughfares bear a striking resenblance to a mad city planner's notion of a
nmobi us strip; they keep turning in upon thenselves, and though you're sure

you' ve been walking in a direct line for a mle, you suddenly discover that
you're right back where you started.”

“Where's the enbassy from here?” asked the Injun, as they passed a building
that seened tall enough to act as a | andmark.

“It's no nore than half a mle away, though I'Il have to cover about five nore
mles of these streets before we reach it.” Broussard grinned. “Actually, you
could walk to it nuch faster than | can drive to it.” He paused. “You won't
find it too disconcerting once you becone acclimted.”

“I'"'m not disconcerted.”

“That's surprising,” said Broussard. “Mst newconers are.”

“You ever chew any seed, son?” asked the |njun.

“No, sir.”
“You ought to try it sometine. Then all the streets look Iike this one.” He
| eaned back and relaxed. “It's |ike com ng hone.”

“You're kidding me, right, sir?” said Broussard, a worried frown on his
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yout hful face

“Jimmy!”

“Right, Daniel.”

They rode in silence through fifty nore right angles and obtuse angl es and
hairpin turns, and finally Broussard pulled into the driveway of the one
bui I ding that seenmed to make any sense.

“Here we are, sir,” he announced.

“Doors, w ndows, everything,” said the Injun, |ooking at the | arge enbassy
buil ding. “I wonder how the Oracle Iikes where she's living?”

Subtlety, Jimrmy. Renenber: they don't know why you're here.”

“You ought to fire any of them who haven't guessed yet,” replied the Injun.
“Fire who, sir?” asked Broussard, confused.

“Nothing,” replied the Injun. “Let's go inside.” He waited until Broussard had
entered the building, then nmuttered: “You keep talking to ne and they're going
to change their mnds and think I'mhere for the Cure.”

He wal ked into a large, elegant, tiled foyer. The walls bore portraits of the
| ast three Secretaries of the Denocracy including the current hol der of the
office, plus an artistic rendering of the sprawing, planet-wide city that
Deluros VII1 had becone.

Three uni formed nmen stood guard before a trio of doors, |ooking neither right
nor |eft. Broussard escorted himto a large office where a bl ack wonman dressed
in a severely-tailored outfit sat behind a polished chrome desk

“Yes?” she said, not |ooking up at him

“Li eutenant Jimmy Two Feathers, reporting for duty,” he said.

“W've been expecting you, Lieutenant,” she replied. “You are not on our duty
roster, so you night wish to spend sone tine settling in and getting acquainted
with the enbassy and its staff.”

“I's there anyone |'m supposed to report to?”

She gl anced at a conputer screen. “No. You are to nmake your reports to your
superiors by your own neans. The enbassy is to feed and house you and provide
you with a guide, and otherw se | eave you strictly alone.”

She dism ssed himwith a nod of her head, and Broussard | ed himout of the
office and down a corridor to an airlift.

“Friendly sort, isn't she?” renmarked the | njun sardonically.

“She doesn't have to be,” answered Broussard, as they floated gently up to the
third I evel of the building. “She's Commander Ngoma, the enbassy's Chief of
Staff.” They stepped out into a corridor. “Your quarters are this way, sir,”
sai d Broussard, heading off to his left. They passed four doors, then stopped
before a fifth. “The conputer lock is coded to your military |ID nunber. Since
don't know what it is, | can't open the door for you.”

“How does the room get cleaned?” asked the Injun curiously.

“There's a snmall househol d robot in each closet. Don't let its appearance
startle you—t | ooks like a cross between a tree stunp and a | arge snake.”
“Thanks for warning nme,” said the Injun. He approached the door and stared at
the 1 ock.

“293Y78QL, " said the voice inside his ear

He touched the appropriate nunbers and letters, and the door receded into the
panel i ng.

“Very nice,” he said, walking forward. The roomwas quite |ong, and very
smartly furnished. To his right was a bed with a nightstand, to his left a
sitting area with two cushioned chairs and a sofa, and strai ght ahead of him
facing a wi ndow that overl ooked the carefully mani cured grounds, was a desk
with a small computer.

“This is the door to your closet,” said Broussard, “and this is the one to the
bat hroom Each will slide away as you approach it, and the bathroom can be

| ocked fromwi thin.”

“Very nice indeed,” repeated the Injun. “My npbst recent accommodati on"—he

smi | ed—was sonewhat nore confining.”

“Any changes or additions to your standing orders will be stored in your
computer,” continued Broussard. “It can be activated by your voiceprint and ID
nunber.”
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“Ckay, I'minpressed,” said the Injun. “Now let's get sonething to eat.”

“The commissary is in the basenent, sir. |I'll be happy to escort you there.” He
paused. “There's every likelihood that your luggage will arrive before we're

t hrough.”

The 1 njun shook his head. “Aren't there any restaurants in the area?”
“Restaurants, sir?” repeated Broussard, surprised.

“Est abl i shmrents where people who don't want to eat at hone go for dinner,’
the Injun sardonically. “Possibly you' ve heard of the concept?”

“l have, but the Blue Devils haven't, sir. To them eating is as private and
personal a function as, well, going to the bathroomis to us.”

“You nean there's not a restaurant in the entire city?” denmanded the Injun.
“Actually, there are three, sir,” answered Broussand. “But they're all in the
grubbi est section of the city, a section where the Blue Devils rarely go, and
they cater to all offworlders, not just humans. | don't think you'd enjoy the
experience very much, sir.”

“Choose one of the three and let's go. The governnment will pay for it.”

“That m ght be unwise, sir,” said Broussard hesitantly. “We are not exactly the
nost popul ar race on the planet. There was an incident between a human and two
Canphorites at one of the restaurants just |ast week...”

“l can't get the feel of the city by sitting here in the enbassy.”

“I1'"1'l be happy to drive you around and give you a thorough tour, sir.”

“And | can't get it fromthe inside of a vehicle,” continued the Injun. “You
don't have to cone along if you don't want to. Just tell nme howto get to the
nearest restaurant.”

“lI won't let you go alone, and | haven't the authority to prevent you,” said
Broussard with a sigh. “So | guess |I'll have to acconpany you, sir.”

“Fine. Let's go.”

They left the room wal ked down the corridor, took the airlift back down to the
foyer, and were soon outside in the incredibly hot air of Hades.

sai d

“I's it within wal king di stance?” asked the Injun. “1 feel like getting a little
exercise.”

“Well, yes and no, sir,” answered Broussard. “It's probably no nore than 400
yards away in a straight line. But we'll have to walk for alnost a nmile to
reach it.”

“A straight Iine could get mghty lonely on this planet,” replied the |njun.
“Lead the way.”

“Let nme suggest one last tine that | drive you, sir. You're not used to the
heat, and it can sap your strength before you know it.”

“This is the best way | know to get used to it.”

They wal ked past a | arge, many-sided building that possessed neither w ndows
nor, apparently, doors, then turned a corner and al nost wal ked through the

wi ndow of a crafts shop. Seventeen triangles of various woods and netals were
on display, and the Injun queried Broussard about them

“They're not exactly religious synbols,” was the answer. “I nean, they can't be
equated with crosses. | suppose they're nore of an enblem they way you ni ght
display a flag or wear a nilitary insignia. As near as we can tell, each

subst ance and col or denotes a different ethnic group, though |I really don't
know i f the group represents a clan, a business, or even a mlitary unit. But
it's the nost common synbol on Hades.” Broussard | ooked up the street, which
contai ned perhaps forty Blue Devils, sone wal king purposefully, sone w ndow
shopping, a few sinply standing still for no discernable reason. “You'll see
that about half of them have the triangles, sir. Some wear them as pendants,
sonme attach themto their clothing, sone sinply tie themaround an armor a
leg.”

The Injun stared at the nearest of the Blue Devils, then shrugged and conti nued
wal ki ng. A sickening odor wafted out to himand he peered into the interior of
a building, where he saw the corpses of a nunber of small, six-legged aninals
hung on what appeared to be neat hooks.

“ Sl aught er house, ” expl ai ned Broussard. “The Blue Devils like their meat on the
hi gh side.”
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“Stupid place for a slaughterhouse. This | ooks like a retail area.”

“Not really, sir,” said Broussard. “They don't cluster their businesses the way
humans do. In fact, if there's any order to the way the city was laid out, I've
yet to figure it out.”

“Are there any busi nesses or shops around here that are run by humans?”

“No,” said Broussard. “The | aw doesn't forbid us to own a busi ness on Hades,
but as | said, we're not very popul ar here, and except for a nedical center, no
human enterprise has been able to obtain a license. The restaurants are owned
by a Canphorite, a Lodinite, and a Mllutei.” He pointed to a spherica
structure about one hundred yards away. “That's the nedical center over there.”
“It's too small for a hospital,” noted the Injun.

“We have our own nedical facilities at the enbassy, of course, but this is for
non-enbassy personnel. There are currently less than one thousand Men on Hades;
the center is nore than capabl e of handling those problens that arise beyond

t he enbassy conpound.”

“You sound |ike you've been there.”

Broussard snmiled. “Not as a patient, sir. But the young lady |'mseeing is a
doctor there.”

“I hope ny presence isn't damagi ng your ronance.”

“This is nmy job, sir. If I wasn't with you, |'d be escorting someone el se.”
“Cood. | hate feeling guilty.”

They continued wal ki ng through the tortuously tw sting streets, with Broussard
poi nting out an occasional |andmark or point of interest to the Injun, and
finally they arrived at the restaurant.

It was a small building, with an even snaller dining room There were fifteen
tables. Nine were enpty, and the other six were occupied by a variety of

bei ngs, none of them hunman.

“As | told you, sir,” said Broussard, as they seated thenselves at a table near
the door, “very few humans | eave their hotels to eat.”

“No problem” answered the Injun. “I wanted to see the city.”

They turned to the small hol ographic nenu that hovered above the table and
ordered it to list its contents in Terran.

“I wouldn't order the neat, sir,” advised Broussard. “It translates as beef,
but Hades has no trade agreenents with the Denocracy, and actually it's their

| ocal meat animal. Humans have sone difficulty netabolizing it.”

“You're not going to tell nme that you' ve all become vegetarians?”

“No. The enbassy inports all the food it needs from Port Samarkand—but these
restaurants aren't owned by humans, and they don't especially cater to us, so
woul d consi der their neat dishes suspect.”

“Well, | appreciate your concern, but |I've eaten aninmals on two dozen worl ds,
and nothing's ever upset ny digestion yet.” He stared at the nenu again for a
moment, then requested the dish he wanted. As soon as it registered, the nmenu
vani shed.

“I think you're making a nistake, sir,” said Broussard with a worried frown.
The I njun shrugged. “I'Il never knowif | don't try.”

“You' re being foolish, Jimy.”

The I njun ignored the voice within his head and engaged Broussard in
meani ngl ess small talk, nostly about sports, until their neal arrived.

“Looks pretty awful,” said the Injun, staring down at the bl ue-green piece of
meat on his plate.

“We can order sonething else if you'd like.”

“Not hi ng ventured, nothing gained,” muttered the Injun. He took a snall

mout hful and chewed it thoughtfully. “Tastes about the way it |ooks.”

Broussard turned to his own plate—a | arge sal ad—and the I njun took a few nore
small bites of his neat during the next few minutes, then announced that his
experinment in alien cuisine was ended and that he would dine at the enbassy for
the duration of his stay on Hades.

“You can share sone of ny salad if you're still hungry,” offered Broussard.
“No, thanks. That stuff killed my appetite.” The Injun shrugged. “Wen all is
said and done, that's just what a neal is supposed to do. | suppose | could get

thin and healthy if | came here every night for a nonth.”
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He waited for Broussard to finish, left his thunbprint and I D nunber with the
tiny conputer that had generated the nenu, waited another minute until the
enbassy accepted the bill, and then the two of themleft the restaurant.

He began conpl ai ni ng about the neal the instant they were outside, and kept it
up until they were within thirty yards of the nedical center. Then, suddenly,
he clutched his stomach, doubled over as if in agony, and began npaning in

pai n.

Broussard decided that he was too ill to wait for an enbassy car, and hel ped
himinto stagger to the nmedical center

As he sat, npaning hideously, on the steps outside the building while Broussard
raced off to find a doctor, he listened to 32's scathing lecture on the
stupidity of eating alien food and nanaged to fight back a grin of triunph.
Then he closed his eyes and col | apsed.

12.
He felt themlift himonto a stretcher and carry himto an energency room then
heard them | eave in search of a doctor. He cracked open his right eye, |ooked
around, and saw a very worried Broussard standi ng near him
He sat up on the table, and as Broussard was about to say sonething, notioned
himto silence. The young nan stared at himcuriously as he nade writing
motions in the air, finally nodded in conprehension, and handed hi m a pocket
comput er.
The 1 njun exam ned the voi ce-activated machi ne, then shook his head and nade
the sane notions again. Broussard pulled a pen out of his pocket, found sone
paper on a nearby table, and handed both to the Injun.
DON' T SAY A WORD, wrote the Injun. AND LOCK THE DOOR.
Broussard read the nessage, frowned, and did as he was instructed.
NOW FI ND SOVE COTTON AND SOVE ADHESI VE, AND TAPE MY LEFT EYE SHUT.
Broussard searched through a pair of drawers, canme up with what was required,
and taped the eye cl osed.
UNDER NO Cl RCUMSTANCES ARE YOU TO SPEAK UNTIL | G VE YOQU PERM SSION. | S THAT
UNDERSTOOD?
Broussard read the nessage and nodded, still frowning, then took the paper from
the Injun and wote: WHAT'S GO NG ON? WHY CAN T | SPEAK? WHAT' S WRONG W TH YOUR
EYE?
I AM HERE ON A VERY SENSI Tl VE ASSI GNVENT, responded the Injun. | AM NOT AT
LI BERTY TO TELL YOU THE DETAILS, BUT I T CONCERNS THE ORACLE
A doctor began pounding on the | ocked door
TELL HM TO WAIT, wote the Injun. MAKE UP ANY STORY THAT W LL WORK
Br oussard nodded, wal ked to the door, unlocked it, and stepped out into the
hall. He returned a nonent |ater
ALL RIGHT, he wrote. NOW SUPPCSE YOU TELL ME WHAT' S GO NG ON?
The I njun took the pen back. DURI NG My ORI ENTATI ON AND BRI EFI NG PERI CD, WH LE
PREPARI NG FOR THI S ASSI GNVENT, | LOST A DAY SOVEWHERE. | WVENT TO BED ONE NI GHT
AND WOKE UP I N MY HOTEL ROOM 32 HOURS LATER. BI TS AND Pl ECES OF | NFORVATI ON
THAT |' VE BEEN ABLE TO PI ECE TOGETHER LEAD ME TO BELI EVE THAT | HAVE BEEN
TAMPERED W TH.
I N WHAT WAY? asked Broussard.
| SUSPECT THAT | HAVE HAD A CAMERA AND AN AUDI O TRANSM TTER | MPLANTED | NSI DE MY
HEAD.
VWHY DIDN' T YOU REPORT THI S TO YOUR SUPERI CRS AT THE TI ME?
BECAUSE | DON' T KNOWWH CH OF THEM IS IN THE EMPLOY OF THE ORACLE. IF | TOLD
THE WRONG ONE, | WOULD HAVE BEEN TERM NATED | NSTANTLY. | MADE UP MY M ND NOT TO
DO ANYTHI NG ABOUT I T UNTIL | REACHED HADES
Broussard stared at himfor a long nonment. WHAT | F YOU RE WWRONG?
IF 1'"MWRONG, YOU VE BEEN | NCONVENI ENCED FOR TEN M NUTES AND |' VE MADE A FOOL
OF MYSELF, BUT NO HARM HAS BEEN DONE AND NO FALSE ACCUSATI ONS HAVE BEEN MADE
BUT IF I'MRIGHT, THEN OUR COVERT OPERATI ONS BRANCH HAS A TRAITCR IN I TS M DST
VWHY WOULD THEY RI G YOU WTH A CAMERA AND AN AUDI O RECEI VER? asked Broussard.
The I njun shrugged. ANY NUVBER OF REASONS. THE ORACLE COULD BE TESTI NG HER
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SECURI TY, SHE COULD BE CREATING A FILE ON ALL THE HUMANS ON HADES, SHE COULD
MERELY BE HOPI NG THAT |' LL HAVE ACCESS TO SECRET | NFORNMATI ON.

SO WHAT DO WE DO NOWP asked Broussard.

NOW VWE GET SOVEONE YOU CAN TRUST—MAYBE YOUR LADY FRI END WHO WORKS HERE-AND WE
REMOVE WHATEVER S BEEN | MPLANTED VH LE WHOEVER S AT THE OTHER END STI LL THI NKS
I M BEI NG TREATED FOR A BELLYACHE.

Broussard | ooked thoughtful. SHE'S NOT THE DOCTOR | JUST SPCKE TO, BUT | KNOW
SHE' S ON DUTY. He paused. BUT |I'D HAVE TO TELL HER WHAT' S GO NG ON.

CAN YOQU TRUST HER TO KEEP QUI ET?

Broussard nodded.

OK—€ET HER. AND TELL HER SHE'S GOT TO WORK FAST. IT CAN T TAKE THAT LONG TO
PUVP QUT A STOVACH FULL OF BAD FOOD.

Broussard smiled and took the pen back. |I'LL HAVE HER MAKE A COUPLE OF
STATEMENTS ABOUT SEDATI NG YOU. THAT SHOULD BUY US A GOCD EI GHT TO TEN HOURS.
The young man turned to | eave, but the Injun grabbed himby the arm

ONE LAST THING he wote. |I'M ASSUM NG A CAMERA AND A RECEI VER, BUT THERE COULD
BE MORE THI NGS IN THERE. TELL HER TO REMOVE ANYTHI NG SHE FI NDS.

Broussard nodded again, then wal ked to the door and | eft the energency room He
was back sone ten minutes later with a pretty but grimfaced young wonan in
tow. She i mediately took a pen out of her pocket and wote a nessage on a

not epad.

I AM DOCTOR JI LL HUXLEY. DANI EL HAS EXPLAI NED YOUR SI TUATI ON TO ME, AND HAS
VOUCHED FOR YOUR CREDENTI ALS.

THEN LET'S GET ONWTH IT, wote the Injun.

“You' ve been a very foolish man, M. Two Feathers,” she said al oud. “Dani el

war ned you agai nst eating alien food.”

He managed a groan.

“I't's nothing life-threatening,” she continued while witing on her notepad.
“And |'ve got a couple of patients who are in imredi ate need of ny services.
I"mgoing to sedate you now, and I'I|l get around to enptying your stomach as
soon as | get a chance.”

She tore off a sheet and handed it to him

| WLL HAVE TO MOVE YOU TO AN OPERATI NG THEATER, it read. AND SINCE THHS IS TO
BE DONE | N ABSOLUTE SECRECY, | WLL HAVE TO ASK DANI EL TO ASSI ST ME.

Broussard read the nmessage over her shoul der and suddenly | ooked sonewhat ill.
HOW LONG WLL I T TAKE? asked the |njun.

I F YOU HAVE BEEN TAMPERED WTH, I T WLL TAKE ME ABOUT AN HOUR TO RUN A SCAN ON
YOUR HEAD AND HAVE THE COMPUTER CONSTRUCT A HOLOGRAPHI C ANALOG. THE ACTUAL
SURGERY W LL LAST ANYWHERE FROM ONE TO FOUR HOURS, DEPENDI NG ON HOW DEEPLY

| MBEDDED THE DEVI CES ARE. | F YOU RE READY, NOD YOUR HEAD AND |I'LL SEND FOR SQVE
ATTENDANTS TO MOVE YQOU.

The | njun nodded, then | ay back and waited.

Two husky young nmen arrived a nonent later, transferred himto an operating
room and then departed. Broussard had rermained with him and Jill Huxl ey
arrived alnost ten minutes |ater.

VWHAT WAS THE DELAY? asked the |njun.

She held up a pair of treated contact |enses, then placed themin a pocket.

IF YOU VE GOT A CAMERA IN THERE, IT WON' T STOP FUNCTI ONI NG JUST BECAUSE YOQU RE
UNCONSCI QUS. | REALI ZE THAT YOUR EYES WLL BE CLCSED I NI TIALLY, BUT IF | HAVE
TO REMOVE THE CAMERA, | T WLL RECORD WHAT | S HAPPENI NG ONCE | OPEN THE EYE THAT
CONTAINS I T. ONCE | DETERM NE THAT A CAMERA | NDEED EXI STS, |'LL I NSERT THE
LENSES I N MY EYES, DARKEN THE ROOM AND OPERATE I N I NFRARED LI GHT ONLY.

GOOD THI NKI NG, wrote the Injun. | NEVER CONSI DERED THAT.

THERE' S NO NEED TO ANESTHESI ZE YOU UNTI L WE DETERM NE THAT SURGERY | S

| NDI CATED, she continued. THE SCANNI NG PROCESS | TSELF |'S QUI TE PAI NLESS.

He nodded his agreenent, and a noment |ater she had wheel ed hi munder a | arge
device that |ooked |ike a cross between a punchpress and an oversi zed canera.

I T IS ESSENTI AL THAT YOU HOLD STILL FOR THE NEXT TWENTY SECONDS, she wrote.

He made no reply, but sinply handed the notepad back to her and stared up at
the machine. It began whirring softly, and deep within its lens a snmall reddish
light glowed faintly. He felt neither disconfort nor pain, and finally the
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whirring stopped, the Iight went out, and Broussard wheel ed hi m away.

Jill Huxley gestured himto join her at a bank of conputers along the far wall.
One by one each screen cane to life, displaying readouts that were totally
meani ngl ess to him but finally one of them produced a three-dinensional
rendering of his head, with three blinking yellow dots—ene in his |left eye, one
deep inside his right ear, and one at the base of his skull.

HAVE YOU ANY | DEA WHAT THI'S ONE M GHT BE? she asked, pointing to the third dot.
He shrugged. WHATEVER IT IS, | T DOESN T BELONG THERE. TAKE | T QUT.

She ignored himfor the next half hour, creating cross-sections of his head on
her various machi nes, checking and cross-checking the best routes to reach the
artificial inplants.

Finally she picked up the notepad and began writing again.

| CAN REMOVE TWO OF THE DEVI CES, BUT THERE MAY BE A PROBLEM W TH THE ONE I N
YOUR EYE. IT'S TIED I NTO THE OPTI C NERVES SO | NTRI CATELY THAT | M GHT CAUSE

| RREPAI RABLE DAMAGE | F | REMOVED I T.

REMOVE I T AND G VE ME A PROSTHETI C EYE, he answer ed.

She shook her head. ONCE THE OPTI C NERVES ARE DAMAGED, | T REQUI RES A SPECI ALI ST
TO | MPLANT A FUNCTI ONI NG PROSTHETI C EYE, AND PROSTHESES ARE NOT MY Fl ELD. She
paused and stared at him then wote: YOU HAVE A DECI SION TO MAKE, MR TWOD
FEATHERS. | CAN LEAVE THE CAMERA IN, OR YOU CAN AWAKEN WTH VI SION I N ONLY YOUR
RI GHT EYE. THERE' S NO THI RD OPTI ON.

The Injun |l owered his head in thought. He didn't especially give a danm whet her
32 could see what he was doing or not; his prime concern was to get rid of the
expl osi ve device, and secondarily to find a way to silence the voice within his
head. But he had sold these two a story, and his answer would have to conply
with it if he wanted to retain his vision.

Finally he bent over the notepad and began witing.

YOU D BETTER LEAVE IT IN. THERE'S NO WAY | CAN REPLACE THE EYE ON HADES, AND MY
M SSI ON MAY PLACE ME | N HAZARDOUS Sl TUATI ONS WHERE DEPTH PERCEPTION | S

ESSENTI AL. WHOEVER | MPLANTED | T HAS ALREADY SEEN DANI EL'S FACE, AND KNOAS WHAT
MY QUARTERS LOOK LIKE. IF 1 MAKE SURE THAT | SPEND A M NI MAL AMOUNT OF TI ME AT
THE EMBASSY, | PROBABLY WON' T BE REVEALI NG ANYTHI NG THAT THE TRAI TOR DOESN T
ALREADY KNOW

BUT YOU W LL STILL BE TRANSM TTI NG EVERYTHI NG YOU SEE TO THE ORACLE, wote
Jill. WON T THAT TOTALLY NEUTRALI ZE YOU?

I"LL VEAR AN EYEPATCH, he wrote, snmiling as the thought canme to him |['LL
REMOVE I T ONLY | F AND WHEN | REQUI RE THE USE OF BOTH EYES.

ALL RIGHT, she replied. PERHAPS IT'S JUST AS WELL; | WAS UNCOVFORTABLE ABOUT
OPERATI NG | N | NFRARED LI GHT. |'LL PREPARE THE ANESTHETI C.

ONE MORE THI NG he wote, grabbing the notepad back fromher. IT OCCURS TO ME
THAT THE DEVI CE AT THE BASE OF MY SKULL MAY HAVE BEEN PLACED THERE AS A MEANS
OF CONTROLLI NG OR DESTROYING ME | F | CGET TOO CLOSE TO THE ORACLE. HAVE YOU
ANYTHI NG THAT CAN ANALYZE | T?

| DOUBT IT.

THEN TO BE ON THE SAFE SIDE, GET RID OF I T AS QU CKLY AS PCSSI BLE.

SHOULD | GET RID OF THE RECEI VER, TOO? she asked.

NO, he replied. IT'S HARMLESS ONCE | T'S BEEN REMOVED, AND I T M GHT TELL ME
SOVETH NG ABOUT THE NATURE-AND EVEN THE | DENTI TY—OF THE ENEMY. SAVE | T FOR ME.
She nodded. REMOVE YOUR TUNI C, AND THEN LAY BACK ON THE TABLE. |I'M GO NG TO

I NJECT YOU W TH AN ANESTHETI C, WHI CH W LL WORK ALMOST | NSTANTANEQUSLY.

ONE LAST THI NG THAT ALI EN MEAT REALLY IS MAKI NG ME SI CK. CAN YOU PUWP MY
STOVACH OUT WHI LE |' M UNCONSCI QUS?

YES, she wote. THAT'S PRETTY TERRI BLE STUFF. |'M SURPRI SED YOU RE NOT | N EVEN
MORE DI SCOMFORT.

He renoved his tunic, tossed it to Broussard, who was standi ng around | ooki ng
bot h unconfortable and usel ess, and then he | ay down on the table.

Suddenly he sat up and gestured for the notepad again.

DON' T SPEAK ONCE YOU VE REMOVED THE AUDI O TRANSM TTER THERE' S EVERY

POSSI BI LI TY THAT IT WLL STILL BE FUNCTI ONAL.

I'"MWELL AWARE OF THAT, she repli ed.
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Then, al oud, she said, “Wll, as long as he's sedated, there's no sense
bringing himout of it. Let's go to work, and when he wakes up with the
grandaddy of all stomach aches, maybe it'lIl encourage himto be a little nore

intelligent about his choice of food next time he visits an alien restaurant.’
“Sounds good to nme, Doctor,” replied Broussard, disguising his voice.

Then she | eaned over and injected sonething into the Injun's left arm and he
tried nentally counting backward from one hundred.

He was unconsci ous before he hit 98.

13.
A voi ce disturbed the darkness that envel oped him
“How do you feel ?”
The I njun noaned and tried to turn away, then winced as his right ear touched
his pillow
“Wake up, Lieutenant Two Feathers.”
“Go away.”
“The surgery's over, Lieutenant,’
“What time is it?”
“Al most norning.”
“All right. Gve ne a minute to clear nmy head.” He lay notionless, trying to
remenber all the events of the previous evening until they finally came into
focus. “How did it go?”
“About as anticipated,” answered Broussard. “She renobved the transmtter and
the explosive, and left the canmera in.” He paused. “She woke you and checked
you out briefly right afterward, then had ne nove you here for a few nore
hours.”
The I njun sat up abruptly, then noaned and hel d his head.
“No sudden nmovements for another day,” said Broussard, who was sitting in a
chair by the foot of the bed.
“Jesus! It feels like soneone's inside ny head, hamering to get out.”
“Jill said you' d have quite a headache when you woke up.”
“Was the thing at the base of ny skull a bonb?” asked the Injun.
“Yes.”
“Where is it?”
“We dissolved it in acid.”
“Can you dissolve a bonb in acid?” asked the Injun dubiously.
“You can when it's an organic device, |like a plasma bonb,” answered Broussard.
“The trick was getting it out without triggering it.” He smled. “That's why
you' ve got a headache.”
“What about the transmitter?”
“I't's in the next room” said Broussard. “I didn't think you' d want it around
until we had talked. | can destroy it if you like.”
“Not yet,” said the Injun. He paused. “Am | on any nedi cation?”
“She | oaded you up with antibiotics and gl ucose before she brought you in here,
and you'll be on pain nedication for a couple of days.”
“Things |l ook different,” said the Injun, frowning.
“l took the liberty of putting an eyepatch on you,” answered Broussard. “You
can renove it whenever you want, but until | knew what you planned to do, it
seened best not to let the person at the other end of the canmera know that you
were awake and in a hospital room”
“CGood thinking,” said the Injun approvingly.
“Do you think you're up to sone breakfast?”
“Yeah, | could do with sone in a few mnutes,” answered the Injun. “Except for
four or five bites of that alien neat, | haven't had anything to eat since
arrived at the enbassy yesterday afternoon.”
“Speaki ng of the enbassy, |'mgoing to have to report in to themin the next
few m nutes, before they start sending out search parties.” Broussard paused.
“I called themright after we wheeled you out of surgery and gave them sone
cock-and-bul |l story about your having a liaison with a girl you had nmet-—but
they're going to start getting nervous before long.”
“How soon can | get on ny feet?”

said Broussard. “It's tinme to get up now.”
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“Whenever you want.”

“Ckay,” said the Injun. “Gve ne another hour and then take ne back to the
enbassy.”

“l don't think you can walk that far in your current condition, sir,’
Broussard. “Perhaps |'d better get the | andcar and come back for you.”

The 1 njun nodded, then winced as a bolt of pain shot through his skull
“Dam!” he said. “How long is this going to keep up?”

“What, sir?”

“Every tine | nove ny head it feels like soneone's hitting it with a blunt

i nstrunment.”

“I really couldn't say, sir. | only know that Jill said there would be sone
di sconfort for a day or two.”

“Disconfort to a doctor is the torture of the danmmed to his patients. Get ne
the pain killer.”

sai d

Broussard reached into his pocket and withdrew a small inhaler. “Take one
breath of this every four hours.”

The Injun grabbed it fromhim inserted it into a nostril, and took two deep
sniffs. “I haven't got time for a slow recovery.”

“I's there anything else | can do for you before |I |leave for the | andcar, sir?”

“Two things. First, where are ny clothes?”

Broussard wal ked to a closet and ordered the door to open. “Right here, sir.
And the second thing?”

“Bring me the transmtter—and don't nmake a sound while you're doing it. Then
get the vehicle and pick me up in an hour.”

Broussard | eft the roomand returned a nonent later with an incredibly-

m ni aturized device, which rested on a soft sponge. He handed it to the Injun,
saluted, and left the room

The Injun waited until the door slid shut, then inserted the device up to his
| eft ear.

“Good norning, you son of a bitch,” he said.

“How s your stomach feeling today, Jimy?” asked 32, his voice sounding distant
and tinny.

“Never better.”

“l trust you've |learned your |esson.”

“You wouldn't believe all the things |'ve learned,” said the Injun

There was a | ong sil ence.

“Aren't you going to ask?” said the Injun at |ast.

“Ask what?” replied 32

“Why you can't see anyt hi ng?”

“l assume you' ve got your eyes closed.”

“One of "em anyway.”

“This is a very juvenile display of petulance, Jimy,” said 32. “I'mhere to
help you, and | can't do that if | can't see what you're seeing.”

“Actually, I"'mhere to help you,” replied the Injun. “And | think the first
thing 1'"'mgoing to help you do is renegotiate ny contract.”

“What are you getting at, Jinmmy?”

“We're about to change the ground rules,” said the Injun. “How badly do you
want the Oracle?”

“Very badly. You know that.”

“How nuch are you willing to pay?”

“W've already got a deal, Jimy,” said 32. “Your freedomin exchange for the
Oracle.”

“My freedom was just the down paynent,” said the Injun, |eaning back carefully
against a pillow and wincing again. “Now we're going to start tal king noney.”

“Forget it, Jimmy. I'"'mnot going to |l et you or anyone el se take advantage of
t he Denocracy.”
“Who' s taking advantage?” said the Injun. “I want an honest day's pay for an

honest day's work.”
“You' ve never done an honest day's work in your life,” answered 32. “W have an
agreenent, and you're going to stick toit.”
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“No, I"'mafraid not.”

“Let me renmind you that | possess the ability to terminate our agreenent rather
forcefully whenever | choose.”

“You're welconme to try.”

“Why are you talking like this?” denanded 32. “What's cone over you, Jinmmy?”
“Nothing's cone over ne,” answered the Injun. “But a |ot has cone out of ne.
want to see?”

He withdrew the transmitter, then faced a wall so that 32 couldn't pinpoint his
| ocation fromthe view out the wi ndow, renoved his eyepatch with his free hand,
and stared at the tiny object.

“Look famliar?” he asked.

There was no response, and he realized that even if 32 was speaki ng, he
couldn't hear it until he re-inserted the transnmitter into his ear. He covered
his eye once again and then carefully put the transmitter back in place. 32 was
just coming to the end of a long string of obscenities.

“I'"d show you the bonmb, too, but it's already been destroyed.” The Injun
grinned again. “Are you ready to talk price?”

“That's extortion, and | don't deal with extortionists.”

“No, you just wire themfor sight, sound, and exterm nation.”

“You go after the Oracle on our original terns or you' re a dead nman, Jimmy.”

“I can't tell you how frightened that nakes ne feel.”

“I''"'mnot Kkidding, Jinmy. You may be able to hide for an hour or a day or

possi bly even a week, but | pronise you'll never get off that planet.”

“Maybe | don't want to.”

“What are you tal king about?”

“The reason we're going to negotiate a price, no matter how |l oudly you
protest,” said the Injun, “is because you're not the only gane in town.”

“Who el se is there?”

“I figure there are at |l east two other players,” answered the Injun. “First of
all, there's the guy who's coming to take her out.”

“You don't even know who he is.”

“You' ve already told me the nane he uses, and if he nmakes it here, he won't be
that hard to spot.” He paused. “Once he |l earns that the Denbcracy wants him
dead, | figure he ought to be nore than happy to pay ne to learn the identity
of the man who doubl e-crossed him”

“Who's the other party?”

“l woul d have thought that would be obvious,” replied the Injun. “There's the
O acle.”

“You'd sell your own race out? | don't believe it!”

“I've got nothing against her,” answered the Injun. “She's never done ne any
harmwhich is nore than | can say for sone menbers of nmy own race.”

“This is nore than extortion!” snapped 32 furiously. “It's treason!”

“No,” said the Injun. “It's business.” He paused. “Now, | can transact it with
you, or | can transact it with soneone else. That's the only decision you' ve
got to make—and you've got exactly five mnutes in which to nmake it. If we

reach an agreenent in that tinme, I'll return to the enbassy and go to work for
you. |If not, | guarantee you won't find nme before | find the Wiistler and the
Oacle.”

32 made no reply, and the Injun started counting down the seconds in his nind.
“Four m nutes,” he announced.

Still there was no reply.

“Three mnutes.”

“How rmuch do you want ?” asked 32 in strained tones.

“I"'ma reasonable man,” said the Injun. “You keep telling ne that the Oracle is

probably the greatest potential threat the Denocracy has ever faced. | don't
think ten million credits is out of line.”

“Ten million? You' re crazy!”

“Come on,” said the Injun easily. “You spend billions of credits wagi ng wars
agai nst races that are no threat to you at all. | would think you' d junp at the

chance to be rid of the Oacle for only ten nmllion.”
There was a | engthy pause.
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“Payabl e upon conpletion of the job?”

The I njun laughed aloud. “lI've lost nmy faith in the Denpbcracy. | want half
down, and the other half where | can get it when the job's done.”

“Gve ne a bank and an account nunber, and I'll have five mllion credits
transferred there by tonorrow norning.”

“I"'mnot that dunmb even when |'mon the seed,” said the Injun. “It'Il go
through so nany m ddl emen that you'll lose track of it before it's halfway to
its destination—and | don't go to work until it's where | want it to be.” He
gave 32 the first step of the noney route.

“What assurances do | have that you'll go through with it once the noney's in
pl ace?”

“None,” answered the Injun. “Consider it an act of faith.” He paused. “Have we
got a deal ?”

There was a short pause. “I'Il have to think it over.”

“Think fast. You've got less than a minute left.”

“WIIl you reinsert the transmtter so that | can nonitor your progress?”’

“Not a chance. | work al one.”

Anot her pause.

“All right. It's a deal.”

But, thought the Injun with a grin as he tossed the transmitter into an

atom zer and began getting dressed, we didn't shake on it.

14.
The Injun lay back on his bed, staring at various two- and three-di mensi ona
prints on the beige walls and wi shing that the enbassy had hired a bol der
decorator. When the throbbing in his right ear and at the base of his skul
finally began to subside, he decided to begi n working.
“Conputer, activate,” he ordered.
The conputer on his desk hunmed to life.
“Conputer, do you know who | an®”
“You are Lieutenant Janes Two Feathers.”
“Do you know the nature of ny assignnment on Hades?”

“No, | do not.”
“l's anyone currently nonitoring ny roon®”
“No. "

“l's anyone currently nmonitoring ny conversation with you?” he conti nued.

“No. "

“Have | the authority to keep it that way?”

“l do not understand, Lieutenant Two Feathers,” answered the conputer. “You
must word your questions nore precisely.”

“I's there a way that | can prevent anyone fromnonitoring this roon?”

“No. "

“Can you warn ne if and when the roomis being nonitored?”

“Yes.”

“l order you to do so.”

“Order received and enacted.”

“Good.” The Injun paused, trying to fornmulate his request properly. “I don't
want anyone to know what information | am about to request of you. Is there a
way to nake this and all future conversations between you and ne private, so
that no one el se can access then®”

“Yes.”

“How do | go about it?”

“You nust instruct ne to seal your work under a Priority Restriction.”

“Pl ease seal all ny work under a Priority Restriction.”

“Order received and enacted.”

“All right,” said the Injun. “Now let's get to work.” He paused as anot her
surge of pain shot through his inner ear, then continued speaking after it had
passed. “lI have two m ssions on Hades. One is to assassinate the human woman
known as the Oracle. The other is to prevent a man who is somewhere within the
Al pha Crepell o system fromreaching her before | do. If | nmake contact with
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him there is a possibility that | may have to kill him WII your progranm ng
all ow you to help ne?”

“Yes,” replied the conmputer. “Hel ping you acconplish your mission will not set
up any ethical conflicts within ne.”

“Good. Do you have any information in your nenory banks concerning a nercenary
or bounty hunter who uses the professional nane of the Whistler?”

“No. "

“He cones fromthe Inner Frontier. Can you access a conputer that nmay have sone
i nformati on about hin®”

“Possibly.”

Si | ence.

“Wel | ?” demanded the | njun.

“You nmade no request, Lieutenant Two Feathers.”

“Try to access a conputer that can supply you with data about the Whistler, and
if you are successful, transnit that information to ne.”

“Wrking...” There was a three-nminute silence, during which time the Injun |ay
absolutely still and hoped the pain within his head would dinminish. It had just
begun to subside slightly when the conputer spoke again. “The nan known as the
Whi stler is actually Jerem ah Joshua Chandler. He is 38 years old. He is six
feet two inches tall, weighs 178 pounds, and has auburn hair and bl ue eyes. He
has no distinguishing scars or birthmarks. Hi s home planet is Boyson Ill, which
is known locally as The Frenchman's Wrld. He is a bounty hunter who has made
27 reported kills, and has brought in eleven living fugitives. It is assunmed
that he has nmade even nore unreported kills, but the nunber cannot be
ascertained.”

“Inmpressive,” said the Injun. “Can you supply ne with a photograph or hol ograph
of hinP”

“Yes.”

The Injun waited for a few seconds, then grinmaced. “Please do so.”

Instantly a hol ograph of Chandler, taken from his passport, flashed on the
smal | screen.

“I"'mtoo far away to see it,” said the Injun. “Make it larger.”

Suddenly an image of Chandl er's hol ograph, sone four feet on a side, popped
into existence just above the desk. The Injun studied the pale blue eyes, the
hi gh cheekbones, the hunorl ess expression, trying w thout success to get sone
feel of the man from his inage

“Do you know if he's | anded on Hades yet?”

“No. "
“No, he hasn't | anded?”
“No, | do not know.”

“Don't all humans have to report to the enmbassy?”

“Yes,” answered the conputer. “But ny understanding is that residents of the

I nner Frontier do not recognize the authority of the Denbcracy. Therefore, it
is possible that he has | anded wi thout reporting his presence to the enbassy.”
“Can you check it out with spaceport security?”

“No. | am deni ed access to the spaceport conputer.”

“l see,” said the Injun. He paused, still trying to order his thoughts. “H's
assignnent is to kidnap the hunan woman known as the Oracle. Wat, in your
opinion, is his nost likely course of action?”

“He will cone to Hades, gain access to her, and forcibly renmove her fromthe
pl anet.”

The Injun grimaced again. “Let's take this one step at a time. If he wanted to
conme to Hades and keep his presence unknown, how would he do so?”

“He woul d not report his presence to the enbassy.”

“That woul d just keep his presence unknown to you. How woul d he keep it unknown
to the Blue Devil s?”

“He has two options,” answered the conputer. “Either he will have to keep his
arrival secret fromthe spaceport security system or he will have to disguise
his identity.”

“How many hunmans have nanaged to avoi d spaceport security?”

“l have insufficient data to answer that question.”
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“How many are you aware of ?”

“None.”

“Then let's assunme it can't be done, and that he'll be disguised,” said the
Injun. “What type of disguise is least |likely to be penetrated by spaceport
security?”

“l have insufficient data to answer that question.”

“You nean nobody's ever done it?”

“If it has been done successfully, by its very nature | amnot aware of it,”
answered the conputer.

The 1 njun paused while he digested the information, then spoke again.

“Hypot hesi ze that he'll acconplish it. Wiere will he go next?”

“l have insufficient data to answer that question.”

“You are a goddamed pain in the ass!” snapped the Injun. “Al right, let ne
restate it: if a human doesn't stay at the enbassy, where is he nost likely to
stay?”

“There are four hotels that accept humans,” answered the conputer. “None of
their nanes can be pronounced or spelled in Terran. They are code-naned Bl ue
House, Red House, \Wite House, and Green House by nmenbers of the enbassy
staff.”

“They don't cater exclusively to humans, | take it?”

“That is correct.”

“Now hypot hesize that he'll stay in one of the hotels. Let's assune Bl ue House.
H's next step will be to determne where to find the Oracle. How will he go

about this?”

“First, he will use the vidphone directory. Then he will ask at the enbassy.
Then...”

“Stop!” commanded the |njun.

The conputer was instantly silent.

“He doesn't want his presence known, renenber? Asking the enbassy is |ike
waving a flag.”

“l do not understand the reference.”

“Look,” said the Injun irritably, “there are certain facts that you nust take
into consideration for this hypothesis. First, the Wistler is here illegally,
and if his presence is discovered, he will either be inprisoned or deported, or
possi bly even executed. Second, he may already be aware of the fact that the
Denocracy does not want himto succeed in his mssion, and has ordered his
death. Third, the Oracle is under the protection of the Blue Devils, and they
will alnost certainly be suspicious of anyone who asks questions about her

Now, taking his need for absolute secrecy into account, how do you think he
will go about |ocating her?”

“l have insufficient data to respond to that question.”

“Why?” expl oded the Injun, sitting up in frustration and groaning at the sudden
sharp pain inside his head.

“While | have the ability to shield certain files against scrutiny, | nyself
have not been programmed to initiate covert activities.”

“I"'mjust asking you to hypothesize, dam it!”

“l amincapable of attenpting this hypothesis.”

The Injun lay back on the bed, propped his head up against a pillow, closed his
eyes, and waited for the pain to pass.

“You're driving nme crazy!” he nuttered at |ast.

The machi ne nmade no response.

“Ckay,” said the Injun as the pain subsided again. “Let's skip the Wistler for
awhi | e and concentrate on the Oracle. Wat infornmation do you have on her?”
“The Oracle is known to exist.”

There was a | ong pause.

“That's it?” said the Injun unbelievingly, as his whol e body tensed in
frustration and the pain returned.

“That is ny only verifiable information. Everything else in ny data banks is
supposition or hypothesis.”

“Gve it to me anyway.”
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“The Oracle is believed to be Penel ope Bailey, age 22. The Oracle is believed

to be in the conpany of an alien being known as the Mock Turtle. The OGracle is
believed to be a political renegade, and an enemy of the Denobcracy. The Oracle
is believed to possess the power of precognition; if the supposition that she

is Penelope Bailey is true, then the Oacle is known to possess the power of

precognition. The Oracle is believed to have resided on Al pha Crepello Ill for
bet ween twel ve and fourteen years. The Oracle is not believed to be a nenber of
the government of Al pha Crepello IIl, but is believed to have consi derabl e

i nfluence over its decisions.”

The Injun waited to nmake sure the conmputer was through, then spoke agai n:
“Does the Oracle reside in Qichancha?”

“l have insufficient data to answer that question.”

The I njun paused for a nmonment, considering his next question. “Does the Oracle
ever grant audi ences to humans?”

“No. "

“Does the Oracle ever grant audi ences to nmenbers of alien races, other than the
Bl ue Devil s?”

“l have insufficient data to answer that question.”

“That neans you don't know of any such audi ences?”

“That is correct.”

“Has the Oracle |l eft Hades at any tinme during the past twelve years?”

“l have insufficient data to answer that question.”

“All right,” said the Injun. “Let's assume that she cane here twel ve or
thirteen years ago, and hasn't seen a nmenber of any race except the Blue Devils
since then. Do you possess any information to the contrary?”

“That is correct.”

“Are there any spaceports on Hades other than the one in Qui chancha?”

“No. "

The I njun anal yzed all the information he had been given, and suddenly snil ed.
“Then | know how I'm going to find her. | wonder if the Wistler is snart
enough to figure it out.”

The nmachi ne nade no reply.

“Are you denied all access to the spaceport conputer, or just to its security
functions?”

“l am deni ed access to all aspects of spaceport security.”

“What about shipping and receiving?”

“l do not understand the question.”

“Can you access cargo nanifests fromthe spaceport's shipping docks?”

“Yes, provided the nmanifests do not include itens associated with planetary
security.”

“This is alnost too sinple,” said the Injun. “Wat this enbassy needs is nore
killers and | ess bureaucrats.” He smiled again. “Conputer, access the manifests
of all goods received in the past two weeks.”

“Wrking ... accessed, with the stated exceptions.”

“Good. Now go through them and access a |list of all human foodstuffs that have
been inmported from Hades’ noons.”

“Wrking ... accessed.”

“Now elimnate all those itens that were ordered by the enmbassy or the four
hotel s that cater to hunans.”

“Wrking ... elimnated.”

“Now elimnate all those itens that were ordered by the three restaurants in
Qui chancha.”

“How many itens remai n?” asked the |njun.

“Four.”

“Were all four itens in the sane shipnent?”

“No. They were in two shipnments, spaced ten days apart.”

“To whom were they consi gned?”

“To Vrief Donp,” answered the conputer.

“Who or what is Vrief Donp?”

“A native of Al pha Crepello III.”

“A Bl ue Devil ?”
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“That is correct.”

“l knew she couldn't make a steady diet of that goddammed native neat!”
exclaimed the Injun triunphantly. “Conputer, can you show ne what Vrief Donp
| ooks |ike?”

“Yes.”

Si |l ence.

“Then do so, damm it!” said the Injun

A hol ograph of a Blue Devil replaced that of Chandler
“Shit!” muttered the Injun. “They all |ook alike to ne.
do you possess on hin®”

“Vrief Donp is enployed by the governnent of Al pha Crepello II1.”

“The planetary government, not the government of Quichancha?” interrupted the
I nj un.

“That is correct.”

“What are his duties?”

“Unknown. ”

“Where is his place of business?”

“The House of Rule.”

“The House of Rul e?” repeated the Injun, frowning. “Wat's that?”

" He paused. “Wat data

“The House of Rule is the conplex of buildings fromwhich A pha Crepello Il is
governed.”
The I njun considered this, then shook his head. “It's got to be craming with

security.” He paused. “You nust know sonething else about him Gve ne

everyt hing you have.”

“Once every ten days Vrief Donpb accepts a shipment of hunman foodstuffs at the
Qui chancha spaceport. That is the only information | possess about him?”
“Where does he take it?”

“Wbrking...” There was a |l engthy silence. “Unknown.”
“Do you know where he |ives?”

“No.

“Can you find out where he lives?”

“Wrking ... yes.”

“I's his residence in Qi chancha?”

“Yes.”

“What's the address?”

“Qui chancha has no addresses in human terns.”

“Can you pinpoint his residence on a map of the city?”

“Yes.”

The Injun waited patiently.

“Then do so, goddammit!”

The hol ograph of Vrief Donb was replaced by a three-di nensional grid of the
city, with a tiny flashing dot pinpointing the Blue Devil's living quarters.
“l want a hard copy of this.”

“Wrking ... done.”

“And | also want a hard copy of Vrief Donb's hol ograph. A two-di nensi ona
representation is acceptable.”

“Wrking ... done.”

“Where are they?” asked the Injun.

“My printer is in the large right-hand drawer of your desk. You will find the
hard copies there.”

“How far is the enbassy fromVrief Donmp's quarters?”

“Approxi mately 1173 neters.”

“ Appr oxi mat el y?”

“1173.239 neters, to be exact.”

“I's that in a straight line, or followi ng the streets?”

“A straight line.”

“How far is it via the streets?”

“The shortest route is approxinmately 4.2 kiloneters.”

“Very good, conputer. Make sure no one can access what we've just discussed.”
“You have already placed all your interactions with ne under a Priority
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Restriction.”

“l was just rem nding you.”

“l amincapabl e of forgetting.”

“Fine. Deactivate.”

The conputer went dead, and the Injun got to his feet and wal ked over to the
desk. He opened the right-hand drawer and pulled out his two hard copies. He
carefully folded the map and put it into a pocket of his tunic, then held up
the picture of Vrief Donp, his first tangible link to the Oracle.

“Gotcha, you son of a bitch!” he said.

If his head hadn't begun throbbing again, he night even have felt sorry for the
Bl ue Devi l .

The Injun waited for two days.
By that tine the pain had subsided, and he had nade discreet inquiries to nmake

sure that his five mllion credits was in the pipeline. 32 was still tracing
it, of course, but the Injun was confident that it would beconme nore and nore
difficult with every transaction until it was finally inpossible.

He had the conputer match the handful of incom ng hunans agai nst the enbassy's
list of anticipated arrivals, and wasn't surprised when they checked out. If
the Wiistler was half as good as he was supposed to be, it was going to take
nmore than an enbassy conputer to find him

Finally, when he felt well enough, he summpned Broussard to his quarters.

“How are you today, sir?” asked the young man, entering the rooma nonent

| at er.

“Much better.”

“I"'mglad to hear it.”

“Real | y?” asked the Injun with a smle. “If | were you, |I'd be heartbroken to
hear it. |'mabout to cut into your time with your doctor.”

“This is ny job, sir.”

“Well, it's tinme for me to get to work on ny job. Pull up a chair.”

Broussard wal ked to a corner of the room picked up a chair, and carried it
over to the bed.

“Now sit down and get confortable,” said the Injun

Broussard sat on the chair and grinned wyly. “WlIl, the sitting part is easy,
sir.”

“Who the hell furnished this place? You woul dn't think sonething this dul
woul d al so be unconfortable.”

“I"ve often wondered that nyself, sir,” admitted Broussard.

The I ndi an | ooked anused, and then his face becane serious. “So nuch for snmall
talk. We've got nore inportant things to discuss.”

“The Oracl e?” suggested Broussard.

“Yes.
“Before we speak further, perhaps we should go to a secure room”
“Not necessary,” said the Injun. “l ordered the conputer to let ne know the

i nstant anyone attenpts to nonitor us.” He tossed the nap to Broussard. “Take a
look at this and see if it nakes any sense to you.”

Broussard studied the map carefully for a nonent, then | ooked up.

“l take it that you want to reach the location that's been highlighted?”

“Ri ght.”

“On foot or by vehicle?”

“I"'mnot sure yet,” said the Injun

“By day or at night?”

“I't nmakes no difference.”

“Yes it does, sir.”

“Ch? \Wy?”

“Because the current tenperature is 57 degrees Celsius, and there's no way you
can wal k there and back without dehydrating and probably suffering heat
stroke,” answered Broussard. “You rmay be feeling better, but it's still only
been two days since you underwent mmjor surgery.”

“VWhat will the tenperature be tonight?” asked the I|njun.
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“Per haps 44 degrees Celsius, which is still form dable,” answered Broussard.
The Injun grimaced. “Then | guess we drive.” He paused. “Too damed bad. Your
vehicle is pretty easy to identify.”

“That's an area inhabited al nost exclusively by Blue Devils,” said Broussard.
“A human wal ki ng through it woul d be even nore conspi cuous.”

“Have you got a safe house anywhere around there?”

“l don't think so. W can ask the conputer.”

The 1 njun shook his head. “Don't bother,” he said. “l already asked. The
conputer's not aware of any. | just thought there m ght be things that you
didn't tell it.”

Broussard | ooked puzzl ed.

“Any conputer that can be built can be breached,” explained the Injun

“Not this one, sir.”

“l admre your confidence,” said the Injun dryly. “But |'ve got half a dozen
friends who could invade it in less than two hours.”

“l sincerely doubt that, sir,” replied Broussard firmy.

“I"'msure you do,” said the Injun, uninpressed. “lI'mnot here to argue the
point. | just want to know if there's a nearby safe house.”

“To the best of nmy know edge, we don't have one in Quichancha. | believe we
have four on the entire planet, all in other cities.” Broussard fidgeted

uneasily. “May | ask why you want to know?”

“There is every possibility that | amgoing to have to do sone very unpl easant
things to a Blue Devil,” answered the Injun. “1'd rather not have to do themin
a building that's filled with other Blue Devils. 1I'd nuch rather take himto a
secure location first.”

“I's nurder a possibility?”

“If he doesn't tell me what | want to know, it's an absolute certainty,” said
the Injun. He paused thoughtfully. “It probably will be anyway. | don't want
himreporting what | know or identifying ne to the Oracle, and | don't want him
around when the Whistler shows up.”

“The Whistler? Wo's that?”

“I"'mafraid that's restricted information.”

Broussard frowned. “You could cause sone problens for the enbassy, sir. If you
kill a Blue Devil—and | assune this one is in some way connected to the
Oracle—they're going to assune the enbassy ordered it, or at |east sanctioned
it.”

“Enbassi es exist to confront problens,” replied the Injun with no show of
concern. “They'll find a way.”

“l don't know, sir,” said Broussard doubtfully. “It would be extrenely
difficult to convince the Blue Devils that we didn't at |east have prior

know edge of the killing, and that inplies either consent or approval.” He
paused. “After all, | drive an enbassy vehicle, and as you pointed out before,

it will stand out in a residential area.”

“So get an unmarked vehicle.”

“I1'"d have to put through a request for funds, and even if ny request was
approved, there's still every likelihood that it could be traced to the
enbassy.”

“l don't nean to sound insensitive,” said the Injun, “but | really don't give a
damm how nuch trouble | cause the enbassy. My assignnment is nore inportant.”
“You don't understand, sir,” said Broussard. “Even if | agreed with you, that's
all the nore reason for not involving the enbassy. It will sinply put the
Oracle on the alert.”

“Just killing the Blue Devil will do that,” said the Injun. Suddenly a plan
began to take shape in his mnd. “Unless...”

He fell silent for a nonent, and Broussard waited patiently for himto

conti nue.

“I think 1'"ve got a way to protect both our asses,
“Yours and mne, sir?” asked Broussard, puzzl ed.
The 1 njun shook his head. “M ne and the enbassy's. Can you get your hands on
sone seed?”

he announced at | ast.
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“Seed, sir?”

“Al phanel | a seeds.”

“They're illegal on every planet in the Denocracy.”

“Allow me to point out to you that we're not in the Denpcracy.”
“They're illegal on Hades, too.”

“You haven't answered ny question,” noted the Injun. “Can you get sone seed?”
“It's possible,” said Broussard reluctantly.

“Wthin the enbassy?”

Broussard shook his head. “No. But there's a wonan in Red House...”

“User or seller?”

“A user.”

“Good,” said the Injun. “Confiscate half a dozen seeds.”

“What's the purpose of this, sir?” asked Broussard.

“Whet her they trace the killing to the enbassy or not, they're going to know
I"'mafter the Oracle the second | kill the Blue Devil.”

“What have the seeds got to do with anything?” persisted Broussard.

“I'f 1 take out nost of the residents of the building and | eave a coupl e of

hal f-chewed seeds on the premi ses, the enbassy could claimthat | was a hopped-
up chewer who' d gone on a binge and offer a reward for ne, giving out a phony

I D and hol ogram which will get themoff the hook while still giving me freedom
of nmovement, and in the neantine it might hide nmy real reason for being there,
at least tenporarily.” He paused. “I'd have to do it at night, and I'd have to

go there on foot. It wouldn't do to have an enbassy vehicle being seen
transporting a maniac to the scene of the crine.” The Injun frowned. “I"'I|
still need your help, though. | can't read or speak the | anguage, and |'ve got
to hit nmy Blue Devil's quarters first, before | kill the rest of them | don't
want himescaping if he hears any noise el sewhere in the building.”

Broussard consi dered what he had heard for a | ong nmonent, then shook his head.
“No chance, sir,” he said at last. “The enbassy will never be a party to this.
You' re speaki ng about blithely killing dozens of innocent beings sinply for the
sake of misdirecting the Oracle.”

The I njun shrugged. “They're just aliens.”

“The anbassador would point out that on this planet we're the aliens.”

“Spare nme his platitudes,” said the Injun. “The Denocracy's at war with the
Oracle, and in a war, sonetines civilians get hurt.”

“l don't know anything about the Oracle,” adnitted Broussard, “but | do know
that the Denobcracy's not at war with Hades, and your proposed actions could
precipitate one.” He paused. “lI know the way the bureaucracy works. They'l
kick it all the way up to Deluros VIII, and even if their transnmi ssions aren't
i ntercepted, your Blue Devil wll probably have died of old age or disease

bef ore they nake a decision.”

“Well, that's that,” said the Injun. “I can't do it without the enbassy's
complicity. I mght get ny hands on the seed, and | might find the Bl ue Devi
I"'mafter, and | might kill enough other Blue Devils to confuse the O acl e—but
if the enbassy won't support the cover story, I'll have both sides hunting for
my scalp with no place to hide.” He sighed deeply. “I guess we go to Plan B.”
“Just killing the one Blue Devil ?” asked Broussard.

“Yeah,” said the Injun. He frowned. “I hate to do it, though. Once he's dead,
there's no way the Oracle can nistake what's going on.” He paused, considering
the situation. “And if he doesn't talk,” he added, “I'mgoing to elimnate ny
only link to the Oacle.” He shook his head unhappily. “I just wish they didn't
all look so nmuch alike.”

“I'f you could follow him would you prefer it, sir?” asked Broussard.

“Much.” The Injun | ooked at Broussard. “Wy? Wat do you have in nind?”

“There may be a way, sir.”

“Yeah?” said the Injun. “If you can cone up with one, you've just nade ny life
a hell of a lot easier.”

“l don't think so, sir,” said Broussard seriously.

16.
Port Marrakech, Port Samarkand, and Port Maracai bo were all high in the night
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sky as the Injun energed fromthe unlit |andcar half a mle fromhis
destination.

“This is as close as | can go without attracting attention, sir,
Broussard apol ogetically. “I'Il wait here for you.”

The 1 njun nodded absently and tried to get his bearings. The suddenly-

br oadeni ng, suddenly-narrow ng, always-tw sting streets |ooked a |ot different
in person than they did on a map, and he already felt mldly disoriented.

He had a small |ithium powered flashlight in the pocket of his tunic, and his
first inclination was to pull out the map and doubl e-check his position, but
Men with maps weren't supposed to be here, and the light would only broadcast
hi s presence.

He had wanted to approach his destination via alleyways, but there weren't any.
Hi s next notion was to go underground and nake his way via the sewer system
but they had no map of it, and he didn't relish trying to find his way with no
maps and no | andnmarks. So, keeping as near to the irregular buildings as he
coul d, he began walking slowy and silently through the incredibly hot night.
The hum dity was nminimal, but between the heat, the effort he was expendi ng,
and the tension, both his skin and cl othes were soaked with perspiration before
he had travel ed nore than one hundred yards.

He was fast approaching a very sharp corner, and suddenly he could hear

voi ces—al i en voi ces—sonmewhere up ahead of him He turned and | ooked for the

| andcar, but it was lost in the shadows.

The voices grew clearer and | ouder, until he estinmated that they were no nore
than thirty yards fromthe corner. He decided to duck into the doorway of the
nearest building until they passed, then discovered that it didn't have a
doorway. He backtracked a few steps, found a small al cove between that buil ding
and the one he had just passed, and darted into it. Then he crouched down and
wai t ed.

Five Blue Devils suddenly cane into view as they turned the corner. One of them
had an extrenely high-pitched voice, but he couldn't discern any other

di fference anong them Four of themwore the triangles he had seen on his first
day in Quichancha, and all five wore what appeared to be stoles nmade of sone
metallic fibre wapped about their torsos.

As they reached a spot in the street opposite his hiding place, two of them got
into what seenmed to be an argunent, and suddenly all five stopped wal ki ng.

Voi ces grew strident, postures grew aggressive, and they renmi ned where they
were, gesticulating wildly.

The Injun felt his calves and thighs cranping up after a few m nutes. He was
horribly unconfortable, his |legs aching, his body pouring sweat, but he didn't
dare nove while the aliens were there. It would be bad enough to be seen
wal ki ng through this section of the city, but to be found skul ki ng woul d be
infinitely worse

Finally he could stand the pain no longer, and he carefully |eaned forward,
monentarily assuming the position of a runner in the starting bl ocks,
alternately stretching each | eg out behind him Wen he was through, he
carefully brought one | eg beneath himand noved to a kneeling position

The Blue Devils were still arguing, but a nonent |ater one of them nmade a
gesture that the Injun couldn't conprehend, and two of them stal ked off into
the darkness. The renmining three spoke anong thensel ves for another m nute and
then continued wal king in the direction they had been going.

The Injun waited for alnost three mnutes, |ong enough to nake sure that none
of themwere com ng back, and then carefully stood erect, stuck his head out,

| ooked in both directions, and quickly wal ked to the corner

As the map had shown, the street nade a 160-degree turn, al nost doubling back
on itself, and sinultaneously narrowed to a point where it was |less than ten
feet wide. The Injun felt very claustrophobic as he kept wal king and the street
kept narrowing. Wthin another fifty yards he had to wal k sideways, with his
back pressed against a wall, to pass between buildings on the opposite sides of
the alien street.

Then it broadened again, not slowy and gradually, but instantly, and in a

sai d
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single stride he went froma street so narrow that it seened like a corridor to
a thoroughfare so wide that he thought for a nonent that he had turned the
wong way and wound up in a public square.

There was no artificial illunmination, nor, with the three nbons overhead, was
any needed. It was al nost bright enough to read by the noonlight, and he
realized that he had al nbost three hundred yards to wal k before the street
narrowed again, three hundred yards in which there were no parked vehicles, no
| anpposts, no benches, no trash atom zers, nothing to hide behind, and he would
be the only living, mnoving thing.

He didn't |ike the odds of crossing those three hundred yards without being
seen, and he stopped, |ooking for sonme | ess exposed route. His first thought
was to go via the rooftops, but very few of the buildings were renotely simlar
in height and structure. The sewers were out, too: even if he had a map, which
he didn't, he couldn't spot a manhole and didn't know how to go about finding
an entrance to them

Finally he decided that there was no alternative to sinply wal king as quickly
and silently as he could, and this he proceeded to do, staying as close to the
buildings on the left side of the street as possible. Wen he had covered
slightly nore than half the distance, he saw a Blue Devil staring at himfroma
third or fourth-story w ndow.

Fighting the urge to run, he | ooked up, saluted, and continued wal ki ng. He
expected to hear outraged screans, or sirens, or approaching footsteps, or
sonet hi ng, but not hi ng happened, and in another ninety seconds he had turned
anot her corner and found himself on a street that, for a change, seened neither
too wi de nor too narrow.

He stepped into sone deep shadows as two nore Blue Devils cane into view, and
was prepared to wait, motionless, until they had passed him but instead they
entered a small building, and he began wal ki ng again. Then anot her pair of Bl ue
Devi | s began approachi ng, and he once again hid in the shadows until they had
wal ked by.

For sone reason this stretch of the street had nuch nore activity than he had
encountered thus far, but fortunately the buildings and shadows afforded him
instant hiding places. Four nore groups of Blue Devils and one single being
caused himto duck out of sight before he nade it the final two hundred yards
to his destination, but eventually he arrived at the building he sought.

And couldn't find a door

Whi spering a curse to hinself, he began circling the structure, |ooking for
sonme neans of ingress. He finally came upon a mscol ored section and | eaned
tentatively against it.

Not hi ng happened.

He pushed harder, with no results. Finally he stood back a few feet and waved a
hand, hoping that sone hi dden scanner might react to the notion. Still nothing.
He wal ked once nore around the building, and cane back to the m scol ored
section, convinced that it was the entrance. He stood a few feet away fromit,
trying to determine howto trigger the |ocking nechanism GCbviously it didn't
react to force, or to notion. He chanced shining his flashlight on it for a
second, just |long enough to nmake sure that there were no buttons, buzzer,
bells, or conputer |ocks.

Next he | ooked around the ground, hoping he m ght find sone nechani smthere,
but he couldn't see anything renotely pronising.

Vrief Dono lived on the third I evel. He | ooked up, wondering if he could scale
the building, and decided that he couldn't.

He spent another five minutes trying to figure out howto gain entrance to the
buil di ng, and couldn't cone up with an answer. At |ast he | eaned agai nst a wal
next to the m scolored portion, nentally exhausted—and al nost fell over
backward when a four-foot-w de section of the wall slid behind the niscol ored
part of the building.

He | ooked around quickly, before the wall slid back and plunged the interior of
the building into total darkness, and found a narrow staircase. He shone his
light on it just long enough to fix the height of each stair in his mnd, and
then slowy, carefully, began ascending. Fourteen stairs later he reached a
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|l anding, felt around for the railing, couldn't find one, flashed his |ight
again for an instant, and discovered that the stairwell ended on the second

| evel

Deci ding that he hated alien buildings even nore than he hated 32, he stood
still and tried to reason things out. As far as he could determ ne, there was
only one door to the building, the one he had inadvertently triggered. If that
was so, this was the only set of stairs |eading up fromthe ground fl oor
Therefore, everyone living on a higher level had to come to this point before
proceedi ng. Then what did they do?

He activated his flashlight again and exam ned the |anding nore carefully.
There were four doors, each nore fanm liar in shape than the one downstairs.
Three of them possessed various markings; the fourth was absolutely plain.
Realizing that it was just as likely that there was only one apartnent on this
| evel and three stairwells |eading up, he nonethel ess decided to try the
unmarked door. It slid up as he approached it, revealing another narrow
staircase, and he decided to keep his light on. After all, if someone was

com ng down while he was going up, having his light in his pocket wasn't going
to keep his presence secret for very long, anyway.

When he reached the next |andi ng—he was annoyed but not surprised to find that
it took thirty-one stairs to reach it—he cane to five doors, four marked and
one plain.

Now he pulled out the map once nore, turned it over, and | ooked at the synbols
Broussard had drawn on the back.

The teardrop signified the domicile of a conmunal or famly group of young Bl ue
Devils, old enough to | eave honme but still bound together by some social custom
that was beyond the conprehensi on of human psychol ogi sts. That elimnated the
door on the left; Vrief Donmo was a nature Blue Devil with a responsible
position in the governnent.

He shone his line on the next door: there were seven synbols he didn't

under stand, and one that Broussard had duplicated. It |ooked |like a broken
dagger, or perhaps a very twi sted cane. Broussard hadn't explained it, but had
said that it was the nost common synbol, and that for reasons that were too
esoteric to go into, it wouldn't be on the door he wanted.

That left the two right-hand doors. Each possessed the synbol that | ooked |ike
a crescent noon, the one that Broussard said would signify a governnent

enpl oyee.

The Injun was barely able to resist the urge to curse. Two governnent

enpl oyees! How the hell was he going to know which was the one he wanted? They
| ooked ali ke, sounded like, dressed alike—and if he chose the wong one, he'd
waste so nuch tinme before he discovered his error that the Wistler could w nd
up so far ahead of himthat he'd never catch up

Thi nk, Redskin, he told himself silently. Think

He studi ed both sets of synbols, trying to find sonmething, anything, that

mat ched the other synbols Broussard had said mght be on Vrief Donb's door
There weren't any.

Al right, he decided. Let's try it the other way around.

He had a list of eleven synbols that would definitely not be on the door of the
Bl ue Devil he wanted. He couldn't find any of themon the second door fromthe
right.

He turned his light on the right-hand door, carefully studying each synbol —and
then he found it: the off-balance trapezoid with two right angles that denoted
a menber of the military. Both Blue Devils worked for the governnent—but Vrief
Dono was a civil servant.

The Injun turned his attention to the second door fromthe right—rief Donp's
door. He had been prepared to spend hours decoding a conmputer |ock, but instead
all he found was a | arge keyhole, so large that he could insert his finger al
the way through it. It took himless than thirty seconds to spring the |atch,

and then he was inside the Blue Devil's quarters, his body tensed, |istening
for any sign that his quarry m ght be awake
He renmai ned absolutely still for alnost a mnute. Monlight filtered in through
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the single window, and his right eye gradually adjusted to the sem -darkness.
He hadn't wanted to renove the eyepatch fromhis prosthetic |eft eye, hadn't
wanted 32 to have any idea of what he was doing, but he needed his depth
perception, and he took the patch off and put it into a pocket.

He took a tentative step into the room then another, searching for the object
he sought. He carefully examined the furniture, both the functional pieces and
the totally inconprehensible ones, but he couldn't find it.

There were three doorways |leading fromthe room in addition to the one through
whi ch he had entered. The snell of spoiling nmeat wafted out fromthe doorway on
his right, and he knew that it nust be the kitchen. He quickly walked to it,
consi dered using his flashlight once he determined that the roomwas enpty, and
then decided that he'd have too nuch difficulty readjusting to the darkness
once he left the room

The kitchen was snall, filled with gadgets that he had never seen before, and
arranged in a way that nmade no sense whatsoever. A slab of neat lay on a
counter that had been constructed no nore than eighteen inches above the floor
Chairs faced the walls, spices were piled on the floor in a corner, there was
what seened to be a sink with seven spigots, and there was nothing that
renotely seened to resenble a stove or a refrigerator. A large hectagonal chart
was tacked on the wall at an odd angle; he studied it for a nonment, but
couldn't begin to guess whether it was a cal endar, a recipe, or sonething else.
Finally he returned to the roomthat he had originally entered, and tried to
figure out which of the other two doorways led to the sleeping Vrief Donb. He
paused, undecided, for alnost a minute. Then he heard a gurgle of water running
through a pipe off to his left, and inmedi ately wal ked t hrough the |eft-hand
door way.

He found hinmself in a large room and this time he had no choice but to use his
flashlight, as there were no wi ndows, and the roomwas set at such an angle
that none of the noonlight fromthe first roomreached it. Now that he could
see clearly, he took the eyepatch out of his pocket and put it back over his
left eye to prevent 32 fromnonitoring his actions.

The walls were made of a beautiful alien hardwood that was streaked with

vari ous shades of brown and gold, and had intricate designs carved on each
panel . The floor was covered by a hand-woven carpet; at first he thought the
fabric was netallic, but then he realized that it was a finely-spun silk. There
was a strong snell of chemicals in the air, and there were four |arge, hand-

pai nted ceram ¢ basins, each with drains at the bottom and gol d-pl ated pi pes
running into the walls. He couldn't tell which constituted a sink, which was a
commode, and whi ch served as a tub—and he had absolutely no idea what the
fourth basin was for—but there was no question in his mnd that he was in a

Bl ue Devil bathroom There were six fixtures on the walls, none of which seened
at all functional to him-all of which glistened with a plating that seenmed |ike
a dull chrone but on closer inspection proved to be a hand-rubbed all oy, not
unl i ke pewt er

You guys take your ablutions seriously, I'lIl give you that, he thought wyly.
There was a series of small porcel ain boxes stacked agai nst one of the walls,
and he knelt down, placed the flashlight in his teeth, and began opening them
one by one.

He found what he was looking for in the third box: a large triangle, the sane
type that he had seen so many of the Blue Devils wearing in the street.

He reached into another pocket and pulled out the small vial that Broussard had
supplied him opened it, and, using a clean cloth that had been supplied for
this purpose, noistened it and then carefully rubbed it on the surface of the
triangle. He waited a nmonent until it dried, then replaced the triangle in the
box, put the other two boxes back the way he had found them wal ked to the
doorway, and shut off the flashlight.

He waited alnmost two full minutes for his eyes to adjust to the filtered
nmoonl i ght, then, enornously relieved that he woul dn't have to enter the

sl eeping Blue Devil's bedroom carefully wal ked across the main room of the
apartnment and gently opened the door, pulling it shut behind him He reached
into the enornmous keyhol e and mani pul ated the | ock back into place.
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He had no difficulty finding his way back to ground | evel, and a nonent |ater
he was back in the street, darting from shadow to shadow, hugging the wall as
he reached the incredibly broad section, and then carefully squeezi ng between
building as the street narrowed to |l ess than a neter.

Broussard was waiting for him and he entered the vehicle with an enornous
feeling of relief.

“You did it?" asked Broussard.

“Yeah,” replied the Injun. “You'd just better be right about it.”

“I am” answered Broussard confidently. “There were microscopic particles of a
uni que uraniumisotope in that solution; sone of them have to have stuck to his
triangle. The radiation won't do himany | asting damage, but with the equi pnent
we' ve got back at the enbassy, we'll be able to trace hi manywhere he goes.” He
paused. “We'll just wait for himto pick up his next shipnent of hunman
foodstuffs at the spaceport and then follow himright to the Oacle.”

“Sounds good to nme,” said the Injun. “Now let's get the hell out of here.”
“Right,” said Broussard, speeding off down a crazily-tw sting street.

“Take it easy,” cautioned the Injun. “I didn't risk nmy life back there to die
in a goddammed traffic accident.”
“I"'msorry, sir. | guess I'ma little excited.” Broussard paused. “l would

think you'd be running on pure adrenaline right about now.”

“This was just the first step. The next one might be a little nore difficult.”
“Fol l owing the Blue Devil? No problemat all, sir.”

“The problem conmes when we're all through following him” said the Injun, and
suddenly his feelings of triunmph and exultation faded away as he wondered
exactly what he would do once he found hinself in the presence of the Oacle.
Parlor tricks like the one he had pulled off tonight certainly wouldn't foo
her, and he realized that it was tinme to begin considering exactly what woul d
| et himget close enough to her to acconplish his mission

Then, as he relaxed and felt the tension finally |eave his nuscles, an old
craving returned—and with it, the germof an plan.

17.
The 1 njun staked out the cargo area of the spaceport for four days with no
success.
On the fifth norning, Vrief Donp finally showed up.
“He's here, sir,” announced Broussard, pointing to a blinking indicator on the
control panel grid.
“Damed near tinme,” said the Injun, leaning forward fromthe | andcar's back
seat to look at the blinking light. “I was starting to think the Oracle had
gone on a hunger strike.”
“He's approaching the cargo dock.”

“How long will it take us to find out what he's picked up?”
“We're tied in to the enbassy conputer, and it in turnis nonitoring the
spaceport's cargo nmanifests. | think we shoul d have corroboration before he

| eaves the gate.”

“Just be ready to nove out fast,” said the Injun

Br oussard nodded wi thout replying, and concentrated on the panel

“Ckay,” he announced after another two minutes. “He's nmade his pickup, and he's
on his way out.”

“Follow him”

“The enbassy conputer hasn't verified that he's picked up foodstuffs yet. He
could be carrying al nost anything.”

“Fol | ow hi m anyway,” ordered the Injun. “If he | eaves the spaceport, there's no
need for us to stay here—and if he's got food for the Oracle, | don't want to

|l ose him” He paused. “Let himget a kil oneter ahead of us.”

“l don't dare, sir,” said Broussard. “The way these streets wi nd, that could
give hima ten-mnute lead.”

“So what ?”

“If the Oracle's not in the city, and he | eaves Qui chancha ten m nutes before
we do, he could get so far ahead of us that we |ose his signal.”
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“All right,” said the Injun. “But stay far enough behind so he doesn't spot us.
If he thinks he's being followed, he could |ead us all over the goddamed

pl anet, or right into a trap.”

“I'"'l'l do ny best, sir,” said Broussard, noving the car into the heavy spaceport
traffic and keeping a watchful eye on his panel. Another |ight blinked. “The
conputer just confirmed it!” announced Broussard excitedly. “He picked up human
food at the cargo dock.”

The 1 njun made no comrent, and Broussard began concentrating on his panel,
maki ng certain that he didn't |lose Vrief Donb's vehicle on the small grid.

The Blue Devil didn't seemto be in nmuch of a hurry. He passed through a
residential area, then turned to the south.

“He's going to see her right now,” said the Injun, as the city cane to a
surprisingly abrupt end and they suddenly found thensel ves the vast expanse of
red desert that had given the planet its nane.

“He coul d be going al nost anywhere,” responded Broussard, concentrating on the
narrow road that seened so out of place on the red sand.

The 1 njun shook his head. “He's going to see her,” he repeated.

“How do you know?”

“We know she doesn't live in the city, and we know that he's transporting food
to her.” The Injun paused. “l hope you've got nore fuel than he does. |'d hate
to think of |Iosing himout here—and even nore, | hate to think of roasting to
death in this goddamed | andcar. It nust be 60 degrees Cel sius outside.”

“I't's not a problem sir,” answered Broussard. “This vehicle has an auxiliary
power plant that utilizes solar batteries. The one place we won't get stranded
is the desert.”

“He's not going to stay in the desert for |ong.
“Ch?” said Broussard dubiously.

“If he was headed to the next city, it would have been nore practical to ship
the food via public transportation. His destination is somewhere up ahead, not
too far away—and it won't be in the desert, because any structure that was
built here would stand out like a sore thunb.” He pointed to sone |arge rock
out croppi ngs about sixteen kilonmeters to the southeast. “My guess is that he's
headi ng there.”

“I't nmakes sense when you say it that way, sir,
“But you think it's too pat?”

“Wel'l, frankly, yes.”

The Injun smled. “The sinpler sonmething is, the less can go wong with it.

That applies equally to machi nes and hi deouts.”

Broussard shrugged. “You're the expert.”

The I njun | eaned forward agai n, checked the blinking light on the grid, then
|laid a hand gently on Broussard's shoul der. “Conme to a stop.”

“But we'll lose him He's already eight or nine mles ahead of us.”

“Believe ne, he's going to stop at those rocks up ahead,” said the Injun. “But
we're starting to raise a cloud of dust fromall the sand that's blown onto the
road, and | don't want himto see it.”

“Al'l right,” said Broussard, reluctantly slowing the vehicle to a dead stop
“Pull off the road.”

Broussard shook his head. “I don't dare, sir. W'll sink into the sand.”

“It's that soft?”

“And that deep,”

“l wonder how they ever managed to keep the road itself from sinking?” asked
the I njun, curious.

“Beats the hell out of me, sir.” Broussard pulled out a pair of small Antarrean
cigars and offered one to the Injun. “Care for a snoke, sir?”

adm tted Broussard. “But...”

“Filthy habit.”

“Wuld you rather | didn't snoke?” asked Broussard.

The I njun shrugged. “Suit yourself. | figure everyone's allowed at |east one
weakness.”

Broussard stared at the cigars for a | ong nonent, then sighed and replaced them
in his tunic.
“How |l ong do you intend to remain here, sir?”
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“How far ahead of us is he now?”

Broussard checked the grid. “About twelve kiloneters.”

“l suppose we mght as well get going again,” said the Injun as the last of the
dust cloud dissipated. “If we start raising too nuch dust, stop. Even if we

| ose himon the screen, we'll catch up with himat the rocks up ahead.”

The vehi cl e began noving forward, and when they were within six kiloneters of
the rocky outcroppi ngs, Broussard announced that Vrief Donmp's vehicle had

st opped.

“It's somewhere in that field of rocks, as you said, sir.”

“There's gotta be some buildings hidden in there,” said the Injun. “Is that
grid of yours good enough to tell us which one he enters?”

“No problem” answered Broussard. “I can pinpoint his |ocation whenever you
want . ”

The I ndian considered this, then shook his head. “Not good enough. If this is
her headquarters, there could be half a dozen structures, and Dono coul d have
business in three or four of them | need to know where he drops off the food.”
He paused. “Does the road run through the rocks, or around then?”

“Around them”

“Can you tell if there's nore than one building in the rocks?”

“To be honest, sir, | didn't know there were any buildings there.”

The I njun sighed. “Too bad. | guess we do it the hard way.”

“The hard way?”

“Get ne as close to the rocks as you can and let me off. |I've got to find out
if there's nore than one building, and if there is, | have to figure out which

one the Oacle is in.”

“That won't be as hard as you think, sir,” said Broussard. “The grid detaches
fromthe control panel. You can take it with you.”

“I"'mgoing to carry that thing over uneven terrain in this unholy heat without
bei ng spotted by the best-protected person on the planet, and you don't think
it'll be hard?” said the Injun wyly.

“I merely neant that-—=

“Never mnd, never mnd,” said the Injun. “Just get ne to the edge of the
rocks.”

“It's about three kiloneters fromone end to the other,” said Broussard as they

approached the outcroppings. “Then the desert starts again. Shall | wait for
you here or on the far side?”
“Right here. | don't think we've been spotted yet. Wy take any chances?”

“Actually, sir,” said Broussard thoughtfully, “lI suppose it doesn't really
matter where | wait for you. If the Oracle's got the gift of precognition, as
nost menbers of the enbassy seemto believe, then she knows you're here to
term nate her.”

“No she doesn't,” said the Injun confidently.

Broussard frowned. “But—=

“She can't foresee what was never going to happen, and | have no intention of
confronting her today. | just want to know where to find her.” He stared at
Broussard. “You | ook unconvinced.”

“Whet her you confront her today or tonorrow or next week, the end result is the
sanme: you nean to do her harmat sone point in the future. So why wouldn't she
di spose of you right now, before you can threaten her?”

“There has to be a limt to her powers,” answered the Injun. “The fact that I'm
still alive means we're still beyond it.”

“She might sinply be waiting for you to approach on foot,” suggested Broussard.
“She mght be,” agreed the Injun. “But | don't think so. If planning to kil

her was enough to elicit a response fromher, she could have killed me, or had
me killed, half a dozen tinmes since | landed. | have a feeling that she either
can't foresee anything but an i medi ate physical threat to her, or else she's
so secure in her powers that she's not concerned until she's threatened. Either
way,” he concluded with a wy smile, “lI've got to find out exactly where she is
before | can threaten her.”

“How do you even approach sonmeone who can see the future?”
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The Injun smled. “Wen the tine cones, you'll be the first to know "

“You seemawful ly sure of yourself, sir,” said Broussard.

“This is ny business, and |'m damed good at it.” The Injun glanced out the

wi ndow. “Start slowi ng down, then stop behind that big rock that's com ng up on
the right.”

Broussard did as he was instructed.

“CGood,” said the Injun, detaching the grid, opening the door, and wi ncing as he
stepped out into the oppressive heat. He took a few tentative steps along the
side of the road, then turned back to Broussard. “The ground's a | ot harder
here. Pull off the road and nove al ongside the rock. |If anyone el se cones
along, they'll pass right by and never know you were here.”

Broussard nodded and edged the vehicle off the road, and the I|njun began
climbing to the top of a rocky outcropping. He couldn't see anything out of the
ordi nary, but he checked the grid and found that Donp's position had not
changed appreciably in the past few nminutes, which inplied there had to be
sonet hi ng hi dden back there anong the rocks and boul ders.

He had gone alnpbst half a mle, keeping well off the road and hiding anong t he
myri ad outcroppings, when he finally saw the first building. It resenbled

not hing nore than a purple glass pyranid sone twenty feet on a side, and he was
nmore annoyed than surprised to note that it possessed neither wi ndows nor a

di scernabl e door. He | ooked at the grid again, and found that he was still half
a mle away from Vrief Dono.

He continued his slow, cautious approach, and finally he cane to it. He didn't
have to check the grid or search for Donp's vehicle to know he had reached his
goal . Nestled in a small depression beneath a huge outcroppi ng was a

bui | di ng—pal ace woul d have described it better, as would fortress, except that
both words seemed somehow i nadequat e—that covered the equival ent of a

Qui chancha city bl ock

The structure was irregular and many-sided. Walls rose to enornous hei ghts and
then angl ed back down for no apparent reason. The roof was a hodgepodge of
colored quartz and a shining netal that seemed to shimmer with all the colors
of the spectrum A private road, covered by sone incredibly hard plastic that
showed no sign of nelting in the heat, led up to a huge triangular door that he
assuned was a garage for nunerous vehicles. Here and there were artifacts that

| ooked |i ke fountains, but none of them seened to have any water, and he had no
i dea what function they fulfill ed.

The buil ding was beautifully canoufl aged: between the rocks and the depression,
there was no way to spot it fromoverhead, and a huge row of boul ders had been
positioned in such a way as to shield it fromthe view of passing vehicles.
Only in one location could a driver turn off the road and slip his |andcar

bet ween two of the boulders and then onto the plastic surface.

Hal f a dozen Blue Devils were walking in intricate individual patterns around
the grounds. They didn't seemto be carrying any weapons, and the Injun
couldn't tell if they were guards, residents of the huge building, or were
simply carrying out sone duty so alien that he couldn't begin to conprehend it.
The grid was going wild, and, afraid that it might start beeping as well as
blinking, he quickly deactivated it. He was still wearing his eyepatch; he

want ed very badly to renove it, to get a nore thorough view of the building and
its surroundi ngs, but he was afraid that 32 would record the image and bring in
sone expert to identify the rock formations at this particular point, and he
hadn't gone to all the trouble of finding the Oracle's hideout just to
broadcast it to 32 and his whol e departnent.

He squatted down in the shadow of a | arge overhang and spent the next ten

m nut es studying the | ayout, and taking hol ographs with the tiny canera he had
brought along for the purpose. Wen he finally felt hinself beginning to
dehydrate fromthe heat, he carefully retreated, still staying well clear of
the road, until he cane to the spot where Broussard had hi dden the vehicle.
“CGod, it's hot out there!” he panted, |eaning back and luxuriating in the
conditioned air of the vehicle.

“People weren't built to live in this kind of heat,” agreed Broussard.
“Sometimes | think even the Blue Devils | ook unconfortable in this weather.” He
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paused. “Did you find her?”

“I think so.”

“You think so?” repeated Broussard.

“l didn't see her,” answered the Injun, “but I'lIl be awmfully surprised if she's
not there.”

“Didyou find a way in?”

“I"'mworking on it.”

“What now?”

The I njun | eaned back confortably, clasped his hands behind his head, and shut
his eyes.

“Now we go back to Quichancha and wait.”

“Wait for what?” asked Broussard.

“For any nunber of things,” said the Injun serenely. “For certain funds to be
transferred. For the Wiistler to show up. For the Oracle to nake anot her

m st ake.”

“Anot her mi st ake?”

The 1 njun nodded. “She should have killed me this afternoon. I was unarned and
on foot, and | couldn't have run fifty yards in that heat.” He paused. “She has
her limtations. She can't see far enough ahead to know that the next tine |
come back I'mgoing to kill her.”

“l still don't see how you plan to do it, sir,” said Broussard, putting the
vehicle in notion and starting to head back toward Qui chancha.

The Injun smled tranquilly. “Neither does she.”

“But you do have a plan?”

“Absol utely.”

“Wuld you care to share it with me?”

“You'll know it when the tine cones,” answered the Injun.
“I'f I knowit, won't the Oracle know it too?”

“Very likely.”

“Then she'll be able to prevent it.”

The 1 njun shook his head. “Knowing it won't do her the least bit of good.”
“l don't understand, sir,” said Broussard.

“Neither will she,” said the Injun, smling again. “l alnost feel sorry for
her.”
Part 3:
THE JADE QUEEN S BOOK
18.

Chandl er remained in his roonm ng house for three days followi ng the attenpts on
his life, leaving only to have di nner each night at the Wl fman's restaurant.
He considered neeting with sonme of the Surgeon's forner clientele and going
through the notions of soliciting business, but decided against it. After all
both the Oracle and the Denbcracy had tried to kill him there didn't seemto
be any reason to try to maintain his cover

On the fourth night, as he entered the restaurant acconpanied by G n, who had
resuned his duties though his injured shoul der was still heavily-bandaged, the
Wl f man spotted himand i nmedi ately approached him

“Fol l ow e, please,” he said, leading themto a small circular roomat the back
of the restaurant, where Lord Lucifer sat at a hexagonal table.

“Good evening, M. Chandler,” said Lord Lucifer

“Good evening,” replied Chandl er, |ooking around the roomas G n seated hinself
at the table. Finally he took a small device out of his pocket and pressed it

against a wall, where it renmai ned when he took his hand away.
“What's that?” asked the Wl fman.
“An anti-eavesdroppi ng device,” answered Chandler. “It'l|l scranble any signals

that might |eave this room”

“You're a very careful man, M. Chandler,” said Lord Lucifer

“That's how | stay alive.”

“Can | bring you anything, Wistler?” asked the Wl frman. “I just got in a
shi pnent of Cygni an cognac.”
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“Later.”
“Di nner, perhaps?”
“We'll let you know.”

The Wl f man shrugged and went back into the restaurant while Chandl er seated
hinmsel f at the table and waited for Gn and Lord Lucifer to do the sane.
“Wel | ?” said Chandler, facing the dapper crininal

“Finding a way to snuggle you onto Hades is proving to be nore difficult than |
thought,” replied Lord Lucifer. “Since Boma's death the Blue Devils have taken
additional security measures on their shuttle flights. It can be done, of
course, but it will take a lot nmore tine and planning than | had anticipated.”
He paused and sniled. “She's definitely not very anxious to see you in the
flesh, M. Chandler.”

“If she's everything she's supposed to be, | don't inagine she's |osing any

sl eep over the prospect,” replied Chandler. “This is probably the Blue Devils’
i dea.” He stopped speaking, struck by a sudden thought.

“What is it, M. Chandler?” asked Lord Lucifer, staring at himintently.

“Consi der what | just said,” answered Chandler. “There's no reason why a woman
who can foresee the future should be worried about nme trying to kill her
Therefore, this has to be the Blue Devils’ idea.” He stared at Lord Lucifer
“What does that inply to you?”

“That they don't want you to reach her.”

“Cf course they don't,” said Chandler inpatiently. “But why not? They know the
extent of her power—t's what's kept them out of the Denobcracy-so why shoul d
this worry then®”

“l seel” said Lord Lucifer, suddenly grinning.

“Well, | don't see a dammed thing,” interjected Gn. “Wuld soneone pl ease tel
me what you two think you know?”

Chandl er turned to the driver. “1've been hired to bring her out, and to kil
her only as a last resort. | haven't figured out howto kill her yet, and they
have no reason to think she can be killed. What does that inply to you?”

G n shrugged. “I don't know,” he said, confused. “What should it inply?”

“That they're afraid she'll |eave voluntarily with M. Chandler,” said Lord
Lucifer.

“I've been operating on the assunption that she's renai ned on Hades by choice,”
added Chandl er. “But what if that assunption was false?”

“You've told nme about her,” said Gn. “How could they hold soneone with her
power s agai nst her wll?”

“You |l ock her in an electrified cell, surround it with a force field, and | eave
two guards on duty, and all the foresight in the world isn't going to do her a
bit of good,” said Chandler. “If every possible future has her incarcerated
against her will, then that's where she'll stay.”

“I't still doesn't nmake sense,” protested Gn. “If she can see the future, why
woul d she | et herself be locked up to begin with?”

Chandl er shrugged. “Who knows? She was only eight years ol d when she cane to
Hades. Maybe her powers weren't that well devel oped then. She arrived with an
alien called the Mock Turtl e—saybe he betrayed her. Maybe she sinply didn't
under stand what they intended to do with her.” He paused. “Or naybe they were
all bosom buddies until the day she decided to | eave, and they realized that

wi t hout her they were going to be assinilated into the Denocracy.”

“Or nmaybe you're dead wong,” said G n, unconvinced.

“Maybe,” said Chandler. “But |lets assune for the sake of argument that |I'm
right.” He paused again. “It would al so explain why the Denpcracy wants mne
dead. If they think there's a chance she'll cone out with ne, they'll just have
to go to the trouble of tracking her down again, and | gather she wasn't an
easy lady to find.” He paused. “Look at it fromtheir point of view the Blue
Devils aren't nmuch of a mlitary threat, and they haven't nade any mmj or
alliances with the Denocracy's enemies. If they can't kill her, this is
probably as safe a place to keep her as any. |If she | eaves, she could go to the
Canphor Twins or Lodin Xl or sone other world that can nake war on the
Denocracy.”

“I still think you' re naking a mstake,” said G n adanantly.
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“Prove it.”

“Easy,” said the driver. “If she wants you to rescue her, why did she send the
Blue Devil to kill you?”

“She didn't. That was his idea—his or his governnent's.”

“Then how did he know who you were and where to find you?”

“A very good point,” said Lord Lucifer. He turned to Chandl er. “Have you an
answer ?”

“There are no answers when we're dealing with such mnimal information, just
suppositions,” said Chandler. “But suppose she could foresee that Bonma coul dn't
kill me, that I'd spot the glass in the food—and suppose further that she knew
it would lead me to the very conclusion |'ve just reached.” He paused.
“Wuldn't that be the best way she had of telling ne that she was willing to

| eave?”

“That's a |l ot of supposing,” said Gn dubiously. “I sure wouldn't risk ny life
onit.”

“l don't plan torisk ny life onit, either,” answered Chandler. “Not yet,
anyway.” He fell silent for a nonent, collecting his thought. “Still, 1've got
a gut feeling that I"'mright. | think a new course of action is called for.”
“What did you have in mnd, M. Chandl er?” asked Lord Lucifer

“Well, we seemto be in agreenent that | can't go to Hades right now, not if

they're searching every shuttle.”
“Then what do you plan to do?”

“I would think the answer was obvious,” answered Chandler. “If | can't go in
after her, the only alternative is to get her to cone to ne.”
“She' Il never cone up here,” said Lord Lucifer. “If she wants to |leave with

you, the Blue Devils will never let her. And if you're wong and she wants you
dead, she's got enough agents on Port Marrakech to do the job for her.”
“l have no intention of renmining on Port Marrakech,” said Chandler. “The Bl ue

Devils know who I am and the Denocracy is also trying to kill nme.”
“Then | still don't understand what you're going to do,” said Lord Lucifer,
f r owni ng.

“There are two ot her nmoons. Wiich one has the nost Blue Devils on it?”
“Port Maracai bo,” offered Gn. “Port Samarkand is nostly farns and processing

pl ants.”
“Then the Whistler is going to be captured by that faned opportunist, Lord
Lucifer, who will incarcerate himin the tunnels beneath the Plati num Quarter

until sonmeone pays a ransom of, oh, not to price nyself too cheaply, ten
mllion credits.” Chandler sniled. “No one will pay it, of course. The
Denocracy wants me out of the way, the Blue Devils want nme out of the way, and
the Iceman isn't about to dip into his own pocket to rescue ne.” He paused.
“And tonorrow, a nan with a fresh and totally untraceable identity will show up

on Port Maracaibo. He'll dwell in total obscurity, shunning the spotlight there
every bit as nmuch as the Wistler sought it on Port Marrakech, and before a
mont h has gone by he'll have wought such havoc anbng the Oracle's agents that
the Blue Devils thenselves will insist that she take a hand in finding and
capturing him?”

“You really think they'll send her to Port Maracaibo to find you?” asked Lord
Luci fer.

“They're not going to be willing tolive in a state of terror forever,” replied
Chandler, “and they're certainly not going to declare war agai nst the noons and
gi ve the Denopcracy any cause for nmoving in to protect its human popul ati on
Sooner or later they're going to decide that their best bet is to send the
Oracle to Port Maracaibo to save them”

“And if they decide she's too valuable to risk |osing?” persisted Lord Lucifer
“Then,” answered Chandler wyly, “l've still got four nonths to think of

sonet hing el se.”

“l don't nean to be insulting, M. Chandler, but that's a pretty feeble
answer.”

“I't was facetious,” admtted Chandler. “Actually, if | can't draw her up to
Port Maracai bo, | think my chances of getting her out may actually be
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enhanced.”

“You lost nme again,” said Gn.

“I"'mafraid | don't quite follow you, either,” added Lord Lucifer

“I'f she's totally conmitted to the Blue Devils, she'll come after ne the
instant | start putting pressure on them She probably considers herself

i nvul nerable, so fromher point of viewthere's no risk involved; it's just a
matter of tending to security. And if she actually wants to | eave Hades and
they let her conme anyway, then they feel they can control her, and |'ve
overestimated her power.” He paused. “But if they're afraid to let her cone to
Port Maracai bo, then her power is every bit as awesone as |'ve been led to
believe it is and they don't dare risk giving her any freedom of action at all
If that's the case, all | have to do is figure out a way to open one door for
her and she'll do the rest.”

Lord Lucifer sniled. “You nmake it sound a lot sinpler than | think it wll
prove to be.”

“Wel'l, if it was easy, soneone woul d have gotten to her before now,” admitted
Chandl er. He paused. “I don't know about anyone else, but | think |I'mready for
that cognac.”

“Sounds good to ne,” agreed G n.

Chandl er turned to the driver. “Wy don't you go and tell the Wl frman to bring
it in?”

“Sure thing, Wiistler,” said Gn. He got up fromthe table and |l eft the room
“Find out everything you can about him” said Chandler, |owering his voice.
“About G n?" repeated Lord Lucifer. “He's been around for years.”

“Do it anyway.”

“Do you have some reason to suspect he might be in the enploy of the Oracle?”

“I'f she's got any humans working for her, I'mnot aware of it.”

“Neither aml,” admitted Lord Lucifer. He frowned. “Then why are you suspici ous
of hinP”

“The Oracle's not the only one trying to kill ne, renmenber?”

“But G n was alnmost killed by a Denocracy assassin,” protested Lord Lucifer
“And he spent two days in the hospital with a shoul der burn,” responded

Chandl er. “He shoul d have been out on the street the next norning. They knew he
was my driver; they nmay have gotten to himwhile he was being patched up. If
they did, I want to know who he reports to.”

“I'"l'l take care of it,” prom sed Lord Lucifer. He paused thoughtfully. “Still,
I think your fears are groundl ess. Look at himthe man practically worships
you.”

“I'f 1 recall ny theol ogy, Judas practically worshi pped Jesus, too,” answered
Chandl er wyly.

“Duly noted,” said Lord Lucifer. “By the way, it occurs to nme that you could
use a contact on Port Maracaibo.”

“You have one in nind, no doubt?” suggested Chandl er

“The very best,” answered Lord Lucifer. “But | see Gnis returning with our
cognhac, so perhaps we'd best discuss it later.”

“Ri ght,” agreed Chandl er

“Cood stuff,” said Gn, entering the roomwith a bottle and three glasses on a
tray. “lI had a little taste out there, just to make sure it was as
represented.” He filled the glasses and passed them around.

“Let me propose a toast, M. Chandler.”

“Be ny guest.”

“To the Oracle,” said Lord Lucifer. “She has certainly nmade our |ives nore
interesting.”

“I'"lI'l drink to that,” said Chandler, raising his glass to his lips. “Let's just
hope she hasn't al so nade them briefer.”

19.
There were major differences between Port Maracai bo and Port Marrakech,
al t hough they had been terraformed by the sanme team and possessed al nost
i dentical atnobspheres, gravities, and clinates.
The structures on Port Maracai bo were | ess exotic, nore rectangular, |ess
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formal, nore closely clustered in the residential areas. The city, which |ike
its counterpart on Port Marrakech bore the nane of the noon-had been carefully
pl anned: its streets were laid out in a grid, its commercial center had
clearly-defined borders, and a series of public coaches, powered by
superconductivity, skinmed a few i nches above the streets between the city
center and the outlying areas.

Chandl er sat in a coach, studying a map of the city he had picked up while
passing through custons. Fromtinme to tinme he | ooked up to nmake sure that no
one was watching him but he didn't seriously expect that he was being

foll owed. Before | eaving Port Marrakech he had died his auburn hair a dark
brown, put brown-tinted contact lenses into his eyes, and had left all his
weaponry on Port Marrakech. His new features perfectly natched the passport
that Lord Lucifer had supplied him and he hadn't set off any alarns while
goi ng through spaceport security. He was just a down-on-his-luck traveler,
hoping to find work on the farthest of Hades’ three nobons.

Hi s new nane was Preston Grange, and Lord Lucifer had even arranged to give him
a history that included four arrests and a pair of convictions for mnor
crinmes. He probably couldn't stand the kind of scrutiny he would receive if he
were arrested, but then, if he were arrested he had nore pressing problens to
worry about anyway.

The address Lord Luficer had given himwas on Cl eopatra Street. He hunted it up
on the map, realized that he had to change coaches in order to reach it, and
wal ked to a door. An el ectronic sensor picked up the heat from his body,
relayed it to the coach's brain, and the coach cane to a stop at the next
corner.

Chandl er stepped out, |ooked for a public transit sign on the next cross
street, and stood in front of it. A nonent |ater he was in another coach, and a
few mi nutes after that he was standing on C eopatra Street. He checked a numnber
and began wal ki ng toward the address he had been given

The area quickly turned shabby and a bit rundown: bars, nightclubs and drug
dens lined the street, and brightly-dressed nen and wonen |ingered in doorways,
sonme beckoni ng, sone engaged in whi spered conversations, sonme nerely staring
out at the street in conplete boredom

Finally he cane to nunber 719, a snall, unobtrusive building stuck between an
all -night restaurant and a sl eazy nightclub prom sing acts that would shock any
race in the gal axy, bar none.

He opened the door and found hinself in a small octagonal foyer with no other
doors. There was a small device on one wall, about five feet above the floor,
and a recorded, slightly mechanical voice instructed himto peer into it. He
did as he was told, and was soon staring at a hol ogram of a stunningly

beauti ful blonde worman doi ng a sensuous dance. The hol ogram vani shed after
thirty seconds, and the voice informed himthat his retinagram had been taken,
anal yzed and cl ear ed.

“Pl ease step forward,” said the voice

Chandl er approached the wall, which slid aside to |let himpass through, then
moved back into place

He followed a narrow corridor and energed into a |uxurious parlor, filled with
pl ush furnishings, erotic paintings and hol ograns, and even a bronze scul pture
of the sane wonman who had appeared in the little holo he had seen in the foyer
The roomwas filled with wonen in various states of undress, including a pair
who were totally nude. There were four nen present—a huge, well-nuscled
bouncer, and three well-dressed nmen who were obviously clients.

A seductivel y-cl ad woman det ached herself froma group of simlarly-dressed
young wonen and approached Chandl er

“Wel cone to The Wonb, the finest brothel on the three noons,” she said. “My |
hel p you?”

“I"'m1looking for the Jade Queen,” replied Chandl er

“I's she expecting you?”

“l believe so.”

“And your name is...?"
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He stared at her. “Just tell her that Lord Lucifer sent ne.”

“Wn't you make yourself confortable?” said the wonman. “l'Il|l be back shortly.”
She |l eft the room and Chandler idly inspected sone of the erotic artwork that
hung on the walls. She returned a nonent |ater

“Fol | ow e, please,” she said

Chandl er fell into step behind her as she led himinto an airlift, ascended two
| evel s, wal ked down a narrow corridor, then stopped when she cane to the very

| ast door.

“She's in there.”

“Thanks.”

“Perhaps I'll see you |ater?” suggested the wonan.

“l doubt it.”

She shrugged and wal ked away, and Chandler turned to face the door. He heard
the whirring of a holo canera, and felt the brief, always slightly unpl easant
sensation of having his retina scanned, and then the door receded and he
entered a huge octagonal chanber, furnished with artwork and exotic artifacts
fromnmore than a dozen worlds. The carpet rippled with a life of its ow, and a
gol den | oveseat designed for beings that bore no resenblance to humanity
hovered i nches above the ground off to his left. Dominating the roomwas a huge
wi ndow t hat | ooked out upon sights nore far nore alien and savage than the
jungles of The Frenchman's Wrld; Chandl er |ooked for the holo projector that
was casting the incredibly real inmages, but couldn't spot it.

Seat ed behind a | arge desk that all owed her to observe both the door and the
wi ndow was a woran, no |onger youthful but not quite niddle-aged, carrying a
few pounds nore than she should have, but carrying themwell. She wore a jade
neckl ace and a pair of rings with matching stones, and a golden outfit trimed
with the delicate feathers of sone alien bird. Her eyes were | arge, green, and
rather wi de-set; her nose small and straight; her lips thin and painted an

i ridescent orange. Her hair was brown, but streaked with shades of gold and
red, carefully coiffed and piled high atop her head.

“What can | do for you, M...?” she said in a voice that was just a little
lower and a little deeper than he had expected.

“Grange,” he replied. “Preston Grange.”

“That idiot!” she snapped contenptuously.

“l beg your pardon?”

“He's sent three Preston Granges to Port Maracai bo in the past four years. How
| ong does he think he can keep getting away with it?”

“Serves nme right for trusting anyone else,” said Chandler. “I'Il change it
tonorrow.’

“Just out of curiosity, what is your nane?” she asked.

“Chandl er.”

“Do sone people call you the Whistler?”

“Fromtime to tine.”

She nodded, as if to herself. “lI thought it was you. Your fame precedes you,
M. Chandler.”

“So, it would appear, does ny alias,” he added wyly.

“No problem” she said. “You'll have a new identity before you | eave ny

of fice.” She paused, then indicated a chair facing the desk. “Have a seat.” He
did as she bade him “Can | get you sonething to drink?”

“No, thanks.”

“Somet hi ng to nake you happier, perhaps, or nentally sharper?”

He shook his head.

She shrugged. “As you wish,” she said, walking to the cabi net and hel pi ng
herself to a pair of small round pills. She stood perfectly still for a nonent,
as if waiting for the effect, whatever it was, to begin, then sat down opposite
hi m

“Wite down the nane you want to use so that there won't be any discrepancy in
the way it's spelled. 1I'll need your signature for the |ID docunents, anyway.”
“Have you got a piece of paper?” he asked, withdrawing a pen froma pocket of
his tunic.

She opened the top drawer of her desk and handed hi m a nonogranmed sheet of
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stationary.

“Al'l right,” said Chandler, scribbling on the paper. “This is it.”

She took the sheet back fromhimand studied it. “Julio Juan Javier?”

Chandler smiled. “It's so alliterative that no one will ever believe it's not a
real nane given by a doting nother with terrible taste. No one would use a nane
like that as a cover.”

She shrugged. “All right. You'll be Javier by tonmorrow norning.” She paused for
a nmonent. “I'Il start calling you that right now | don't want to get in the
habit of calling you Chandler or Wiistler and having it slip out at an

i nopportune tine.”

“And what do | call you?” asked Chandl er

“My professional nane is the Jade Queen. You may call nme Jade.”

“May | assune that you own this place, Jade?”

“l own every building and business for two bl ocks in each direction,” she
answered bluntly.

“I'"'minpressed,” said Chandl er

“You shoul d be.”

“What's your connection to Lord Lucifer?”

“Since he sent you here, there's no sense hiding it fromyou,” she replied. “I
suppose you could say that he's ny counterpart on Port Marrakech. Each of us
has created an enpire by preying upon the foolish, the gullible and the
greedy.” She paused. “H s hol dings do not extend to Port Maracai bo, and nmine do
not extend to Port Marrakech. But,” she added, “each of us would like to
establish a foothold on Hades itself, so it is in our best interest to help you
in any way we can.”

“Good,” said Chandler. “I'Il take all the help | can get.”

“Fromwhat | hear, you'll need plenty,” said Jade. “Does anyone el se know

you' re here?”

“Just ny driver, a man naned G n. He's back on Port Marrakech, under Lord
Lucifer's watchful eye.”

“Have you sone reason to be suspicious of hinP” she asked.

“No. "
“Then why—=2~"

“l just don't have a very trusting nature.”

She nodded her approval. “You'll live a lot |onger that way.” She paused.

“You're sure he's the only person other than Lord Lucifer who knows you're

her e?”

“Except for you.”

“How |l ong do you plan to stay here?”

“I"'mnot sure yet,” answered Chandler. “Possibly a nonth, hopefully much |less.”
“Well, if you want ne to help you while you're on Port Maracai bo, perhaps you'd
better tell nme what you'll be doing here.”

“You m ght be better off not knowi ng,” he suggested. “Once | tell you, you're

| egal ly cul pable.”

“M. Javier,” said Jade, “I own half the officials on this moon, and | rent the
other half. If you want ny help, you're going to have to tell me what you
intend to do. Otherwi se, we can't do business.”

Chandl er paused for a nonent, then nodded his acqui escence. “All right,” he

replied. “I've cone to Port Maracaibo to kill Blue Devils.”

“If you hate Blue Devils, there were plenty of themon Port Marrakech.”
“I wasn't interested in killing those Blue Devils.”

“So | gather,” she said. “Wiy do you want to kill these particul ar Bl ue
Devi | s?”

“l hope to elicit a response.”

“l don't understand,” said Jade. “What kind of response—hatred? Fear? Panic?”
“All three.”

“That's no answer. Wiy is it inportant that the Blue Devils on Port Maracaibo
shoul d feel fear or panic?”

“Because if they do, | hope they will make an attenpt to prevent what |'m
doing.”
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She stared at himfor a nonment. “You think they'll sumon the OGracle to cone to
Port Maracai bo and hunt you down, don't you?”

“That's right.”

“That may not be the brightest idea you' ve ever had,” said Jade. “She's
supposed to be virtually invul nerable. How do you propose to kill her?”

“She's much nore val uabl e alive than dead,” said Chandler. “There isn't a
governnent or mlitary organization in the galaxy that wouldn't give its
eyeteeth to get its hands on her. After all, how can you | ose an election or a
war when she's on your side, telling you what to do next?” He paused. “The
Denocracy has been after her for sixteen years. |'ve been paid to bring her
out, and to kill her only if there is no possible way of taking her away from
Hades.”

“And you think that if you kill enough Blue Devils, she'll come to Port

Mar acai bo?”

“It's a possibility.”

Jade | ooked dubious. “Wy shoul d she?”

“Because she'll be the only one who can stop ne, and eventually the Blue Devils
are going to get tired of being decinmated.”

“What | nmeant was, what does she care about Blue Devils? Wiy should she | eave
Hades, where even the Fl eet doesn't dare attack her?”

“Because | have reason to believe that she wants to | eave Hades, that in fact
she may be incarcerated there against her will.”

“« Ch?”

He expl ained his chain of reasoning to her, as he had done to Lord Lucifer two
days earlier.

“So actually, you'll be nore encouraged if she doesn't conme to Port Maracaibo
than if she does?” said Jade

“I'f 1"'mreading the situation correctly, yes.”

“How long will you give her?” continued Jade. “How many Blue Devils will you
have to kill before you decide that she isn't coning?”

“lI don't know,” adnmitted Chandler. “l inmagine it'll depend on how nuch
confusion | can cause here, and how nuch | can disrupt any |lines of

conmmuni cation that exist between her and Port Maracai bo.”

“l still don't know why you had to cone here to do it, though.”

“My identity was known to too nany people on Port Marrakech,” he answered.
“Sooner or later the Blue Devils would have figured out who was behind the
killings, and they would have come after nme thenselves. It nakes nuch nore
sense to start on a newworld with a fresh identity; they're only going to use
her as a last resort, once they thenselves have failed to find out who's
responsi ble for the murders and the disruptions.”

Jade got up, wal ked to a wet bar, poured herself a Cygnian cognac, and turned
to face him “Well, you certainly have your work cut out for you, Julio Juan
Javier.” She sipped her drink. “Were do | cone in?”

“I"'man outsider here,” answered Chandler, “and | plan to keep it that way.

G ven a week or so, | could learn my way around the city, find out where the
Bl ue Devils congregate, and set up a nunber of hideouts—but a lot of Men and
Bl ue Devils would see nme, and sonme of them mi ght renmenber nme, and the only way
to nmake this an effective canpaign of terror is for ny identity to be

conpl etely concealed. In fact, 1'd be just as happy if the Blue Devils think
I"mone of them Therefore, | need a guide, sonmeone who can tell ne where to
go, or better still, provide me with sonme formof private transportation, and

need a place to return to when |I'mdone. One of the bedroonms at The Wnb woul d
serve ny purposes, because that way if anyone ever does track nme back here,

you'll be able to vouch that |I'd been here all night.” He paused. “And there's
anot her reason | need you.”

13 G.]?H

“I"'mgoing to have to kill a number of alien beings. It's strictly business,

and | have no nore use for themthan they have for ne. But it would be |ess
wast ef ul and nore useful if you could direct ne toward those Blue Devils who
m ght be in contact with the Oracle or whatever forces she controls. Since the
obj ect of this operation is to weak enough havoc and cause enough di sruption
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that the Blue Devils are forced to bring the Oacle here to confront nme, then
my nost effective course of actionis to kill those Blue Devils who m ght have
sonme connection to her, or at least to the governnent of Hades.”

“l see,” said Jade, nodding thoughtfully.

“By the way, |'mgoing to need some weapons. Can you get themfor ne?”

“No problem?”

Chandl er paused. “There's one nore thing you should know,” he added.

“Ch? And that is that?”

“Sonmeone in the Denocracy doesn't want nme to fulfill ny contract. | don't know
if they don't want nme to bring her out, or if they don't want nme to kil

her —but this person, or these people, whichever the case may be, tried to kil
me back on Port Marrakech.”

“I's the Denocracy your enployer?” asked Jade.

“I think so.”

“You think so?”

“I"'mjust a subcontractor,” he answered. “I've never dealt directly with the
person who's paying for this.”

Jade frowned. “One thing puzzles nme,” she said, returning to her chair and

sitting down once nore. “If the Denocracy is your enployer, why don't they just
call you off?”

“l don't know for a fact that the Denbcracy is ny enployer—and at any rate, |'m
not working directly for it.”

“Let nme try it a different way,” continued Jade. “If they don't want you to
fulfill your mssion, why are you going ahead with it?”

“Because |'m a businessman, not a patriot,” answered Chandler. “I was paid half
the nmoney up front, and | don't get the other half until | conplete the
contract.”

“You're a foolish man,” said Jade. “Whatever they're paying you, it isn't worth
goi ng up against the Oracle.”

“Then you're an equally foolish womman for hel ping ne,” replied Chandl er
“There's a difference,” she said. “There's an entire world for the taking. My
gain is commensurate with the risk. Yours isn't.”

“Hal f a world,” he corrected her

“You're referring to Lord Lucifer, of course?”

Chandl er nodded.

“He's out of the equation,” said Jade, her expression as cold and hard as
Chandler's own. “Or did you really think you were the only killer in this
roon®?”

20.
Jade ushered Chandler to a large, |uxurious roomnext to her own. It possessed
an ornate airbed, hard-carved furniture fromthe Domar system and the sane
hol ogr aphi ¢ display she had in her office.
“I"lI'l pass the word that |'ve got a special friend living here, and everyone
will |eave you alone,” she said
“Wn't they want to see who your special friend is?” asked Chandl er
“What's wong with that?” she retorted. “The nore peopl e who know you're here,
the better. We'll even have all your neals brought up here. The trick is not to
| et anyone see you |l eave.” She paused. “That's a fal se closet,” she continued,
i ndi cating one of four identical mrrored doors lining one of the walls. “I'l|
rigit to respond to your retinagram so it will open whenever you approach it
and stay open for, shall we say, twenty seconds? Behind it is an airlift that
will take you down to my garage. You'll enter and | eave the building through
it, and no one will know you're gone.”
“l saw a nunber of doors down the corridor,” said Chandler. “How much busi ness
gets transacted on this floor?”
“Al nost none, unless we're overcrowded. Sone of the girls sleep up here when
they're too tired or too busy to go honme.” Jade paused. “It would probably be a
good idea for you to neet a few of themand try to nake friends with them the
nore peopl e who can vouch that you spend all your time up here, the better.”
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“I't sounds good,” he replied. “I'Il need to take a tour of the city tonorrow.”
“I''l'l be off duty just before sunrise,” she said. “W'I| |eave then.” She
paused. “I'd better fetch you the first time, until you learn your way around.”
Jade wal ked to the door. “I'Il see you in a few hours.”

He offered no reply, and she left the room

Chandl er took a Dryshower, shaved, and then lay down on the bed. He was asl eep
al nrost instantly, but sone internal clock woke himup about twenty m nutes

bef ore Jade was due back, and he was dressed and ready for her when she

appear ed.

“You | ook pleased with yourself,” he noted as she entered the room dressed in
a nore practical outfit and handed hi mthe weapons he had requested. “I take it
t he whorehouse did a good night's business.”

“Actually, it was only average,” she replied. “But | did a good night's

busi ness.” She tossed two small| packets onto the bed.

“What are these?”

“The top one contains your new | D papers and passport.”

“Thanks,” he said, studying themw th an expert eye. “That was fast.”

“You're paying for it.”

“And what's in the other one?”

“Take a | ook.”

He picked it up and opened it, wi thdrawi ng a sheet of paper on which were
witten a trio of inconprehensible alien synbols.

“What is it?” he asked.

“One of The Wnb's clients works for the Planetary Defense Departnent,” she
replied.

“l didn't know you had one.”

“When you live on a nmoon, and you're outnunbered hundreds to one by a hostile
popul ati on on the planet that you're orbiting, you' d dammed well better have
one,” she said. “Ch, we couldn't win a war with the Blue Devils. In fact, we
probably couldn't last ten minutes if they attacked us. But we nonitor al

their transnissions, and if we ever have cause to believe that an attack is
bei ng planned, we'll send for the Navy.” She paused. “Anyway, this client
specializes in translating and decoding the Blue Devils’ transmni ssions. And
that,” she concluded, gesturing toward the paper, “is the way the Blue Devils
refer to the Oracle in their own | anguage.”

“How did you get himto wite this down?”

“First, | got hima little drunk,” said Jade with a smle. “And then | appeal ed
to his ego, which, alas, is the nbst nassive thing about him By the tine he
wakes up in the norning, he won't even renenber he wote it.”

“All right,” said Chandler. “Now | know how to spell the Oracle's name on
Hades. So what ?”

“Well,” said Jade, “it seens to ne that if you're trying to elicit a response,
to use your own words, you can elicit it alot faster if you'll leave this
synbol on each of your victins.”

Chandl er consi dered her suggestion. “Not bad,” he admitted.

“I't's damed good,” replied Jade. “If they think the Oracle's responsible for
the killings, she'll have to try to capture you to prove she's innocent. And if
they think she's being set up, they're going to want her to stop you from
killing themw th such inpunity. She flashed hima triunphant snmile. “They

m ght even think you're trying to elicit a response so that we're justified in
bringing in the Fleet.”

“That ought to shake themup,” agreed Chandl er. He paused thoughtfully. “I'd
like you to do sonething else for ne.”
“What ?”

“Contact the guy who gave this to you and see if he knows which Blue Devil is
sendi ng those nessages—and also see if he can identify any other Blue Devils
who work for the Oracle, or if he knows the |ocation fromwhich they' re being
sent. | think we'll get a nuch quicker response if | go after those Blue Devils
who are in conmunication with her.”

“I''I'l make a point of finding out next tine he's here.”

“How of ten does he show up here?” asked Chandl er
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She shrugged. “It varies.”

Chandl er shook his head. “Not good enough. He could stay away for weeks.”

“All right,” said Jade. “I'll invite himto lunch after | show you around the
city.”

“WIl he come?”

She smled. “If | invite him he'll cone.” She paused. “Wll,” she said at

| ast, “are you ready to go?”

“Lead the way.”

She wal ked to the false closet, waited for it to open, and led himinside. A
monent |ater they floated gently down to the basenent |evel on the heavy air
currents. There were two vehicles parked there: an el egant, chrone-and-gold
groundcar that, like the public coaches, was capable of skinmng just above the
ground, but al so possessed wheels for those streets that hadn't been treated
for superconductivity; and a very old, very nondescript vehicle that had seen
better days and even better decades, but which would arouse al nbst no interest.
She entered the latter, and he clinbed into the front seat beside her

“What do you think of it?” she asked.

“I't belongs in a hone for the elderly.”

“I't mght surprise you, Javier,” she replied with a smle. “lI've had the whol e
thing rebuilt and custom zed beneath this exterior. It's twice as fast as the
showpi ece over there,” she continued, indicating the groundcar

“Interesting,” conmmented Chandl er

“Practical,” answered Jade. “It doesn't draw attention the way the other one
does, and as a result | can maintain ny privacy when | have to go out.”

She pull ed out of the garage and drove up a ranp to the street, then turned
nort h.

“You've got to watch out for these damed coaches,” she comented, noving to
the side of the street to allow a coach to pass her. “They're omi present, and
they're responsible for 80% of the accidents in the city.”

“Where are we goi ng?” asked Chandl er

“Blue Devil heaven.”

“That's what it's called?”

“It's what it ought to be called,” replied Jade. “It's the area where npbst of
the Blue Devils congregate. There are a few shops, but no restaurants, no

ni ght cl ubs, no whor ehouses, nothing but apartnent buildings. They're a strange
race, Javier—'ve been on Port Maracai bo for eleven years, and | still don't
know what the hell they're doing here. They're not part of the econony, they
don't work, they don't organize politically, they don't interact with Men ..
they just hang around on street corners |like a bunch of surly human teenagers.”
“They nmust em grate here for sone reason,” said Chandl er

“l suppose so,” she agreed. “But 1'l|l be dammed if anyone | know can tell you
what it is.”

“Maybe they just want sone token presence here in case they ever try to reclaim
the noons, sone |legal justification to prove they've never really relinquished
them”

She shook her head. “That's a good, |ogical, human reason-so it's probably not
valid.” She | ooked ahead. “Here it cones,” she announced. “Once we cross this
big street comng up, we're in their neighborhood.”

Chandl er | ooked out the w ndow and studied the area. Mdst of the buil dings had
been built for human residents, and had fallen into various states of
disrepair. Blue Devils lined the streets, nost of themsinply standi ng and
staring, a few wal ki ng purposefully.

“What do they do for entertai nnent?” asked Chandl er. “Have they got anything
akin to holos or theaters?”

“Dammed if | know.”

“l thought you'd been living here for eleven years.”

“We don't bother them they don't bother us,” answered Jade. “Both races prefer
it that way.”

“Drive by the heart of their commercial district,’
take a look at it.”

said Chandler. “I want to
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She turned left for a block, then continued going north. In another nmoment they
came to a single block that was lined with shops and stores, alnost half of

whi ch were groceries narkets.

“Co slower,” said Chandl er

Jade sl owed the vehicle' s pace.

“I't won't work,” she said.

“What won't?”

“Destroying sone grocery stores,” she answered. “They're not |like us. You're

just as likely to disrupt themby killing sone innocuous-|ooking Bl ue Devi
who' s standing on a corner, minding his own business.”

“I''l'l do both if I have to,” he replied. “I'd nuch rather find out which Blue
Devi | s have sonme connection to the Oracle, though.”

“I told you I'd get your information,” she said irritably. “In case it's
escaped your notice, | haven't been out of your presence since you first said

you wanted it.”

“I"'msorry,” he said. “It's just that | find the thought of killing hundreds of
Blue Devils wasteful. |1'd rather kill two or three who matter to the Oracle and
get the sanme response.”

“A nmoral assassin,” she said with an anused snile.

“Not everyone gets into this business because they like to kill people,” he
replied.

“Then why do you do it?”

“Because | find all forms of business distasteful,” answered Chandler. “This
one pays ne enough so that | don't have to work very often.”

“l suppose there's a twisted kind of logic to that,” said Jade.

“Let's leave this part of the city,” he said after a few nore m nutes had
passed. “Go back to The Wonb and then just start driving around that genera
area. | want to get the feel of it, and to make sure | can find ny way back in
the dark.”

She headed for The Wonb, spent another twenty mnutes criss-crossing the
vicinity, and finally pulled into the sunken garage.

“I"'mgoing to | eave you here and try to get sone nore information,” said Jade.
“Once you get back up to your room just tell the conputer what you want to eat
and it will transnmit the order to our kitchen.”

“You've got a kitchen?” he asked, surprised.

“Wel |, actually it's in the restaurant next door, but the buildings are
connected. In the neantine, 1'll see what | can find out about the

transm ssions.” She seenmed about to open the door, then paused. “Can | ask you
a question, Javier?”

“CGo ahead.”

“Just what is it that nakes the Oracle so valuable to the Denocracy?” asked
Jade. “We've all heard of her, but no one knows exactly who she is or what she
does.”

“She sees the future.”

“Second sight?”

“Mre than that. If all she could do was see what was going to happen next, |
thi nk everyone except ganbl ers and stockbrokers woul d | eave her al one.”

“What el se does she do?”

“She not only sees the future, she manipulates it,” answered Chandl er. “She
sees every possible future, every pernutation, and she tries to nake the one
she wants cone to pass.”

“You' re kidding!”

“No, I'"'mnot.”

“If she's got the power to nake anything happen that she can envision, why
hasn't she conquered the gal axy by now?”

He shrugged. “It's a big galaxy. And | think her power has its limts.”

“What limts?”

“l don't know,” he admitted. “But if she didn't have them she would have
conquered the gal axy by now-er at |east changed it a hell of a lot nore than
she has.”

“Just the sanme,” said Jade, “l hope they're paying you enough.”
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“Sonetimes | wonder about that nyself,” he said, getting out of the vehicle.
He floated up to his room ordered a neal, decided that it was a good thing the
brothel wasn't depending on the quality of its food to make a profit, then |ay
back on his airbed and watched a prerecorded game of murderball on the holo.
Jade entered the roomjust as the ganme, and its few remaining participants, had
headed into overti ne.
“How did you do?” he asked, getting to his feet.

“Well, 1've got your first victimfor you,” she said. “And with a little |uck,
I may have the Oracle's |ocation by tonorrow norning.”

13 d]?”

She nodded. “My friend is putting a tracer on their transm ssions. He'll be
abl e to pinpoint the exact |ocation on Hades that they're being sent to.”
Chandl er considered the possibilities for a nonent, then grinmaced. “l don't

know if that will be of nmuch use to us,” he said. “It's probably relayed half a
dozen tinmes before it reaches her.” He paused. “But I'd Iike to know where it's
sent from”

“W're working on it,’
work cut out for you.”

“What do you nean?”

“The Blue Devil you want—the one who sent the transmssion nmy friend told ne
about —+s named Kraef Timp. | don't know what his function is, but it nmust be
sonet hing pretty dammed inportant.”

“What nmakes you think so?” asked Chandl er

“He's got half a dozen bodyguards.”

“How coul d your friend possibly know that? | thought he just checked

transm ssions.”

“l have other friends,” said Jade. “And one of themis a | ocal policeman who's
on ny payroll. Once | got Kraef Tino's name, | asked himto run it through his
conputer, just to see if there was anything on him And it turns out that they
arrested Tinop on a very minor violation about five nonths ago—+t never even
went to court—but when they went to his quarters to bring himin, he had to
call off his bodyguards or there'd have been a real bloodbath.”

“Very interesting,” said Chandler. “Were do | find this Tinp?”

“He's one of the few Blue Devils who doesn't live in their sector,” said Jade.
“He's got a suite of roons at The Uncut Di anobnd—that's a hotel about ten bl ocks
from here.”

“l assume his bodyguards stay there with hin®”

“Yes, they do.”

“I's Tino likely to be there after dark?”

She shrugged. “Since nobody knows what he does, nobody knows his hours.” She
paused. “Are you really sure you want to go up agai nst six armed Bl ue Devil s?”
“l can think of things |I'd rather do.”

“But you're going to do it anyway?”

“l can't think of a better way to start putting sone pressure on her.”

“Maybe | can get another nanme fromny friend, soneone who sends transm ssions
and doesn't have a wal ki ng arsenal follow ng himaround.”

He shook his head. “The bodyguards are precisely what makes this one such a
desirable target.” He paused. “Wiy don't you cone back for me in about six

answered Jade. “In the neantinme, you've got your own

hour s?”

“What are you going to do in the neantinme?” she asked.

“Take a nap,” he said, reclining on the airbed. “I've got a busy night ahead of
ne. "

He closed his eyes, and a nonent |ater he was sound asl eep

Jade stared at himfor a long nonent, then |eft his roomand returned to her
own. And sat down. And for the first tine, tried to decide whether she really
wanted the Oracle to conme to Port Maracai bo | ooking for Chandler and his

conf eder at es

21.
Chandl er awoke just after sunset, ordered dinner, and spent the next half hour
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wat chi ng vari ous sporting events on the holo screen. Then Jade entered his room
and approached him

“Are you ready?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Let's wait another two or three hours. | want to give
Tim's bodyguards a little tinme to get sleepy.”

“CGood,” said Jade, pulling up a chair and sitting down. “Because we have to
tal k.”

“What about ?”

“About the Oracle.”

Chandl er stared at her. “Go ahead,” he said. “I'mlistening.”

“Why are you trying to lure her to Port Maracai bo?”

“l told you why,” said Chandl er

“l know what you told ne,” she said. “Now | want you to tell ne sonething

el se.”

“What ?”

“How do you know this is your idea?”

“She's no telepath,” he replied. “The nan who hired ne actually spent sone tine
with her sone years ago.”

“She doesn't have to be a telepath,” persisted Jade.

“l don't think I follow you.”

“You told ne yourself: she can see an infinite nunmber of futures, and
mani pul ate things so that the future she wants will cone to pass. Maybe she
chose the one future in which you canme to Port Maracai bo and devised this
particul ar plan.”

“l doubt it,” said Chandler. “But even if it's true, so what? My job is to
bring her out.”

“What if she doesn't want to go with you?” said Jade. “What if she just needs
an excuse to | eave Hades?”

“For what reason?”

“How shoul d I know what reason?” responded Jade. “I just want to know how you
can be sure she's not pulling your strings right this nonent.”

He sighed. “The answer to that is that | don't know. | don't think she is. |
don't think she has that kind of power, or, if she does have it, then | don't
thi nk she can be held anywhere, even Hades, against her will. But even if she
is manipulating me into getting her off Hades, why should |I care about it?
She's just making my job easier.”

“l don't know,” said Jade. “But | feel very uneasy about it. If she's
mani pul ati ng you, then she's manipulating ne, too, and | don't |ike being
mani pul at ed.”

“l don't know exactly what we can do about it either way,” replied Chandl er
“We can quit right now”

“Not a chance,” he said. “l've got a contract to fulfill.”

“How do you know that she isn't planning to go to war with the Denocracy? Maybe
Kraef Tino is the only voice in opposition to hers, and she's nanipul ati ng us
into killing him?”

“If she can do that from 300,000 niles away,” answered Chandler, “why doesn't
she just choose a future in which he chokes to death on his food, or trips down
a flight of stairs and breaks his neck?”

“l don't know,” adm tted Jade. Her face hardened. “In fact, the nore | think
about this situation, the nore things | don't know.”

“Look,” said Chandler. “Either we've got free will or we don't. If we do, then
we're doing the right thing. If we don't, then we can't do anything el se
anyway. So what's the point of worrying about it?”

“Because we can stop right nowif we decide to.”

He smiled. “And how will you know that the Oracle didn't change her m nd and
choose a future in which we stopped?”

She wearily | eaned back on the chair. “Were does it end?”

“Second- guessing fate?” asked Chandler. “Never. That's why it's a good idea not
to start.”

“Doesn't it bother you to think that your actions, your very thoughts, m ght
not be your own?” she asked.
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“But they are ny owmn. Even if we're being mani pulated, the Oacle didn't choose
these thoughts and put theminto nmy mnd. She just arranged things so that
these were the ones |I'd think and act upon.” He paused. “Besides, | don't see
any viable alternative. If | assume she's controlling me, then she's
controlling me whether | kill Kraef Tino or walk away fromhim?”

Jade considered his statenent. “Well, it's a practical approach,” she conceded.
“But it's not very satisfying. | think an animal in the forest m ght have that
sanme vi ewpoint.”

“l spend nost of ny life with animals in the forest,” replied Chandler. “Very
few of them have hi gh bl ood pressure or heart attacks. Maybe they know

sonet hing we don't know. ”

“They don't know anything,” said Jade. “They just react.”

“They stay warmand dry and well-fed,” he noted. “Wen all is said and done,
that's all nbst humans are really trying to do.”

“You're not a very conforting person to talk to, Javier,” she said. “l cone to
you with serious doubts, and you give ne a lecture on animals.”

“I'"mnot in the confort business.”

“l know. | suppose I'll have to nmake ny decision w thout any help fromyou.”
“What deci si on?”

“Whet her | should help you or stop you,” Jade said bluntly.

“I"d very nmuch |like your help, though | can acconplish nmy mission without it,”

sai d Chandler with equal bluntness. “I'd strongly advise you not to try to stop
ne. "
She stared at himfor a long nonment. “I still have to nake up ny mnd,” she

said at |ast.

“Let nme know when you do.”

“You'll be the first to know.”

She got up and left the room

Chandl er waited another twenty m nutes, then got up and wal ked to the fal se
closet. It opened after scanning his retina and registering it against its

dat abase, and a nonent | ater he was standing in the sunken garage. He deci ded
agai nst borrow ng Jade's vehicle, since he didn't know Port Maracaibo's traffic
| aws and al so had no idea where he could | eave it while he went about his

busi ness.

He wal ked over to a gentle incline, followed it up to a door at ground | evel,
opened it, and a nonent later found hinself in a small alley behind The Wonb.
He followed it for two bl ocks, then turned onto a main street, asked a passerhby
how to find The Uncut Dianond, and caught a coach that seemed to be going in
the right direction.

He was annoyed that Jade had forced himto change his schedul e: he'd have been
much nore confortable visiting Kraef Tino after mdnight, when the Blue Devil's
bodyguards had rel axed and a couple of them had perhaps gone off to bed. But if
she decided to oppose him there was no telling how she m ght go about it, and
bringing in some hired killers was certainly not beyond her capabilities.

The coach passed The Uncut Di anbond, a snall, rather ordinary-|ooking hotel, and
he got off at the next street, then wal ked back to the main entrance. He felt
no need to keep to the shadows or hide his presence, since nobody here knew hi m
anyway.

He wal ked into a darkened cocktail |ounge off to the left of the registration
desk, was struck by the rancid odor of alien intoxicants, realized that he was
one of the few hunmans in the room and dialed a beer on the conputer nenu. He
nursed it for about fifteen minutes, keeping an eye on the hotel entrance.
Though the hotel catered al nbst exclusively to aliens, no Blue Devils entered
or left—he hadn't really expected to see any—and he decided that it was tine to
find out where Kraef Tinp's suite was | ocated.

There was no guest register, nor could he have read one if there was. The house
vi dphones were out of the question, too; he was sure the desk woul dn't rel ease
the room nunber, and asking would just alert Tinp to his presence. The hotel
was only five floors tall; he could sinmply check each floor for Blue Devils,

but it was unlikely that any of Tinmp's bodyguards were posted outside the
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suite.

Finally he wal ked over to a public vidphone booth, entered it, checked the
directory, and found a restaurant down the street that delivered around the

cl ock. He quickly punched out its conbination, then smiled into the canera when
the connecti on was nade.

“This is M. Tim at The Uncut Dianond,” he said. “lI've been displeased with
room service the last two nights. Can | get a sandwi ch and a beer sent over?”
The man at the other end took his order and asked for his room nunber.

“I't's in sone alien script,” answered Chandler. “But you can't miss it. It's
the third door to the right of the lift, on the seventh floor.”

He hung up, wal ked back to the cocktail |ounge, and waited. Half an hour |ater
a young man carrying a bag that obviously contained food entered the hotel,

wal ked to the airlift, stepped into it, and stepped right back out, frowning.
Chandl er left the I ounge and sl owy approached the airlift as the young nan

wal ked to the desk and exchanged a few words with the Lodinite clerk. The two
of themarrived together and floated up to the fourth Ievel in silence.

The delivery man turned to his left, checking the nunbers on the doors, and
Chandl er waited a few seconds, then began following himat a |eisurely pace.
The nman stopped at a door, touched a sensor, and waited for it to slide open
Chandl er saw a Bl ue Devil approach the delivery man, after which the two
exchanged heated words for a minute or two, and finally the man left and
returned to the airlift.

Chandl er | eaned against a wall until he was sure the man wasn't going to cone
back and make a second attenpt to deliver his package and get his noney. Then
he wal ked silently down the corridor, stopped in front of Tinp's door, and
reached out to touch the sensor.

The door opened instantly, and a powerful -1o0oking Blue Devil appeared.

“l told you to go away!” it said in thickly-accented Terran

Chandl er reached out and slit his throat without a word, then |l eaped into the
room Three Blue Devils were seated in odd-1o0oking chairs. He killed all three
with a sonic pistol before they realized he was there

A laser beam m ssed his ear by inches, and he hurled hinself to the floor,
rolling and firing back as he did so. A Blue Devil shrieked in agony and
staggered across the room an ugly green fluid trickling fromits ears. He
fired again and the alien fell notionless to the floor

“Who are you?” denanded another voice, |ess heavily accented but definitely not
human. “Wat do you want ?”

The voice seenmed to be coming froma bedroomoff to his left, and, changing his
sonic pistol for a laser gun, he fired a beamthat seared through the wall at a
hei ght of about four feet.

“Who are you?” repeated the voice. “Wy does she want nme dead?”

Chandler felt a brief surge of satisfaction: the she that the alien nmentioned
could only be the Oracle, which neant that he had i ndeed chosen the proper
target. For a nonent he considered trying to take Tinp alive and grilling it

t hor oughly about the Oracle and her plans, but he recalled that Boma, the Bl ue
Devil they had questioned on Port Marrakech, took its own life rather than
reveal any information about the Oracle, and with at | east one nore bodyguard
unaccounted for, Chandler didn't think the risk was worth it.

He fired through the wall once nore, lower this time, and heard a body fall to
the floor.

He waited a full minute for another sound, a movement, any indication of life
within the bedroom then cautiously approached it. Wen he reached the doorway
he peered in, and saw a Blue Devil lying on the floor, a huge burn mark running
the length of its torso.

He entered the room turned the corpse on its back, and | ooked for some sign or
synbol of identification. As he was exanining the body, he saw a sudden notion
out of the corner of his eye, and as he turned to face the final bodyguard a

bl ue foot kicked the weapon out of his hand.

The huge Blue Devil |eaned forward, reaching out for Chandl er. He responded
with two quick kicks against the Blue Devil's leg joints, and as the surprised
creature was struggling to naintain its balance, Chandler made a qui ck sl ashing
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motion with his hand, then stood back as bl ood spurted out of the bodyguard's
throat. It rasped hoarsely once, glared at Chandler for a nonent, and died.
Chandl er | ocked the door to the corridor and spent the next few m nutes naking
sure there were no nore Blue Devils around, then withdrew a small knife, made
the Oracle's mark on each corpse, and began thoroughly inspecting the suite,

| ooki ng for anything, however insignificant, that mght tell himsonething nore
about the Oracle and her organization.

He was rummagi ng through the very | ast conpartnment when Jade wal ked in, a

pi stol in her hand.

“You've had a busy night,” she said, glancing briefly at the corpse-strewn
floor.

“How did you get in here?” he demanded.

“l own this building.”

“What are you doing here?”

“l came to stop you,” said Jade
13 \My?l!
“Because | hadn't decided whether or not | wanted you to kill these Bl ue

Devil s—and on ny world, nobody kills anyone unless | give ny permission.” She
paused, then continued speaking with a cold fury. “You said you'd wait in your
roomfor two nore hours. You lied to ne.”

“l changed ny mnd,” he said.

“You lied to ne, and that's all that matters,” she replied. “It could be that,
for various reasons, you didn't want ne to cone along. It could be that you're
simply a liar by nature. O it could be because she nade you lie.”

“You're getting paranoid about her,” said Chandl er

“How can you be paranoid about someone with the ability to shape the future?”
she retorted. “You can underestimte her capacity for harm but | hardly think
you can overestimate it.” She stared at him “However, that's not the issue
here. You lied to ne, and you killed seven Blue Devils w thout ny permni ssion
That's tantanmount to di sobeying ne.”

“How can | disobey you?” said Chandler irritably. “That inplies that | take
orders from you—and nobody gives nme orders.”

“There are only two options for you while you're on Port Maracai bo,” said Jade.
“First, you can clear your plans with ne and obtain nmy permssion.”

“And what's the second?”

She pointed the pistol at him “I can kill you.”

22.
“Put that away,” said Chandler. “You want to expand your operations to Hades,
and 1'mthe only nan who can nmake that possible. We're still on the sanme side.”
“If you're on ny side, you don't sneak off and commit nurders wi thout ny
approval .”
They heard the sound of footsteps outside the door, as a very heavy-footed
alien walked to its room
“This is neither the tinme nor the place to discuss this,” said Chandler. “These
bodi es aren't going to stay undiscovered all night.” He paused. “Tinp and one
of his bodyguards were in one of the bedroons. For all | know, they sent for
hel p before |I killed them”
Jade considered his statenent, then nodded. “All right,” she said, |owering her
pistol. “W'll continue this discussion back at the Wnb.”
They wal ked quickly to the airlift, floated down to the | obby together, then
| eft the building.
“Did you bring your vehicle?” he asked.
“It's around the corner,” she replied.
They entered the | andcar and drove back to The Wonb in silence. She pulled into
the sunken garage, and a nonent |ater they ascended to his roomand i mredi ately
went to her quarters.
“Wel |, what now?” she asked.
“Now we choose another target.”
She shook her head. “1I'mnot hel ping you until | know that |I'm not being
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mani pul ated into it.”

Chandl er shrugged. “Then I'I|l have to do it nyself.”

“Wthout ny help, all you'll be doing is slaughtering a bunch of innocent Bl ue
Devils who may not have any connection to the Oracle at all.”

“I won't have to kill that nmany of them” responded Chandler. “If | put the

O acle's insignia on each victim she'll either come up here to stop ne in a
coupl e of weeks, or I'll know she can't | eave Hades and I'l|l have to go after
her.” He paused. “But it would save ne a lot of trouble if |I knew who worked

for her or conmunicated with her.”

“Not until | sort things out,” said Jade adamantly.

“The only thing you have to know is that whether | kill her or take her out,
you're going to get rich—er, rather, richer,” said Chandler. “As for the rest
of it, we sinply don't have enough information. You coul d consider the problem
hal fway to eternity, and you still wouldn't know if we're doing what she wants
or acting on our own.”

“There's one piece of information that you haven't considered.”

“Ch? What is that?”

“You told nme that the Denocracy tried to kill you back on Port Marrakech. Wy?”

“l don't know. Probably they didn't want me to fulfill my mission.”

“Whi ch m ssion?” asked Jade. “Bringing her out, or killing her?”

“l don't know.”

“Well, it's sonething you ought to consider,” she continued. “If they've

managed to | earn sonething about the Oracle since you were hired, sonething
that makes themthink she's too dangerous to be allowed to live, then the | ast
thing you want to do is bring her out alive.”

“By the same token,” he replied, “if you're convinced she can nmani pul ate you
and ne without our knowing it, she can probably nanipulate them”

“But why would she have themtry to kill you if you were going to bring her
out ?”

“Any nunber of reasons,” answered Chandler. “First, she nay be very happy where
she is. Second, she may have arranged the attenpt on ny life, knowing I'd
survive it, as a way of making nme nove ny base of operations from Port
Marrakech to Port Maracai bo, where I'd have a better chance of convincing the
Blue Devils to bring her to ne. Third, there's every likelihood that she's
carrying a grudge agai nst the nan who hired ne; naybe with nme dead, he'd have

to cone here and try to fulfill the contract hinself.” He paused. “There's no
way to know until | come face-to-face with her.”
“By that tinme it'll probably be too late,” said Jade. “lI don't know if she can

control events from Hades, but everything you' ve told nme |leads ne to believe
she can control them when she's in the sane roomwith you.”

“l haven't conme to kill her,” answered Chandler. “She'll know that.”

“But you will kill her if you have to,” said Jade. “She'll know that, too.”
“Unless | know for a fact that she's anenable to coming away with ne, 1'1|
probably have to kill her. She's too dangerous to try to deal with.”

“She'll know that.”

“Then I'lIl have to put her in such a position where knowing it doesn't do her
any good.”

“There's no possible way to do that.”

“W'll see,” replied Chandler with nore confidence that he felt. He paused. “Do
you have anything nmore to say?”

“Not at the nonent.”

“Then if you don't mind, I'mgoing to go get sonething to eat.”

“You' d better have sonething sent to your room” she said. “You'll want whoever

delivers it to be able to testify that you were there.”

He nodded, then left her suite and returned to his own quarters. He ordered a
sandwi ch and an inported beer, and watched the artificial scenery through his
wi ndow while he waited for the neal to arrive

The vi dphone fl ashed, and he activated it.

“Yes?” he said.

The i mage of a Blue Devil appeared above the phone.

“I't won't work, Whistler.”
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“What are you tal king about?”

“Go hone, Wiistler,” said the Blue Devil. “Go hone and stay alive.”

It broke the connection.

He i mmediately returned to Jade's suite, where he found her sitting at her
desk, staring at a conmputer with a frown on her face.

“What's the matter?” she asked, |ooking up

“I't worked,” he said. “Much faster than | thought it would.”

“What wor ked?”

“I'"ve just been warned off.”

“By the Oracl e?” asked Jade.

“In essence,” he replied. “By sone Blue Devil.”

“How did they find you so quickly?”

He shrugged. “For all | know they've been watching nme since | |anded here.”
“And you led themright to The Wnb?”

“Not on purpose,” said Chandl er. “Besides, they contacted ne, not you. They
know who's responsi bl e for what happened at The Uncut D anond. They have no
reason to suspect you of any conplicity.”

“If they saw you at The Uncut D anond, then they saw ne, too. Wat exactly did
this Blue Devil say?”

“That what | was doing wouldn't work.” He paused. “That's her way of telling ne
to go in after her.”

“You're junping to conclusions.”

“l don't think so.”

“Maybe the Blue Devils are trying to scare you off before they have to bring
the Oracle to Port Maracaibo.”

Chandl er shook his head. “This has the Oracle's signature on it, believe ne.”
“What nakes you so sure?”

“Because if she wanted ne dead, the Blue Devils know where | am They'd have
sent ne a bullet or a | aser beam not a vidphone call.” He paused. “But if she
wants ne to bring her out, this is exactly the way she'd tell ne.”

“You killed seven Blue Devils tonight,” said Jade. “Wiy wouldn't they retaliate
regardl ess of her w shes?”

“Because she told themnot to,” said Chandler. “And because she and she al one
has mani pul ated things to keep them from being assinilated by the Denobcracy.”
“That doesn't nake any sense,” said Jade. “First you nake her sound like a
prisoner, and now you're telling ne that they're afraid to di sobey her orders.”
“Maybe the two aren't nutually exclusive,” suggested Chandl er. “Maybe as |ong

as she gives themvalid information, they let her live ... and if she ever
m sl eads them they' |l kill her. Under those circunstances, they'd give her the
benefit of the doubt, because the alternative would be to kill her and they

don't want to do that if there are any other options. Besides, |ook at her
message: it sounds like she's dealing fromstrength and trying to frighten ne
of f.”

Jade was silent for alnbst a full mnute. Finally she | ooked directly into
Chandl er's eyes.

“You can't go,” she said.

Chandl er frowned. “Mre doubts?”

“While you were in your room | tied into the Master Conputer on Deluros.”

“ And?”

“And | told it to locate any information that was avail abl e about the Oacle,”
she continued. “It qualified its information by saying that it was only valid
i f she had once been known as the Soot hsayer—but sone of the details matched
what you've told ne about her.”

“What point are you trying to nake?” asked Chandl er

“When she was eight years old, she was able to kill some of the best bounty
hunters on the Inner Frontier,” said Jade. “And that was when she was just a
little girl. She's a grown wonman now, and it's reasonable to assunme that she's
even nore powerful now than she was then.” She | ooked across her desk at

Chandl er. “She killed eight arned bounty hunters in a single afternoon on a

pl anet called Killhaven. | don't want any part of her—t's not worth the risk.”
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“If she was easier to kidnap or kill, the rewards wouldn't be this great.”
“Don't you see?” said Jade in frustration. “This woman has the power to hold
the Denocracy at bay. Those Blue Devils aren't even cold yet and she al ready
knows you killed them If she's being kept on Hades agai nst her will, then |
say: good for the Blue Devils, and let's |eave her there.” She paused. “The
Bl ue Devil who contacted you gave you good advice: go hone.”

“I'"ve got a job to do first,” said Chandler. “Besides, aren't you curious to
see her, and find out what she can really do? I am”

“l don't want to be the one who turns her | oose on the gal axy.”

“You don't have to have anything to do with it,” he said. “l just need to find
some way to get to the planet wi thout being detected.”

“You aren't going to have anything to do with it, either.”

“Don't try to stop ne,” he said om nously.

“I won't let her escape from Hades,” she replied firmy.

“You don't have a choice.”

“Cf course | do,” she said, producing her pistol. “I told you once: you're not
the only killer in this room | let you |live before, but I'mafraid now you' ve
left me with no alternative.”

“You really intend to kill me?” he asked.

“l do.”

“How do you know that this isn't what the Oracle wants?”

Jade frowned, as if considering the question, and in that instant, as her
concentration wavered, he nade a swift motion with his hand. She grunted and
dropped her pistol as a knife buried itself in her throat.

Chandl er wal ked over to her. “I'msorry,” he said. “But you were going to kil
ne.
“You're a fool,” she whispered hoarsely. “You've destroyed us all.’
sl unped over and di ed.

He | eft her where she was sitting, pausing only long enough to retrieve his
knife, then returned to his room took the airlift down to the garage, and
wal ked out into the Port Maracai bo night.

Then she

Part 4:
THE | CEMAN S BOOK
23.
The I ceman took the shuttle down to Philenmon |1, nmade his way to the | arge

hexagonal building that was his destination, and flashed his tenporary pass at
the door. Once inside he wal ked directly to the Informati on conputer, queried
it briefly, and walked to an airlift. He was required to display his pass again
and undergo a retina scan, after which he descended al nost 200 feet bel ow
ground | evel

He stepped out into a nmaze of shining, brightly-lit corridors, waited for an
armed sol di er to approach him displayed his pass a third tinme, and was ushered
to a small waiting room He barely had tinme to light a small cigar when a door
slid back and anot her sol di er stepped through

“He'll see you now, M. Mendoza.”

The | ceman wal ked to the door, then entered a large office as the sol dier noved
asi de and the door closed behind him

“Carlos!” said 32, looking up fromhis chrone desk and smling. The wall behind
himwas filled with the menorabilia of a lifetine devoted to governnent

service, including a personally inscribed hol ograph of the current Secretary of
the Republic. “It's been a long tine.”

“24 years, give or take a nonth,” replied the |cenan.

“You haven't changed nuch.”

“Maybe you' d better have your eyesight tested,” said the Iceman. “I'ma 63-
year-old man with a pot belly and an artificial leg.”

32 sniled. “No, you haven't changed at all, Carlos,” he said. “Always a little
too blunt, always inclined to disregard a well-neant social lie.” He uttered a

terse command to his conputer and a chair floated over. “Wn't you have a
seat ?”
The | ceman sat down. “How about a drink?”
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“Narme it.”

“What ever's wet. Unl ess you' ve changed nore radically than | think, you haven't
got anything cheap |ying around.”

32 chuckl ed in acknow edgnent. “How about sone Al phard brandy?”

“Sounds good,” said the |cenman.

32 wal ked to a wall that appeared to be covered with bookshel ves, pressed a
certain spot on it, and a section of the hol ographic projection vanished, to be
replaced by a well-stocked bar. He filled two gl asses with brandy, handed one
to the Iceman, and returned to his desk

“Thanks,” said the |ceman.

“It's froma new vineyard,” said 32, straightening the glowing fabric of his

expensively-tailored tunic, which had winkled slightly when he sat down. “I'm
anxi ous to have your reaction.”
The | ceman shrugged. “Wat the hell,” he said. “I've got all day. Let me know

when you want to tal k business.”
“You never believed in small talk, did you?” said 32 wyly.
“It's your noney,” replied the Iceman. “Chatter all you want. But when you're

through, | hope you'll get around to telling ne why you pronised ne three
mllion credits if 1'd come to Philemon I1.”

“l didn't think you'd cone for less,” said 32 frankly. “It's ny understanding
that you' ve becone a very wealthy man.”

“1 get by.”

“But you were still willing to come for three mllion credits,” noted 32

“It's a lot of noney, just to take a trip.”

“There's nore where that came from”

“I"'mlistening,” said the |Icenman.

“W've got a serious situation on our hands, Carlos,” said 32

“Who's ‘we' ?”

“You know who | work for.”

“All right, you've got a serious situation on your hands. Wat has that got to
do with nme?”

“Well, to be perfectly candid, Carlos, you're working for ne.”

The Iceman smled. “So you sent Bettina Bailey, or whoever she really was, to
Last Chance.” He paused. “I knew soneone in the Denobcracy sent her, but I
didn't know who.”

“l sent her,” confirmed 32. “And you accepted her comm ssion.”

“I"'mworking on it.”

“To be nore precise, Joshua Jerem ah Chandler, alias the Wistler, is working
onit. Aml| correct?”

The Iceman stared levelly at him “I see no reason to lie about it. He's
younger and stronger and a hell of a |ot quicker than | am”

“But | hired you.”

“In point of fact, you didn't hire anyone. Your operative did—and | sent the
best man for the job.”

“Well, it may interest you to know that the best man for the job has gone off
the deep end,” said 32

“l very much doubt that.”

“Have you been in contact with himsince he reached the Al pha Crepello systenP”
“No. But | didn't expect to be, not this soon.” The |Iceman drai ned his gl ass,
then relit his cigar, which had gone out.

“I1"d be surprised if he ever contacts you again,” said 32. “Do you know what he
did when he | anded on Port Marrakech?”

“Port Marrakech?”

“One of Alpha Crepello Ill's terrafornmed noons.”

“Suppose you tell ne,” said the |cenman.

“He nurdered the best assassin on the nobon and took over his business. Then he
nmoved his base of operations to Port Maracai bo, where two nights ago he kill ed
the woman who ran nost of the brothels and rackets on that noon.” 32 paused.
“Dam it, Carlos—the man has beconme the crimnmnal kingpin of both noons, and
financed him”
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The | ceman shook his head. “You're not telling me everything.”

“I certainly am What he's done is a matter of record.”

“I know the Whistler. He has no intention of |eaving his home world; in fact,
he only takes assignnments to pay for that jungle world he lives on.”

“l tell you, the nan has turned,” insisted 32. “He's in business for hinself
now. ”

“Slow down a minute,” said the lIceman. “He began just the way |'d have begun
He set hinself up on the first noon. This woul d assuage any fears Penel ope had
that he had come after her, and would make it easier for himto buy information
about her.” The |ceman paused. “Qbviously he was successful. But if he was,
there was no reason for himto nove to the second noon.”

“He's turned renegade.”

The | ceman shook his head again. “He wasn't on the first noon | ong enough to
consol idate his holdings. Something made hi m change his base of operations.” He
stared at 32. “Sonething you're going to have to tell me about if this
conversation is to proceed any farther.”

32 stared at him then sighed deeply. “Someone tried to kill him?”

“One of your nen?”

“No. But one of the Denbcracy's. We're not the only departnent concerned with
the Oracle.”

“Conme on,” said the Iceman disbelievingly. “They were your nen and you deci ded
it was the nost efficient way to elininate him” He paused. “So the Wistler
found out you were trying to terninate him and he noved to anot her noon. The
only thing that surprises nme is that he didn't change his identity.”

“He did.”

“Then how do you know he was there?”

“He killed a woman known as the Jade Queen. A nunber of people who worked for
her gave us his description.”

“l assume you haven't picked himup?”

“He's vani shed conpletely,” said 32. “But it's just a matter of tine before he
surfaces again. He hasn't had tinme to establish his authority there yet.”

The I ceman | ooked anused. “The years haven't made you any wiser, | see.”
“Where do you think he'll show up?”
“He's probably on Al pha Crepello Il by now.”

“Then why did he kill the Jade Queen?”

“l have no idea.”

“l don't buy it,” said 32. “Every nove he's nmamde since arriving has been
directed toward taking over the crimnal networks on those two noons.”

“Have it your way,” said the |Icenman nonchalantly. “I didn't come here to argue
with you.”

“You came here because | paid you to.”

“That's right,” agreed the Iceman. “And for three mllion credits, the very
least | can do is listen to your ranblings politely.”

“Look,” said 32 irritably. “lI told you we had a problem Even if you're right
about his reaching Al pha Crepello, we still have a problem”
“I"mstill listening.”

“Word has conme down that we don't want to risk bringing the Oracle out. My new
orders are to termnate her.”

“I wish you luck,” said the |ceman.

“l need nore than luck,” said 32. “lI need results.” He paused. “WII the

Wi stler kill her?”

“Only if he can't find a way to bring her out,” answered the Icenman. “ln case

it's slipped your mnd, that's what you paid for.”

“Can you contact himand tell himthe situati on has changed?” asked 32. “After

what happened on Port Marrakech, | doubt that he'll believe ne, even though |
had nothing to do with the attenpt on his life.”
“l doubt it,” said the Iceman thoughtfully. “If he's on the planet, he'll stay

under cover until he reaches her.” He paused. “Your best bet is to send soneone
else in after her, and hope your new operative reaches her first.”

“I'"ve sent eight nen in,” said 32. “The first seven were killed.”

“What about the eighth?”
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32 grimaced. “The eighth was a crimnal that | had released fromjail.

Brilliant planner, brutal killer.” 32 paused. “I had himwred all the
way—anera in his eye, transmitter in his ear, even a bonb in his skull to keep
himin line.”

“ And?”

“The son of a bitch found a way to di sconnect nme!” said 32 furiously. “He's

al ready held nme up for nore noney, and he's operating w thout any gui dance or
constraint!”

The Iceman grinned. “I like himalready.”
“He's also got orders to kill your man if he shows up on Hades.”
“Hades?”

“That's the trade name for Al pha Crepello II1.”

“Why is he supposed to kill the Wistler?”

“Because the Denpcracy has decided that it would rather have her dead than
alive and abroad in the gal axy.”

“I't won't work,” said the Iceman after sonme thought. “The Wi stler's as good as
they cone. Your man won't lay a finger on him”

“l don't care if he kills himor not!” snapped 32

“Then I'"'mat a | oss to understand your problem?”

“Dam it, Carlos—+'ve got two nen down there. One of themis going to try to
bring her out, and if she's willing to go with him then that's the last thing
we want. The other knows that ten mllion credits have been deposited in sone
secret account that even | haven't been able to trace, and he knows he's facing
a death sentence if we get our hands on him” He paused, trying to regain his
conposure. “My assignment is to terminate the Oracle, and | have no reason to
believe either of the nmen on Hades will acconplish that.”

“You could be right,” agreed the Iceman calmy. “It |ooks like you' ve wasted a
| ot of noney.”

“It's partly your fault,” said 32

“Ch? How do you figure that?”

“There's only one man who knows Penel ope Bail ey well enough to do the job. You
were the one | hired, Carlos; if you took the noney, you shoul d have done the
job yoursel f.”

“I"'ma fat old man with a linp,” answered the Iceman. “l got you the best there
is.”

“He may be the best assassin, but he doesn't know her. You do.”

“Look,” said the Iceman. “lI want her dead even nore than you do. She killed

soneone | cared about, and she cost me ny |leg.” He paused, and put his cigar
out. “But | also know her capacity for harm She's potentially the nost
dangerous being in the whol e dammed gal axy, maybe in the history of the gal axy,
so | passed up a chance for personal vengeance to hire you the man nost |ikely
to get the job done.”

“Well, he's not getting it done. He's killing crimnals and taking over their
operations.”

“I'"l1'l bet you the three million you pronmised ne that he's either on Hades or en
route to it.”

“But even if you're right, he's not going to try to kill her.”

“Not at first,” acknow edged the | cenan.

“You know her capacities,” said 32. “If she knows he's there, and she isn't
willing to leave with him what are his chances of killing her?”

“Just about nil.”

“My owmn man night be able to sneak up on her,” continued 32, “but he has no
reason to. He's been paid plenty, and he has no reason ever to contact ne
again.”

“You can't sneak up on her,” said the Iceman. “She doesn't have to see you to
know you're there. She can see what's going to happen next, and if she doesn't
like it, she can change it.”

“You see?” said 32. “That's the kind of thing that the Wistler and Jimy Two
Feat hers don't know! That's why | need you!”

“Jimy Two Feathers?” repeated the Iceman, surprised. “You sent the Injun in
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after her?”

“You know hi n®”

“I know of him He's a seed-chewer.”

“That's why | had himwired.”

“Well, you can forget about him” said the Iceman. “If he's not under your
control, he's floating off in |inbo sonewhere.”

“There are no seeds on Hades.”

The I ceman stared at him “You really believe that, don't you?”

“We nonitor every cargo shipnment to Hades.”

“If there's a planet they can't smuggle seed to, it hasn't been di scovered
yet.”

“That's neither here nor there,” said 32. “If he's on the seed, that's all the
nmore reason why you have to go in.”

“l don't have to do anything,” said the Icenman. “You're paying nme three nillion
credits to listen to you, nothing nore.”

“There's lots nore.”

“I"'ma rich man. | don't need it.”

“And there's the chance for vengeance.”

“You don't take vengeance on a hurricane or an ion storm” said the |ceman.
“They're forces of nature. If you survive an encounter with them you count
yoursel f lucky and you nmake sure that it never happens again.” He paused.
“Penel ope's the sanme thing—a force of nature. 1'd love to see sonebody Kil
her, | don't think it can happen, and |I'm not dunb enough to volunteer. | had
my shot at her when | was a | ot younger and stronger, and | was |ucky to cone
away alive.”

“You sound very cool and di spassionate,” said 32. “But | researched you
thoroughly, Carlos. You followed every | ead you could get your hands on for
fourteen years. You traveled all over the Inner Frontier |ooking for her
That's not the behavior of a man who's afraid to face her again.”

“I'n the beginning | hunted her with a passion,” adnitted the Iceman. “I won't
deny it.” He paused. “But a man can't survive on hatred for fourteen years
After a while the blood cools and the passion fades, and toward the end | was
hunting her nore out of curiosity than hatred. | wanted to find out what she
had becone, how she had managed to stay hidden all these years, what her plans
were.”

“She's only two systens away fromhere,” said 32. “And you still don't know the
answers to your questions.”

“When she's ready to nove, we'll all know "

32 finished his brandy, and | ooked across the desk at the Icenan. “We can't

afford to find out,” he said. “W've got to kill her now”

“Maybe all she wants is to be left alone.”

“I'f you had those powers, would you want to be left alone to live in
obscurity?” denanded 32

“No, but...”

“But what ?”

“But |'m human,” said the Icenan. “She probably isn't, not anynore.”
“That's all the nore reason to term nate her.”

“If you say so.”

“Ten million credits,” said 32

The | ceman made no answer, but stared at some fixed point on the wall
“Wel | ?" said 32.

“Be quiet,” said the Iceman. “1'mthinking.”

“Conputi ng expenses?”

“l said be quiet!”

32 | ooked at the Iceman, then shrugged and was silent.

The | ceman renmi ned notionless for alnobst a nminute, then turned back to 32
“You've got a big problemon your hands,” he said.

“That's what |'ve been explaining to you.”

The | ceman shook his head. “lIt's not the one you think.”

“What are you tal king about?”

“I't's been so long since |'ve seen her that | tend to forget what she can do,”
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said the Iceman. “You've got two nmen on Hades...”

“One that we know of.”

“Take ny word, you' ve got two there,” said the |ceman.

“Al'l right, for the sake of argunent,” said 32. “Wat has that got to do with

anyt hi ng?”

“Why are they still alive?”

32 | ooked confused. “I don't think | understand the question.”

“Whay didn't the Injun's ship crash when it | anded? Why was the Whistler able to
kill whoever it was he killed on the noons?”

“You think she wants them alive?” asked 32. “Wy?”
“There's only one reason | can think of,” answered the |ceman. “She's being

hel d agai nst her will, and wants themto bring her out.”
“Agai nst her will?” repeated 32. “How is that possible?”
“l don't know ... but |I knowif she didn't want to | eave, the Injun wouldn't

have been alive | ong enough to get your tanpering undone. The surgeon woul d
have sneezed or flinched at the wong nonent, and he'd never have survived.” He
paused. “You were right. If you can't call the Wistler off, you'll have to
kill him And probably the Injun, too. If she wants to | eave Hades, then you've
got to stop her.”

“My orders are to kill her.”

“Fuck your orders,” said the Iceman. “You had her when she was six years old
and you couldn't keep her even then. | tried to kill her when she was eight,
and | failed. But now, sonehow, the inhabitants of Hades have actually managed
to keep her there against her will all these years, even though her powers have
doubtl ess matured.” He stared at 32. “You let her off that planet and there
will be hell to pay. She doesn't need a navy to conquer a world; all she has to
do is choose the one future out of a mllion in which its star explodes, or a
meteor plows into it. Gve her an arny of five thousand nmen and she would win
any battle against any force in the galaxy, just by picking and choosi ng which
out cone she wants for each skirmi sh. She probably can't be killed, but she can
be contai ned—they're containing her right now”

“If you're right, then these are the perfect conditions under which to

assassi nate her,” persisted 32.

“You still don't understand,” said the Iceman. “Let's say she's locked up in a
cell. If you tried to shoot her, she'd cough or sneeze or twitch or do

sonet hing that would bring about the one future in which you blew the | ock off
t he door.”

“We've still got to try.”

“No!” snapped the Iceman. “Once and for all, try to understand what |'m saying
to you: they've found a way to contain her. W'd be crazy to tanper with it.”
“But we can't just sit back and do nothing!” protested 32

“We coul d have, before you hired ne and sent the Injun after her,” said the
lceman. “But like | said, you' ve got a big problemon your hands. The first one
of themto reach her is going to free her, whether he nmeans to or not.” He
paused for a very long nonent. “Put the ten mllion in nmy account,” he said
reluctantly. “I'"mgoing to have to go in after them”

“l thought you didn't want any part of it.”

“l don't,” said the Iceman. “But |I'mthe only one who can call the Wistler

off. He'll kill anyone el se you send.”

“What about the Injun?”

“I'f he's on the seed, he's off in dream and sonewhere—and if he tries to kil
the Whistler, you can bury what's left of him”

“But if he's clean, and he can't find the Whistler, he'll be going after the
Oracle.”
“Then I'lIl have to find himand stop him”

“As you pointed out, you're a fat old nman with one leg,” said 32. “Wat nakes
you think you can stop hin®”

“He won't know why I'mthere, and he has no reason to kill me,” answered the
lceman. “And hopefully I'lIl have the Wiistler on ny side.” He paused and stared
grimy across the desk at 32. “You've only got one other alternative.”
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“What is it?”

“Bl ow up the whol e damed pl anet—and do it with unmanned shi ps that have been
programed thousands of |ight years away.”

“We can't kill 200 million Blue Devils, just to get rid of soneone who m ght
constitute a threat!” protested 32

“W've done a ot worse in the past,” said the |cenan.

“I' will not go down in history as a genocidal naniac!”

The | ceman sighed. “Then I'll have to go to Hades and try to find the Wistler
and the Injun before they find her.”
“What nmakes you think she'll let you | and?”

“1'1'l find a way. That's part of what you're paying ne for.”

32 considered all he had heard for a long nonment, then shook his head in
confusion. “l just don't know,” he said at last. “Wwen you lay it out, it
sounds reasonable...” He sighed. “But when all is said and done, |'m supposed
to have her assassinated, and here we are, tal king about how to keep the two
assassins fromreaching her.”

“I't's up to you,” said the Iceman. “I'man old man. | imagine | can live out ny
life before she turns the Denbcracy inside out.” He got to his feet. “I'm going
back up to nmy ship. I'll stay docked in orbit for ten nore hours. |'msure

you' ve recorded our conversation; play it to whoever can change your orders. If
I don't hear fromyou by then, I'll assume you're still going to try to kil

her, and I'Il go back to Last Chance.”

It didn't take ten hours, or even eight.

Five hours | ater the Denocracy transferred ten nillion credits to the Icenan's
account on Last Chance.

And ten minutes after that, the Iceman activated his ship and took off for
Hades, wondering whether he would live |ong enough to spend a single credit of
hi s noney.

24,
As he approached the planet, his radio cane to life.
“You are approaching Al pha Crepello IIl,” said an accented voice. “Please
identify yourself.”
“This is the Space Muwuse, Registration Number 932K1P23, five Gal actic Standard
days out of Last Chance, via Philenon I, Carlos Mendoza conmandi ng.”
“Alpha Crepello Ill is closed to all unauthorized visitors.”
“Let me speak to whoever is in charge,” said the Iceman.
“That is inpossible.”
“l have vital information to convey to him”
“What is the nature of your information?”
“My information is not for underlings,” replied the Iceman. “l nust speak to
your superior.”
“l have explained that this is inpossible.”
“Then give me your nane and nilitary identification nunber,” said the |cenman.
“I want to know who to bl anme when your commander asks why he was not
contacted.”
There was a nonentary silence. “Please wait,” said the voice at |ast.
The Iceman allowed hinself the luxury of a snmile, and opened a contai ner of
beer while he waited for his demand to get passed up the chain of command to
soneone who woul d finally accept responsibility.
It took el even minutes.
Then the inmage of a Blue Devil, its outfit bedecked with glittering stones that
the I ceman took to be nmedal s, appeared on his viewscreen
“I am Praed Tropo,” said the Blue Devil.
“You're in charge?”
“I amin a position of authority. What information have you for nme?”
“It's very sensitive,” answered the Iceman. “I'd much rather tell you in
person.”
“You are not allowed to land on Al pha Crepello II1.”
“Not even to save the Oracle's |ife?” asked the |ceman.
There was no change in the Blue Devil's expression, but its voice seened to
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drop half an octave. “Continue,” it said.

“There is a human assassin, currently on Al pha Crepello Ill, who has been hired
to termnate the Oracle. This assassin does not work for the Denobcracy; in
fact, the Denocracy, which does not want to be involved in an interplanetary

i ncident, has assigned ne the task of stopping him To do this, | will need
your assi stance.”

“The Oracle is in no danger,” replied Praed Tropo. “She cannot be harned.”
“The Denobcracy controls nore than 50,000 worlds, and this is the best assassin
on any of them” said the Iceman. “Are you sure you care to take that chance?”
“If he is the best assassin, how do you propose to stop hinP”

“l don't,” answered the Iceman. “I aman old man, well past ny prine. But |
know his nethods, and | can identify him | hope to enlist your aid in
apprehending him”

“Transmt his holograph and retinagramto us, and we will attend to him"” said
Praed Tropo.

“l have accepted a commission of ten mllion credits to apprehend him” said
the lceman. “This noney is payable only upon the successful conpletion of ny
assi gnnent, and the Denbcracy will have no reason to pay ne if | turn the job
over to you. Either we work together, or | return to Last Chance and your
Oracl e can take her chances.”

“Way should | believe you?” denanded Praed Tropo.

“You can authenticate ny story with the man who hired nme,” said the |ceman.
“Whay should | believe any Man?”

He'd been waiting for that question. Nowit was time to play his trunp card,
the offer on which he was willing to wager his life.

“I will be happy to put nyself in your custody until you are convinced that
amtelling the truth. Surely you have the equivalent of a lie detector; | wll
willingly submt to interrogation while nonitored by any such nmechanism”

“I will need time to consider this,” said Praed Tropo

“l understand,” said the Iceman. “But you nust understand that every mnute you
del ay works in the assassin's favor.”

And the less time you have to cone up with a question |'munprepared for, the
better.

This time the silence lasted for less than thirty seconds.

“W will transmt |anding coordinates to your ship,” said Praed Tropo. “Al
weapons systens nust be disarned or you will be destroyed.”

“l have no weapons systens,” answered the |ceman.

“W are transmtting now”

The I ceman touched down at a military spaceport sone forty mnutes |ater
stepped out into the incredibly hot air of Hades, and was imredi ately taken
into custody by a squadron of Blue Devils. They marched himinto a nearby
bui I di ng, where Praed Tropo was waiting for him

“You realize that if we discover that you have lied to us, you will be

i mprisoned and quite probably executed,” was Tropo's greeting to him

“l do,” answered the Iceman. “But once you find out I'mtelling you the truth,

I trust that you'll be willing to work with ne.”

“We shall see.”

“Look,” said the lceman. “lI'm just an independent businessman, trying to becone
nore i ndependent. Personally, | don't care whether your Oracle lives a nmillion

years or dies tonorrow.”

“What is that to ne?” said Praed Tropo.

“I"'mtrying to tell you that you can trust ne because |I'm notivated by the nobst
basi ¢ human enotion: greed. | have no reason to lie to you, and every reason to
tell you the truth.”

“If you are indeed telling the truth, you have nothing to worry about,

Mendoza,” replied Praed Tropo. “Follow ne.”

Praed Tropo began wal ki ng down a corridor, and the Iceman, still acconpanied by
the squadron of Blue Devils, fell into step behind him It wasn't |ike any
corridor the Iceman had ever seen before: it was as if it had been designed by
a drunken architect, and built by madnen. The ceiling rose to a hei ght of
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fifteen feet, then dropped to the point where they all had to bend over to keep
from bunpi ng their heads, then rose again. It zigged and zagged for no

di scernabl e purpose, passing no doorways or roons along the way, and finally,
when he was convinced that they had conpleted a very erratic circle and were
about to wind up where they had started, it abruptly termnated in a | arge
room

The walls were set at oblique angles to each other, and the ceiling rose and
fell like a wave on a turbulent ocean. At the far end of the roomwas a row of
machi nes, none of which bore any resenbl ance to anything with which the |cenman
was faniliar, and near one of themwas a chair. Not a chair constructed for
human use, but as he stared at it, the Iceman decided that a Blue Devil would
probably be just as unconfortable on it as he woul d.

He was led to the chair and told to sit down. Then Praed Tropo placed a snall
met al di sk on the back of his neck, and another on his left wist. Four Blue
Devils trained their weapons on him

“We are now prepared to interrogate you,” said the Blue Devil. “If you shoul d
lie, you will receive a near-lethal correction that will affect your nerve
centers. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” replied the |cenan.

“Shoul d you attenpt to escape before the interrogation is conpleted, you wll
be shot. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Very well,” said Praed Tropo. “Wat is your nane?”

“Carl os Mendoza.”

“What is your hone planet?”

“Last Chance.”

“We have no record of a Last Chance.”

“I't's official nane is Madison |V.”

“Why are you here, Mendoza?”

Here it cones, thought the Iceman. Keep calm don't get excited, and choose
your words very carefully. Do it right and you can beat this machine.

“l have conme to Al pha Crepello Il to prevent an assassin named Chandl er from
carrying out his assignnent.”

He waited for a jolt, and relaxed when it didn't occur

“What is Chandl er's assignnment?”

“He is a hired killer who has cone for the Oracle.”

“How do you know t hi s?”

Car ef ul .

“I amon intimate ternms with the man who hired him?”

“And who hired you to prevent himfromcarrying out his assignnment?”

“A high-level official in the Denocracy. | don't know his real nane, but his
code name is 32. He is currently stationed on Philenmon I1. He has offered to
pay me ten mllion credits if | acconplish ny mission.”

“How did this Chandl er manage to | and on Al pha Crepello I11?" asked Praed

Tr opo.

“l don't know.”

“Where i s he now?”

“l don't know.”

“But you know that he has definitely been conmi ssioned to assassinate the

O acl e?”

Pause. Take a deep breath. Construct your answer precisely. Think.

“I know that when the circunmstances are right, he will try to kill her.”

The | ceman hal f-expected to be jolted by a near-I|ethal shock, but nothing
happened.

“Have you net this Chandl er personally?” continued Praed Tropo.

“Yes.”

“And you can identify hin®”

“Yes.”

“What good is that to us if he is the master of disguise you claimhimto be?”
“I know his nmethods. |I'Il know himwhen | see him”

“You are absolutely sure of this?” said Praed Tropo. “There is no doubt in your
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m nd?”
“l am absolutely sure of it,” repeated the Iceman. “There is no doubt
what soever in ny mnd.” He paused. “If that answers your questions, can you

di sconnect ne fromthis device now? |'mvery uneasy being attached to it, and
I"'mafraid that it may msinterpret ny nervousness as fal se answers.”

“You'll be disconnected when | amthrough questioning you,” answered Praed
Tropo. “And not until then.”

He asked the Iceman the sane set of questions three nore tinmes, then had him
supply a list of Chandler's known victins.

“He sounds quite formdable,” admtted the Blue Devil at |ast.

“He's supposed to be the best,” said the |Icenan.

“l still do not understand why the Denocracy is attenpting to stop him It
woul d seemto be in their best interest to have him assassinate the Oracle. It
is she and she al one who has kept us independent.”

The Iceman's first inclination was to remain silent, since no question had been
asked. Then he realized that he had better nake sonme response, before the
question could be worded in a | ethal way.

“l assure you that the Denobcracy does not want Chandler to succeed in his
mssion. It is ny understanding that they attenpted to kill himon Port
Marrakech, but he survived.”

Praed Tropo stared at himfor a | ong nonent.

“I will ask you once nore, directly: has the Denpocracy hired this assassin to
kill the Oracle?”

“Thi s” assassin. Concentrate on “this". They don't nean the Injun. They've
never heard of the Injun. “This” assassin is the Wistler. Only the Wiistler
And I'mthe one who told himto kill her if he couldn't bring her out. The
Denocracy knew nothing about it. They wanted her alive. And he's only talking
about the Whistler. Not the Injun. Only the Wiistler, and | told himto, not

t he Denocracy.

“You seem hesitant to answer,’

said Praed Tropo. “Has the Denobcracy hired this

assassin to kill the Oracle?”

“No,” said the |ceman.

“Once nore: has the Denobcracy hired Chandler to kill the Oacle.”

“No. "

That's it. You' ve |learned everything you can fromne. There's no sense asking
about the Oracle. I'mjust a snmall-tine infornmer. How could | know about her?
Probably | don't even know she's a human rather than a Blue Devil. Wy would I

know the Oracl e? Nobody woul d even have told ne about her powers. Just don't
ask about her, and |I've won. Just don't ask about the Oracle..

“Have you any loyalty to the Denocracy?” asked Praed Tropo.

“None.”

“If they asked you to lie for them would you?”

“I't all depends.”

“On what does it depend?”

“On what benefits | would derive fromlying.”

“Econom ¢ benefits?”

“That's right.”

“And have you lied to nme?”

He means during this interrogation. He's not referring to anything | said on
the ship. That's obvious. He neans have | lied while | was hooked up to the
machi ne. The question only applies to this interrogation, only to the nachine.
“No. "

Praed Tropo checked the machi ne and then nodded to one of his underlings, who
removed the disks fromthe Iceman's neck and wi st.

The | ceman stood up, suddenly realized just how unconfortable the chair had
been, and stretched the knots out of his nuscles.

“Satisfied?” he said.

“For the nonent,” replied Praed Tropo.

“Then we'd better get busy, because Chandler's got a hell of a head start on
us.”
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“Head start?”

“An advant age,” explained the Iceman. “He's been here for days. For all 1 know,
he's within striking distance of the Oacle right now”

“The Oracle is in no danger,” answered Praed Tropo.

“I"ve already told you that this man is the best assassin in the Denpcracy.”
“I't nakes no difference. The Oracle cannot be killed.”

The | ceman saw an opportunity to display his ignorance of the Oracle, and took
it. “Any Blue Devil can be killed.”

Praed Tropo's face contorted into what the |ceman assuned was a | ook of
anmusenent. “She is not of ny race,” it said, “but of yours.”

“Then what's she doing on Al pha Crepello I117?”

“That is not for you to know. "

“Well, if she's human, that's all the nore reason to protect her,” said the
Iceman. “If there's one thing Chandl er knows how to do, it's kill humans.”
“He cannot kill her,” repeated Praed Tropo.

“If you're so damed sure of that, why did you let ne | and?” asked the |cenan.
“Because an assassin is |oose on the planet, and he nust be apprehended.”

The | ceman forced a puzzled frown to his face. “But if you're convinced he
can't kill the Oacle, why—=2"

“Because he can kill those nenbers of ny race who are in daily contact with the
O acle.”

“What nakes the Oracle so i mune to assassination?”

Praed Tropo ignored the question, and ushered himback down the |long, crazily-
wi nding corridor to the building' s entrance. Then it stopped and turned to the
| ceman.

“We have no hunman foodstuffs here. You will be escorted to your ship, where you
will bring supplies sufficient for three days.”

“What if it takes nore than three days to apprehend Chandl er?”

“Then | will reassess the situation.”

“Just a minute,” said the Iceman. “If you don't have any hunman food, what does
the Oracle eat?”

“We have no food for you,” answered Praed Tropo.

You' re operating under deep cover, Wistler, so the odds are you can't find out
who delivers her food. But if the Injun isn't lost in sonme seed-chewer's
dreammorl d, he'll have figured it out by now And that nmeans he's closer to her
than you are, and | can expect himto show up first—+f he's stayed off the
seed.

And that nmeans that if | have to sacrifice one of you, it will probably be the
Injun, who I'll claimto be you—which is just as well, because it's been years
since | was good enough to kill you, if indeed | ever was. | just wish | knew
what the hell the Injun |ooks Iike.

“Once | get ny food, what then?” he asked al oud.

“Then | will take you to a place where we can call up the hol ographs of every
human known to be on the planet,” answered Praed Tropo, “and if Chandler is
among them we will arrest and incarcerate him”

“What if he's not among them or if | identify his hol ograph but we can't find
hi n?”

“Then we will alert our security forces, and when he approaches the Oracle, we
will apprehend him?”

“May | make a suggestion?” said the |ceman.

“You may."”

“Chandler's too good at his trade to be taken that easily. Maybe I'Il spot his
hol ograph and nmaybe | won't, but the odds are that he's al ready working his way
to wherever it is that the Oracle resides. And he won't approach her directly:
only a fool would do that on a planet where every human is suspect.” Only a
fool, or perhaps a ginpy old man who's so far past his prinme that he can no

| onger operate covertly, he anmended silently.

“What is the point you are naking, Mendoza?” asked Praed Tropo.

“He's a cautious man,” continued the Iceman. “He won't make a nove until he
knows the function and schedul e of every Blue Devil who guards the Oracle.” The
| ceman paused. “Now, if you beef up your security forces around her, he'll just
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outwait you. | don't know how nuch he's being paid for this job, but it's got
to be enough so that he can spend a year or two waiting for the right
opportunity.” He turned to Praed Tropo. “But he knows nme, and he has no reason

to distrust ne. If you'll put nme in a conspicuous position somewhere near the
Oracl e's headquarters, | think he'll contact ne before he acts.”

“Why shoul d he?”

“Because | have no business being here, and he'll be curious. He'll want to

know if we're business rivals, or if | bear sone new instructions fromhis
enpl oyer, or just what reason | have for being on the planet.”

“How wi Il this benefit us?” asked Praed Tropo. “You are an old man; he is a
pr of essi onal assassin. How can you possibly take himinto custody?”

“I can't,” answered the lIceman. “But there is a chance that | can lead himinto
custody. | can tell himthat there's been a change in plans, and that we have
to go to sone predeterm ned place to discuss it—a place where you will be
waiting for him”

“Why shoul d he believe you?” queried the Bl ue Devil

“Way shoul dn't he?”

“Because, as you say, you have no business being on Al pha Crepello IlIl. Your
presence alone nay serve to alarmhim’

“It's a possibility,” admtted the Iceman. “But what can he do? You assure ne

that the Oracle is invulnerable. If nmy plan works, you'll have himin custody
an hour later. If it doesn't, if nmy presence alarns him he'll alnpbst certainly
go back into hiding, and then your task will be no different than it is now,
except that you'll know the general area that he's hiding in.”

“And what if he kills you?” asked Praed Tropo.

“I"'mgetting paid a lot of noney to take that chance.”

“I will have to consider your proposition very carefully,” said Praed Tropo. “I
do not like giving you such freedom of action.”

“If we're going to work together,” said the Iceman, “we're going to have to
trust each other.”

“You are a Man,” replied Praed Tropo. “That is reason enough not to trust you.”
“But your own nmachine confirnmed that | was telling the truth.”

“You answered ny questions truthfully,” acknow edged the Blue Devil. “But it is
possible that | did not ask the right questions. You are a Man, and yet you
have allied yourself with an alien race to kill another Man. There is no
question in ny mnd that had | not given you permssion to | and your ship, you
woul d have sought sone covert nmeans to land on Al pha Crepello IIl. This

assassin knows and trusts you, and you plan to deceive himand lead himinto
our hands. How am | to know what other notivations you m ght have, what other
reasons you m ght possess for being here?”

You're smarter than you | ook, Tropo. Any m nute now you're going to think of
asking the Oracle what to do about Chandler. You'll be afraid to bother her
with what you still think of as a wild goose chase, but eventual | y—aybe
tonmorrow, maybe the day after that—you'll nuster up the courage, and when you
do there's every likelihood that you'll nention ny nane. |I'mafraid you're
destined for an early death, Praed Tropo.

“Well, if you come up with a better plan, let ne know,” said the |cenan.

“I shall.”

“Just don't take too long. Renenber: this man is an acconplished killer, and
he's been on the planet | ong enough to pinpoint the Oracle's location. A lot of
|ives depend on our noving quickly.”

I ncl udi ng m ne.

25.
Praed Tropo still had not decided what course of action to take by the end of
the day, and the Iceman requested pernission to spend the night aboard his
ship, which was cool er and possessed a confortabl e human bed. The Bl ue Devil at
first objected, but finally gave his pernission
Once he had clinbed aboard and triggered his security system he activated his
subspace radi o.
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“32 here,” said the voice at the other end.

“I't's nme,” said the Iceman. “And you'd dammed wel| better be right about this
frequency being beyond their capacity to pick up.”

“I't is. Wiere are you—en one of the noons?”

“I'"'mon Hades.”

“You're on Hades itsel f?" exclained 32, surprised. “lI knew | had the right man
when | sent that wonan out to approach you! You should never have farnmed out
the job.”

“Then you'd have been trying to kill ne,
There was an awkward pause.

“Have you | earned anything yet?” asked 32

“l haven't found out anything about the Wistler, if that's what you nean.”
“What about Jimry Two Feat hers?”

replied the Iceman dryly.

“l don't know where he is, but if he's kept off the seed, | know where he'l
show up.”

“He's not the one we're worried about. He'll either assassinate the Oracle, or
he'Il fail and probably get hinself killed. It's Chandl er we've got to stop.”
“May | point out that I've only been on the dammed planet for three or four
hours?” said the Iceman. “If he was that easy to stop, | wouldn't have hired
him and you wouldn't have had to hire ne.”

“I"'msorry,” said 32 with a marked | ack of sincerity. “lIt's just that we're

very anxi ous about this whole project.”

“'We'?" repeated the Iceman. “Have you got sonme kind of pool going on who lives
and who di es?”
“Just be careful,’
the favorite.”

“I know,” said the Iceman. “But if you'll let ne speak to one of your
denmolition experts, maybe | can | ower the odds.”

“I'"l'l get one in here right away.”

“The sooner the better. | still don't trust this frequency.”

The expert arrived a few ninutes later, the |Iceman put a nunber of questions to
her, received the answers he needed, and then deactivated the radio. He waited
a few mnutes to make sure that no one had monitored his conversation and was
coming to arrest him then spent the next two hours working with the

i nformati on he had received. Finally, physically and enotionally drained from
the events of the day, he lay down on his bunk and was asleep al npst instantly.
Praed Tropo contacted himvia radio the next norning just after sunrise, and
demanded his presence. It was already hot outside, and getting hotter by the

m nute, and the Iceman took a broad-brinmed hat with himto shade his eyes from
the sun.

“l have consi dered your proposition very carefully,” said Praed Tropo as they
wal ked toward a waiting vehicle, “and | have decided to |l et you attenpt to stop
t he assassin.”

adnmoni shed 32. “If we did have a pool, the Oracle would be

“Thank you.”

“There is nothing to thank me for, Mendoza,” answered the Blue Devil. “W are
confronting a dangerous situation. You are risking your life to resolve it.”
“As | told you, |'mbeing well-paid,” responded the | cenan.

Praed Tropo's expression indicated what he thought of a race that would do
anything for noney, but it nade no reply.

“Where are we goi ng?” asked the Icenan as they reached the vehicle and Praed
Tropo notioned himto clinmb into it. Four armed Blue Devils were waiting for
him and Praed Tropo joined thema nonment | ater

“Where you want to go,” answered the Blue Devil. Suddenly the w ndows al
darkened, and a light canme on, illumnating the interior of the vehicle.

“The Oracl e's headquarters?”

“That is correct,” said Praed Tropo. “Since you have no need to knowits

| ocation, | have nmade the wi ndows opaque.”

The vehi cl e began noving, and the Icenan | eaned back on his seat, trying
unsuccessfully to get confortable. For the first tine since arriving on Hades,
he becane aware of the unpleasant, alnobst bitter odor of the Blue Devils. The
vehicle wasn't air-conditioned, for the Blue Devils had evolved to cope with
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the intense heat, and his nouth suddenly felt dry. After a few m nutes he found
hi nsel f sweating profusely, and shortly thereafter his clothes were drenched,
and his foot squished unconfortably in his boot.

“How nmuch | onger?” he asked hoarsely.

“Perhaps an hour,” said Praed Tropo. “Perhaps two.”

“Wonderful ,” he nuttered.
“You are unconfortabl e?”
“Very.”

“Ch,” said Praed Tropo, with no show of concern

The vehicle sped on, and the Iceman finally found that he was |ess
unconfortable if he | eaned forward, resting his el bows on his knees and cuppi ng
his chin in his hands. After about ten m nutes his back began to ache, and he
strai ghtened up again, aware that he was causing the Blue Devils untold
satisfaction, if not outright anmusenent.

“Are we heading toward a city?” he asked, hoping that conversation would take
his mnd off his disconfort.

“Why shoul d you think so?” answered Praed Tropo.

“Because her headquarters would be harder to pinpoint if they were surrounded
by hundreds of other buildings.”

“She has no reason to fear attack.”

“Tell nme about her.”

“\Ahy 2"

“I"'mrisking ny life to save her, so naturally |I'mcurious,” answered the

| ceman.

“She is in no danger. You are here only to prevent any nenbers of ny own race
from bei ng harnmed.”

“Wiy is she called the Oracl e? Does she nake nystic pronouncenents?”

““Oacle” is a Terran word,” replied Praed Tropo. “She chose it herself. | do
not know what it neans.”

“Why is she living anong you?”

“I't is not necessary for you to know that.”

“What does she | ook |ike?” asked the Iceman.

“Li ke any ot her nmenber of your race.”

“Every ot her nenber of nmy race can be killed. Wat nakes you so certain that
she can't be?”

“You ask too many questions, Mendoza,” said Praed Tropo.

“The Denobcracy is paying ne a |ot of noney to save her,” said the Iceman. “That
i nplies soneone el se spent a lot of noney to have her killed. 1'd like to know
what nakes her so valuable. Your claimthat she is invul nerable seens |ike a
good place to start.”

“Be quiet, Mendoza,” said Praed Tropo. “I find your questions tiring.”

“Then why not answer themand I'll shut up?”

“Because it has occurred to ne, as it has doubtless occurred to you, that
Chandl er may have been paid nore than ten million credits to assassinate the
Oracle. Since you know who hired him and since greed is the prine notivating
force of all Men, | consider it quite likely that you yourself will attenpt to
kill the Oracle if you feel the opportunity has presented itself.”

“But you've already told me it can't be done,” the Iceman pointed out. “Wre
you lying to ne?”

“No,” said Praed Tropo. “But in the process, you could kill some nenbers of ny
race, and since you | anded here on ny authority, | would be held responsible
for your crinmes.” He paused. “Therefore, | will tell you nothing about the
Oracle. You are here to apprehend Chandl er, and nothing nore.”

You know, thought the Icenman, when | was younger and stronger, | probably would
have tried to cut Chandler out and kill the Oracle nyself—f ny story had been
true. You're too smart again by half, Praed Tropo. If all the Blue Devils are
Ii ke you, | wonder why your people think they need the Oacle.

“Well, then,” he said al oud, “perhaps you can tell ne about her headquarters.
What are its dinmensions, how nany Blue Devils are guarding it, what kind of
security systens have been built into it?”
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“You will see for yourself when we arrive,” answered Praed Tropo.

“Fine,” said the Iceman with a sigh

“There is one thing | will tell you now, Mendoza.”

“Cood. What is it?”

“My race is called the Lorhn,” said Praed Tropo. “W find the termBlue Devils
of fensi ve.”

“l assure you no offense was intended. |'ve only heard you referred to as Bl ue
Devils.”

“We call you Men, as you prefer, rather than—= it uttered a word that was
unpronounceable in Terran. “And we have | earned to speak Terran, though it
bears no relation to our own |language and is painful to our throats.” It

paused. “And yet, although the Denbcracy knows we are the Lorhn, it persists in
calling us Blue Devils, and does not teach its diplomats or its operatives our

| anguage. Is it any wonder that we have no desire to be assimnilated by you?”
“I"mno politician or operative,” said the Iceman. “lI'mjust a businessman, and
fromthis moment forward |I'Il be happy to refer to you as Lorhn. |If you fee

the Denocracy has treated your race with disrespect, tell them”

“l have no intercourse with the Denocracy, nor do | expect to have any unless

they invade us,” said Praed Tropo. “lI amtelling you, because if you survive
will expect you to relay ny nessage to them”
“Consider it done,” lied the |cenan.

The Blue Devil fell silent again, and the Icenman, totally out of questions,
rode in mute disconfort.

After another hour he felt the vehicle turn to the left, and suddenly the sound
of the wind was broken by large structures, either buildings or natura
formations. Then it began slowi ng down, and in another mle it stopped.

“We have arrived,” announced Praed Tropo as the wi ndows becane transparent once
nor e.

The I ceman's eyes began watering at the broad expanse of sand that reflected
the intense sunlight, and it took himalnost a minute before he could begin

f ocusi ng.

The first thing he saw was the building, beautifully canouflaged in a
depressi on beneath a | arge outcropping of rock. It was a crazily irregular
structure, but if a wall with right angles had been built around it, the |Iceman
estimated that it would be close to 400 feet on a side.

The quartz roof, reflecting a dazzling array of reds, oranges and golds, with
blue metal girders supporting it, imediately caught his eye. It seemed nuch
nmore intricate than necessary, even if it served as a solar energy collector

He | ooked for w ndows and doors, found a few where they shouldn't have been and
al nrost none where he expected themto be, and shrugged. He'd been on enough
alien worlds not to try to nake sense out of their structures. |f they thought
a roof should be fifty feet high at one point and ten feet at another, with no
rhyme or reason to justify the sudden changes, that was fine by him all he was
concerned about was the wonman who resided beneath that roof.

At the far end of the building was a huge triangular door, and after he, Praed
Tropo, and the four arned Blue Devils clinbed out of the vehicle, the driver
started it up again and drove through the doorway into what the |Icenman assuned
was an enor npbus gar age.

There were el even Blue Devils pacing the grounds, walking in intricate patterns
that seened totally unrelated to one another. None of them were arned.

“Who are they?” asked the |ceman.

“They are nmenbers of the house's staff.”

“What are they doing?”

“They are perforning their religious rituals,” answered Praed Tropo.

“They nmake awfully easy targets,” noted the |cenan.

“Then they will join our God that rmuch sooner,” replied the Blue Devil with a
shrug.

“And what are these?” asked the Icenman, indicating a nunber of stone structures
scattered around the | andscape. “They |l ook rather like fountains.”

“What is a fountain?”

The I ceman explained it, and Praed Tropo | ooked di sapprovi ng.
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“W have no water to spare for such non-essential purposes.”

“Then | repeat: what are they?”

“Monunents, denoting where various Lorhn have fallen in defense of the Oracle.”
It paused. “In every case, they were killed by agents of the Denobcracy.”
“Then it would seemthat the Denocracy has hired ne to make anends,” said the
| ceman.

“For Men to nake anends is contrary to nmy experience,” said Praed Tropo.
“You' ve been associating with the wong Men,” said the |ceman easily.

“I will give you every opportunity to prove ne wong, Mendoza,” answered the
Blue Devil. “But | expect that you will prove to be no different fromthe
rest.”

“You know, you object to ny calling your race Blue Devils, and |'m nmaki ng an
attenpt to abide by your wi shes,” said the Iceman. “But you keep naking
general i zations about ny race that you know to be false.”

“Nothing | have said is false.”

“You have stated or inplied that Men are not to be trusted, and that we hold
your race in contenpt.”

“That is true.”

“You forget the Oracle,” said the Iceman. “She's a nenber of ny race, and yet
you trust her.”

Praed Tropo stared at the Iceman for a | ong nonent, and then spoke. “l| repeat:
nothing | have said is false.”

26.
The Iceman was still considering what Praed Tropo had said as they toured the
grounds.
“Whi ch way do you think Chandler will approach?” asked the Blue Devil when they
had finished their inspection.
The 1 ceman placed his hands on his hips and surveyed the | andscape.
“Difficult to say,” he replied. “I assune the fence on the west side is
electrified?”
“Qur security system does not use electricity,” answered Praed Tropo. “It is
too easy to disable at the source. The fence has a self-generating field that
will kill anything that touches it.”
“How about that overhang?” asked the Icenman, indicating the huge rock that
towered over the house.
“I't cannot be scaled.”
“Not by a Lorhn, perhaps—but it wouldn't be that difficult for a human.”
“Coul d you scale it?” asked Praed Tropo skeptically.
The Iceman sm | ed and shook his head. “No ... but |I've got a prosthetic |eg,
and |1've never really learned to use it properly; there's sone nerve damage to
my hip. Twenty years ago | could have clinbed it with no trouble.”
“l shall deploy forces to guard all approaches to the overhang,” said Praed
Tropo after sone thought.
“I wouldn't, if |I were you.”
“Why not ?” asked the Blue Devil suspiciously.
“You're not dealing with an amateur here,” replied the Iceman. “He'll spot
anyone you post there, and he won't try to cone into the conpound—and if he
doesn't cone in, then there's no way | can contact him”
“You are certain?”
“The only way he'll enter the conpound under those circunstances is if he kills
every Lorhn you post there—and it's ny understanding that that's what you' ve
brought nme here to prevent.”
“That is true,” admtted Praed Tropo. “But if we follow this philosophy
t hroughout our defenses, it is alnost certain that Chandler will at |east reach
the spot where we are standi ng wi thout being apprehended.”
“That's the whol e purpose of the exercise,” answered the Iceman. “W've got to
entice himto breech your defenses or | won't be able to identify himand warn
hi moff.”
“And what if you can't warn himoff?” asked Praed Tropo. “Wat if, having cone
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this far, he elects to kill you?”

“He has no reason to kill ne.”

“Men lie to each other all the time. Wiy should he believe what you tell hin®”
“Because he knows ne.”

“That is an inadequate answer.”

“I"'msorry, because it's the best answer you're going to get,” replied the

I ceman. “Besides, what difference does it nake to you if he kills me or not?
You insist that no one can kill the Oacle. At least this way you'll know where
he is, and you can make sure he doesn't get out.”

Praed Tropo was silent for a nonent. “Logical,” it said at |ast.

“I"'mglad we agree on sonething,” said the |cenan.

“What do you suggest for the rest of the perineter?” asked the Blue Devil. “It
is possible to deactivate the fences.”

“Not a good idea,” answered the Iceman. “We want to pick and choose his
approaches. If you just let himcone in at random | mght never see him”
Praed Tropo stared at him a strange expression on its face.

“I's sonething wong?” asked the |cenan.

“No,” answered the Blue Devil. “You are acting out your part very well.”
“I"'mnot acting any part,” protested the Iceman irritably. “I'mtrying to earn
my comm ssion.”

“l still do not trust you, Mendoza,” said Praed Tropo. “But you have been very
careful not to make a mistake. |If you had suggested that we deactivate the
fence, | would know you were an agent for the assassin, and | woul d have

i medi ately inprisoned you.” It paused. “I will continue to work with you, but

sooner or later | expect you to nake an error, and | will be waiting for it.”
“You are dooned to be disappointed,” said the |cenan.

“l have al ways expected the worst from Men,” answered Praed Tropo. “And | have
never yet been di sappointed.”

“I'f you're going to continue telling ne what a treacherous race | belong to,

can we at |east walk over to sone shade?” asked the lIceman. “If | stand out
here much longer, | may not live |long enough to prove to you that I'mtelling
the truth.”

Praed Tropo led himto a bizarrely-shaped | ean-to that seened to have no

pur pose except to provide shade to anyone who was willing to bend over at the
wai st .

“Aren't you unconfortabl e?” asked the Iceman, staring at the slightly taller
Bl ue Devil .

“You asked for shade. | have provided it.”
“This is getting ridiculous,” said the Iceman. “Your furniture and vehicles are
bad enough, but if I'mgoing to roast to death, | don't see why | have to do it

while I'"'mbent in half.”

“You shoul d have consi dered that before accepting an assi gnnment on Al pha
Crepello I'll,” replied Praed Tropo, stepping back out into the sunlight.
“Look,” said the Iceman, also stepping out fromunder the |ean-to and
straightening up painfully, “lI know that you enjoy ny disconfort, but ny race
wasn't built for this kind of heat, and |'ma very old nan. You're going to
have to provide ne with some confortable shade—and | enphasize the word
confortable—f |I'mto stay outside and wait for Chandler to show up.”

“He will alnost certainly arrive under cover of darkness,” answered Praed
Tropo. “Qur nights are quite cool.”

“l experienced one of your nights, thanks. They're only cool if you're a

Lorhn.” The |ceman paused. “Do you know what an unbrella is?”

“No. "

“I"1'l draw one for you,” said the Iceman. “I want one of your Lorhn to
construct one for ne. And I'Il need plenty of water.”

“Water is very rare on Al pha Crepello IIlI1.”

“Not as rare as assassins,” shot back the Iceman. “If you want me to stop him
you' ve got to keep ne alive until he shows up.”

Praed Tropo seened to consider his request. “I will see what can be done,” it
said at |ast.

“Cood.”
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Praed Tropo stared at himfor a nonent. “You have not yet inspected the
entrances to the property which are used by vehicles,” it said, indicating two
driveways. “Do you feel strong enough to inspect thenf”

“Let's get it over with,” said the Iceman. They had checked the first of them
and were wal king to the second when the |Icenan suddenly stopped, overcone by
di zzi ness.

“What is the matter, Mendoza?” asked Praed Tropo.

“Heat prostration, |I think,” munbled the Iceman. “I've got to get out of the
sun.”

“How does one treat heat prostration in a human?”

“l don't know,” said the Iceman, grabbing Praed Tropo's armfor support. “I've
never had it before. Get ne to soneplace cool, and if | pass out, find a way to
get sone fluids in ne. Just water; | don't think my systemcan take anything
the Lorhn drink.”

Praed Tropo summoned two other Blue Devils. The Iceman's |ast nenory was of
being half-carried and hal f-dragged into the foyer of the huge building.

Then he | ost consci ousness.

27.
When he awoke, he was laying on the floor of a small cubicle, next to an oddly-
shaped cot. Even in his weakened, dehydrated condition, he had evidently
deci ded that the floor was nore confortable.
He stood up, |eaned against a stone wall for support, and surveyed his
surroundi ngs. The cubicle was perhaps eight feet on a side, just enough for the
cot, a small, nulti-leveled table, and an intercom hol oscreen. There was a
container of water on the table. He i mediately picked it up, spent alnpbst a
m nute figuring out howto open it, and then took two |long swallows. It was
warm and there were small things floating in it, things that he didn't want to
think about, but it tasted |ike heaven
He wanted to drink nore, to drain the container, but he seermed to renenber
readi ng or hearing somewhere that he should drink frequently but in noderation
until he regained his strength. He took a tentative step, then another, and
found that he wasn't as weak as he had anticipated. Cbviously the Blue Devils
had gotten himout of the sun before any serious danage had been done.
The door to his cubicle was closed. He had no idea if it was |ocked, and at the
monent he didn't particularly care. It would be another hour or so before he
coul d take advantage of being here anyway—+f indeed there was any advantage to
be taken by being inside the building.
He wal ked fromwall to wall a few nore tines, getting sone of the stiffness out
of his body, then sat delicately on the edge of the cot and just luxuriated in
bei ng out of Hades’ sunlight. In fact, the roomwas still quite warm perhaps
36 degrees Celsius, but it felt cool and confortable conpared to bei ng outside.
He waited another five mnutes, then got up and began wal ki ng back and forth
again, feeling stronger this tine. It was as he approached the far wall that he
heard the voice
“l see you're finally awake, lIceman,” said a cold, dispassionate, vaguely
famliar voice
He turned and found hinself staring at the image of a slender young wonman on
the hol oscreen. He studied the face: the cheekbones were nore prom nent, the
chin alittle sharper, the hair a bit darker, but they were definitely hers.
Only the eyes had really changed; they seened strange, distant, alnost alien
“It's been a long tinme,” he said at |ast.
“Fourteen years,” replied Penel ope Bail ey.

Part 5:
THE ORACLE' S BOK
28.
“I"'mgetting sick and tired of waiting,” renmarked the Injun, as he and
Broussard sat in his roomat the enbassy. “I think it's just about tinme to go

to work.”
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“l thought you weren't going to nake a nove until the Wistler showed up,” said
Br oussard.

“For all | know, the Blue Devils killed himon one of the nobons and he won't be
showing up at all.”

The Injun got to his feet and started pacing the roomrestlessly, while
Broussard stared at himand tried to understand the change that had cone over

hi m during the past few days. He had grown nore irritable, nore restless, and
had been given to violent outbursts of tenper. It just didn't jibe with the
cool professional Broussard had been working with, and the young nan was
sincerely worried about the Injun's nmental state.

“Where the hell is he?” nuttered the Injun, slamring a fist into the wall. “I
can't wait much |onger!”
“There's no deadline on killing the Oracle, sir,” said Broussard. “O if there

is, you haven't told nme about it.”

“I'"ve got a personal deadline,” snapped the Injun. “And |'ve just about reached
it.”

“A personal deadline?” repeated Broussard, puzzled.

“Just shut up and let ne think!”

“l can leave the roomif you wish, sir.”

“Leave, stay-what you do doesn't interest ne.”

He continued pacing the room faster and faster, and after watching himfor
anot her few nminutes, Broussard wal ked to the door and went to his own quarters,
deeply troubl ed about the change that had occurred to his superior

Finally the Injun cane to a stop in front of his conputer and stared at it, as
if it was some alien nmachine he had never seen before. Finally his eyes, which
had seemed wild and unfocused, cleared and he sat down next to it.

“Conput er—activate,” he comuanded.

“Activated,” replied the conputer.

“Check all planetary databases and tell ne if Joshua Jereni ah Chandl er, also
known as the Wiistler, has arrived on Hades yet.”

“Checking ... unknown.”

“Damm!” nuttered the Injun.

He was about to begin wal king around the roomagain when it hit him
“Computer!” he yell ed.

“Yes?”

“Every other time |'ve asked you, you said No. This tinme you said Unknown.
Why ?”

“Because a human has | anded at the Polid Kreba MIlitary Base, and | have been
unable to ascertain his identity.”

“That's got to be him” said the Injun. “Has he been incarcerated?”

“Unknown. ”

“I't doesn't matter,” said the Injun. “If he's injail, he'll rot there, and
there's no sense waiting any longer—and if he's not, then he's tal ked his way
out of a nmlitary base and probably has freedom of novenent, and |'ve got to
nmove tonight.”

The conputer nmade no reply, as no question had been put to it.

“Deactivate,” ordered the Injun.

The conputer went dark, and the Injun wal ked out of his room went down the
hall, and entered Broussard's room

“I'"'mgoing after her tonight,” he announced.

“You're quite certain, sir?” asked Broussard, obviously concerned.

“OfF course I'mcertain!” said the Injun. “The Wistler has | anded on Hades!”
“You' re sure of that?”

“The conmputer confirns it.”

“The computer says that the Wistler has | anded?” repeated Broussard. “Then why
didn't it show up on our immgration |ists?”

“He landed at a Blue Devil nilitary base.”

“Why woul d he do that?”

“How the hell should |I know?” snapped the Injun irritably. “He's here, and
that's all that matters.”

“What nanme is he using?” asked Broussard.
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“l don't know.”
Broussard frowned. “Then how do you know it's the Wistler?”
“Who el se would land in this godforsaken hell hole wi thout going through Custons
and I nmm gration?” The Injun paused. “lI'mgoing to need your help.”
“Sir, | don't nean to offend or to be insubordinate, but I w sh you' d undergo a
psychol ogi cal evaluation first,” said Broussard.
The Injun glared at him “Wat are you saying? Do you think I'mcrazy?”
“No, sir,” answered Broussard. “But you haven't been yourself lately.”
“I will be soon,” said the Injun.
“You' re nervous and short-tenpered and you' ve becone forgetful,” continued
Broussard. “I don't think you're in any condition to confront the Oracle.”
“I'"l'l be fine,” said the Injun, struggling to control the rage and hunger that
surged through him “Believe ne.”
“I still wish you'd present yourself to our staff psychol ogist.”
“He won't tell me anything | don't already know,” answered the Injun. “Look,
I"mgoing to go out there tonight with or without you, but it would nake ny
life a lot easier if you'll cone. Al | need you to do is drive ne to the sane
spot we went to the other day. I'll take care of everything else.” He paused
and stared at the young man. “Now, are you in or out?”
Broussard uttered a sigh of resignation. “I can't let you go out there alone.”
“Good,” said the Injun. “W |leave at twilight.”
Broussard turned to | eave.
“One nore thing,” said the Injun
“Sir?”
“l appreciate your concern for ne, and | realize that you have ny best
interests at heart.” He paused. “But if you or anyone else tries to stop ne,
you'll find out just how good a killer I am”
Broussard drew hinself up to his full height. “That was unnecessary, sir,” he
replied with dignity.
“Let's hope so.”

* * * *
They left at twilight and took the main road out of town, driving at a
| eisurely pace. Traffic thinned out within twenty m nutes, and vani shed
conpletely after half an hour.
“None of this looks famliar,’
“Where are all the rocks?”
“We'll reach themin another forty mnutes, sir,
The 1 njun | eaned back and cl osed his eyes.
“You haven't told ne your plan yet, sir,”
“I know.’
“You do have one, don't you?”
The Injun patted his tunic. “Right here in ny pocket.”
“A gun?” said Broussard.
The Injun smled. “That, too.

said the Injun, squinting into the darkness.

sai d Broussard

remar ked Broussard.

29.
Two arnmed Blue Devils entered the Iceman's cubicle and silently ushered him
down a | ong darkened corridor, then up a ranp, down another corridor, and
finally came to a halt at a |large door, where Praed Tropo was waiting for him
“She wants to see you, Mendoza,” it said.
“So | gathered.”
“Do not approach her.”
“l don't understand,” said the |cenman.
“You will.”
He uttered a | ow conmand, and the door receded, revealing a | arge, |uxurious
roomal nost fifty feet on a side. There were beds, chairs, desks, tables, even
a hol oscreen, each of them designed for the confort of a human occupant.
The occupant herself stood about thirty feet away, tall, slender, with dark
bl onde hair and pal e blue eyes that seenmed to be | ooking through the |cenman
into sone hidden place that only she could see.
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“Wel cone to ny donmain, |ceman,” she said.

“Hel I o, Penel ope.”

“You have seen her before?” said Praed Tropo, surprised.
“Along tine ago,” answered the |ceman.

“l had thought we woul d never neet again,” said the Oracle. “I thought you
woul d die where | left you, but | was very young, and ny abilities were
i mature.’

“And now you're an adult,” said the |ceman.

“Now | aman adult,” she replied vacantly, as if her attention were directed

el sewhere. “Now | see things nore clearly, nore vividly, and now | interpret
them nore accurately.”

“What kind of things?”

“Things that would drive you mad if you were to see them |ceman.” She paused
“Amllion futures, all struggling to be born; a trillion events, all lining up
to take place, all waiting for my approval.”

“I felt sorry for you when you were a little girl,’
sorry for you now.”

“Save your synpathy, lceman,” she replied. “I would not trade places with you.”
The lIceman stared at a thin line on the floor about ten feet ahead of him and
noted that it ran up the walls and across the ceiling.

“I'n point of fact, you couldn't trade places with ne even if you wanted to,” he
sai d.

She smled again. “You refer to the force field.”

“I'f that's what it is.”

said the lceman. “| fee

“I't keeps me in ... but it also keeps you out,” she replied. “You and the

ot hers.”

“What ot hers?” he asked.

“Don't be obtuse, Iceman,” said the Oracle. “It's unbeconing.”

“Do you refer to the assassin, Chandler?” asked Praed Tropo.

“Perhaps,” said the Oracle. She turned to the Blue Devil. “You mnust |eave us
now. ”

Praed Tropo turned and joined his two Blue Devils on the far side of the door,
which i mediately slid shut.

“How | ong have you been a prisoner, Penel ope?”

“What nakes you think | ama prisoner?”

“Can you | eave this roon®?”

“BEventual ly,” she said.

“But not right now,” he said.

“l amcontent not to | eave right now”

He stared at her for a |long nonent. “You've changed.”

“I've grown,” said the O acle.

He shook his head. “You're scarcely human anynore.”

“Look at ne,” said the Oracle, turning around before him “Do | not appear |ike
any ot her young worman?”

“Cther young women concentrate on what they are saying and hearing. You're
hours and days ahead of where everyone else is, aren't you? Qur present is your
past. You're nmpouthing words that occurred to you before |I arrived.”

“You are very perceptive, lceman. | amglad | brought you here.”

“l came of ny own volition,” he replied. “If it happens to serve your purposes,
it's just a coincidence.”

“You are free to think so,” she said. Suddenly she turned sharply to her left.
“What's that all about?” asked the |cenan.

“Your friend the Whistler is on his way here,” she replied. “He arrived on
Hades three days ago, hidden in the hold of a cargo ship, and nade his way out
of the spaceport under cover of night. It took himthis long to find out where
I am” She paused. “If | had stood where | was, he woul d have been seen by one
of ny agents as he |eft Quichancha.”

“And you think that just by turning your body, he'll get out of the city
unobserved?” said the Iceman skeptically.

“There are an infinite nunber of futures, Iceman. My freedom of action is
limted, but in every future in which I turned, he | eaves the city unobserved.”
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“How can turning your body nake a difference in what happens a hundred miles

away?”

“l do not know the Way of it, only the Truth of it,” the Oacle replied
serenely. “In a universe of cause and effect, | amthe Cause, and by ny
wil |l power and ny actions, | select the effect.”

He stared at her and nade no reply.

“Why do you look at me with such an odd expression on your face?” she asked.
“Because |'msurprised.”

“By me?”

He shook his head. “By ne.”

“Expl ai n, please.”

“Way bot her? You know what |'mgoing to say.”

“l know a mllion things you mght say,” she replied. “lI cannot consider all of
them”

“All right,” said the Iceman. “lI'm surprised by ny reaction to you.”

“I'n what way?”

“The last tinme we were together, you caused the death of soneone | cared for
very much,” he answered. “You caused her death, and you crippled nme, and
thought | hated you. | thought that if |I ever net you again, all | would want
to do would be to put nmy hands around your throat and squeeze until you died.”
“But this is not the case?”

“No,” he said. “I hated a little girl, who killed out of passion and

j eal ousy—but you're not that girl. You have no passion left. For all | know you
don't possess any other human enotions, either. You're a force of nature,

not hing nore.” He paused and sighed. “You can't hate a hurricane or an ion
storm for being what they are, and | find | can't hate you.”

She stared at himcuriously, but nade no reply.

“That doesn't nean you shoul dn't be stopped,” he continued. “Wen wi nds build
up to hurricane velocity, we dissipate them Wen an ion storm approaches a
habi tabl e pl anet, we neutralize it.”

“You cannot stop ne, lceman,” she said with detached anmusenent. “Surely you
know t hat by now.”

“Sonmeone has al ready stopped you,’
over to where | am standi ng?”

“l have not wanted it until now,” she said placidly. “And now that | want it, |
shall have it soon.”

“How did they ever confine you here in the first place?”

“l was very young, and very naive,” said the Oracle.

he replied. “Or have you the freedomto wal k

“I1"1l agree that you were young,” replied the Iceman. “I find it difficult to
bel i eve that you were ever naive.”
“But it is true, lceman,” she said. “lI came here with the Mock Turtle. W

stopped to refuel on the way to a planet where | was to grow up, shielded from
all outside influence, and learn to use ny powers to their fullest extent.” She
paused. “And then | nade a m stake.”

“What was it?”

“l could foresee that the ship would fail to function if a m nor gasket was not
replaced, and | let themoverhear nme telling that to the Mock Turtle. He
practically worshipped ne, if you'll recall, and he imediately insisted that
their nmechanics fix the flawed gasket. When they found that it indeed was
cracked, they told us that because their ships worked on different principles,
it would take them some weeks to inport the part. And because ny abilities were
imature, | could not see far enough into the future to know that the part
woul d never come, and | believed them”

“And they inprisoned you here?” asked the |cenman.

“They explained that it was a protective device, and indeed it is,” she
replied. “For just as | cannot pass through the field, neither can you.” She
paused again, as if the past were much nore difficult to summon than the
future. “By the next norning | realized that we were prisoners, but since | had
no interest in the Mock Turtle's world anyway, and all my needs were provided
for, | decided that this was as good a place to mature and grow strong as any.”
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“Wiy did you help the Blue Devils stay out of the Denocracy?” he asked. “They
can't nean any nore to you than the Mock Turtle did.”

“They thought, and probably still think, that | am hel ping themin the hope
that they will sonmeday release nme, but in fact it was a chance to test ny
growi ng powers,” answered the Oracle. “And | have no |l ove for the Denocracy. It
was the Denpcracy that took nme away fromny parents, and tried to turn ne into
a | aboratory animal that woul d performon command, and it was the Denocracy
that sent scores of bounty hunters after nme when | escaped.” She paused. “No,

have no | ove for the Denbcracy at all.” She net the Iceman's gaze with her own,
and she seened once again to be |ooking not at him but nonths and years past
him “1 have plans for the Denocracy, |ceman. | have interesting plans,

i ndeed.”

“And now you think you're ready to put theminto effect?” asked the |ceman.

“l aman adult wonman now. | am no |onger Penel ope Bailey, nor am| the Mrck
Turtle's Soothsayer. | amthe Oracle, and it is tine for ne to go abroad in the
gal axy.”

“What happened to the Mock Turtle?”

“He died,” she said with an unconcerned shrug.

13 |_b\,\/?)!
“Wiy do you care?”
“I"'mcurious,” he answered. “I can't believe you couldn't have kept himalive

if you wanted to.”

She smled once nore, a snmle that should have been very attractive, but which
i nstead seened cold and distant. “You are very perceptive, |cenman.”

“Did you just get tired of being worshi pped?”

“What god tires of being worshipped?” she replied.

“How di d he die?”

“He was only concerned with what | could do for his insignificant race. It was
all he tal ked about, all he thought about, all he cared for. He kept urging ne
to escape and return to his home world with him” She paused. “Eventually he
grew very tiresone.”

“And?”

“And one day his heart stopped,” she concl uded.

“You nade it stop, of course.”

“You still do not understand, |ceman,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “I do
not cause things to happen. | choose the future in which they have already
happened. ”

He frowned. “That sounds like a contradiction.”

13 \My?n

“Because things can't have already happened if you're looking into the future.”
She seened amused. “Perhaps not in your future,” she replied. “But then, you
are just a Man.”

She rai sed her |eft hand above her head, held it in place for perhaps five
seconds, then lowered it.

“And what future did you choose just now?” he asked.

“l am bringi ng about a confluence of futures this night,” she said. “Any

expl anation woul d be beyond your understanding.”

“Try me.”

“I prefer to use you, |lcenman.”

“ How?”

“I't is time for me to | eave ny confinenent,” she said. “You will play an
essential part in that.”

“Not if | can helpit.”

She chuckl ed in anusenent. “But you can't help it, Iceman. That is why you are
here, in this place, at this nonent.”

30.
The Injun left the darkened vehicle about half a mile south of the Oacle's
compound, then began silently approaching the rocky overhang that he had
pi npoi nted as the nost |ikely neans of ingress.
Just before he reached the base of the rock, he sensed another presence.
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Drawi ng his laser pistol, the nost silent of his weapons, he crouched down and
remai ned notionl ess, peering into the darkness and listening intently.

He saw not hing, heard nothing, but couldn't shake the feeling that there was
soneone out here with him It could have been a Blue Devil, of course, but no
Bl ue Devil would feel the need to be so silent unless he had al ready been
spotted and they were after him and he knew that he was too good at his craft
to have given hinself away yet. It had to be the Wiistler, who had finally nmade
his way to Hades from one of the noons.

The Injun realized that he needed his peripheral vision in this situation, and
so, for the first time in days, he renpved his eyepatch. It took hima nonent
to adjust to having a broader field of vision and renewed depth perception, and
so he renmi ned where he was for another few mnutes, until he was certain that
he woul dn't be disoriented by what he saw.

Suddenly he felt that the mysterious presence was no longer in his i mediate
vicinity, and he clinbed, catlike, to the top of the rocky overhang. This

af forded hima view of the far end of the conpound, where two arnmed Bl ue Devils
guarded the driveway, waiting to inspect or turn back any approachi ng vehicl es.
He flattened hinself out on top of the rock and spent another few m nutes
observing the yard, and pinpointed the |ocations of three nore guards. He
peered into the shadows cast by outbuil dings and nonunents, trying to spot the
Whi stler, but couldn't find him

Finally he cramed to the edge of the overhang. It was only eight or nine feet
above one of the netal beans that supported the quartz roof, and he gently

| onered hinself down until his feet were only twenty inches above it. Then he
rel eased his grip and landed lightly on the beam

He wal ked al ong the beamuntil the shadow of the overhang hid himfrom any Bl ue
Devil who chanced to | ook up, then pulled a cloth out of his pocket and w ped
of f his hands and face, which had becone covered by sweat fromhis efforts in

t he war m Hades ni ght. Wen he was finished, he tucked the cloth back into his
pocket .

He didn't want to wal k across the quartz, because he didn't know how nmuch
weight it would hold, so he continued wal ki ng down the beamuntil he cane to an
acute angle that neant he had either reached the end of the roof, or at |east
the end of this particular level of it. He lowered hinself to his belly and

| eaned his head over the side, looking for a window ... and saw one, far |arger
than a typical door, about five feet below himand twelve feet to his right. He
pul l ed hinself along the beamuntil he was directly above it.

He was now sone thirty feet above the ground, and he carefully | owered hinself
until his feet could touch the window. It had | ooked hinged to him and he
tried putting sone gentle pressure against it. It resisted for a nonent, then
swung i nward.

He waited to see if anyone inside the darkened roomwould walk to the wi ndow to
see what had happened. Wien no one appeared after twenty seconds, he rel eased
his grip on the beam landed Iightly on the wi ndow | edge, and junped into the
room alnost in one single notion, then closed the wi ndow behind him

The room was shaped |i ke an equilateral triangle, sone fifteen feet on a side,
and perhaps ten feet high. It was totally devoid of furnishings, and served no
pur pose that he could determ ne. There were two rough- hewn wooden posts in the
m ddl e of the room perhaps six feet high and five feet apart. He inspected
thembriefly, but their purpose remained totally inconprehensible to him

He then turned his attention to the door. It did not recede as he approached
it, nor could he find a handle or a conputer lock onit. Finally he reached out
and tentatively pushed against it, and it slid up out of sight so quickly that
he junped back, startled

He drew his | aser pistol once again, prepared to incinerate anyone who happened
to see the door open, but when he stepped out into a corridor that w dened and
narrowed as pointlessly as had the street in the Blue Devils’' sector of

Qui chancha, he found that it was enpty.

The door snapped shut behind himas he turned to his |eft and began wal ki ng,
only to cone to a dead end before he passed any doors, stairways, or airlifts.
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He turned back and retraced his steps, wal ked past the roomthrough which he
had entered, canme to a corner, turned right, and finally cane upon a ranp that
|l ed down to a | ower |evel

He wal ked down it cautiously, then heard | ow voices up ahead, and crouched
down, weapon at the ready. The voices were speaking in one of the guttural Bl ue
Devil dialects, and when they neither approached nor vani shed after he had
waited for a full minute, he began descending the ranmp again.

He enmerged in a large, nmany-wi ndowed roomthat was filled with alien
furnishings. There were hol ograns and pai ntings of scenes no sane nind could
have i magi ned, and chairs built not only for Blue Devils but also sone for
multi-jointed Lodinites and el ephanti ne bei ngs whose physical attributes were
beyond his ability to conceive. A holo screen in one corner showed a

di sconcerting pattern of flashing lights, all in varying shades of gray, which
he deci ded woul d have an al nbst hypnotic effect on anyone who concentrated on
it.

He heard footsteps approachi ng and ducked behi nd one of the oversized chairs. A
moment |ater a Blue Devil entered the roomfromthe far side, wal ked through
it, and left through a doorway off to the left.

The I njun stood up, | ooked at both doorways, and finally decided to follow the
Blue Devil. At least it had sonme destination in nmind, and if it ran into any of
its conpani ons, he woul d probably hear them exchangi ng greetings before he
stunbl ed upon them

He gave the Blue Devil a thirty-second head start, then passed through the
doorway and entered a long, winding corridor. It passed a nunber of closed
doors, then terminated in another large room this one filled with conputers
and radi os of alien design, and manned by four nore Blue Devils.

The I njun knew he couldn't pass through it unobserved, and while he felt no
compunction about killing every Blue Devil in the room he doubted that he
coul d do so before one of themgot off an alarmor distress signal, so he
retraced his steps until he cane to the room where he had seen the Bl ue Devi
and wal ked through the other doorway.

It Iooked like it was going to dead-end against a |large yellow wall, but just
as he was about to turn back, he saw an extrenely narrow stairwell off to his
right. On the assunption that anyone as valuable as the Oracle wouldn't be kept
on the ground | evel, he opted for clinbing up rather than down.

He ascended the stairs, found hinself on a large, irregularly-shaped | anding,
and was trying to figure out what to do next when the snell of food—human

f ood—wafted down a corridor. He followed the odor, and cane to a small kitchen
where a Blue Devil was preparing a steak of nutated beef and a snall sal ad.

He crouched in the shadows of the adjacent roomand waited. After a few mnutes
a Blue Devil entered the kitchen, passing within four feet of him uttered a
terse comuand, and left. The Blue Devil who was preparing the food wal ked to a
gl owi ng sphere hovering near the wall, said sonething into it, and shortly
thereafter another Blue Devil, this one unarmed, entered the kitchen through
anot her door, put the food on a tray, and |eft.

The Injun realized that he woul d have to pass through the kitchen if he was to
follow the Blue Devil with the tray. He stood up, entered the kitchen, coughed
once to get the chef's attention, and trained his laser pistol on it.

“Not a nmove, not a sound,” said the Injun in a | ow voice.

The Blue Devil stared at him and remai ned notionl ess.

“Where is the Oracl e?” asked the Injun.

The Bl ue Devil made no answer.

“You heard ne—where do you keep her?”

The Blue Devil said sonething unintelligible.

“Ch, shit!” nmuttered the Injun. “Don't tell me you can't speak Terran?”

The Bl ue Devil spoke again, and again the Injun couldn't understand a word of
it.

He | ooked around, saw what appeared to be a hal f-opened storage cl oset, and,
still pointing his weapon at the Blue Devil, he wal ked over to it and opened
it.

“In here,” he said, gesturing the Blue Devil to enter the closet.
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The Bl ue Devil |ooked at hi m unconprehendi ngly.

“l haven't got any tinme to waste! Now, nove!”

The Bl ue Devil renained notionless, and the Injun reached out and grabbed it by
the arm It immediately reached out for his throat with its other hand.

The Injun planted a kick against the Blue Devil's major leg joint, then brought
his pistol crashing dowmn on the creature's skull. It collapsed in a heap, and,
not bothering to check whether it was alive or dead, he dragged it over to the
storage closet and crammed it in, after which he closed the door. There was a
conputer lock on the door, and he turned his laser pistol onit, intending to
burn out the | ock's nenory, but when he pulled the trigger, no beamcane forth.
He exami ned the pistol, found that the bl ow he had struck the Blue Devil had
broken the connection to the power pack, and placed it in a drawer. Then,
realizing that he was alnost a full mnute behind the tray carrier, he raced
out the far door after it.

The corridor in which he found hinself was relatively straight, and it soon
broadened out and becane alnbst as wide as a room Finally it turned sharply,
and as he stuck his head around the corner, he saw five arned Blue Devils
guardi ng a | arge door

“That's got to be it,” he nmuttered.

He waited a minute, then another, to see if the Blue Devil with the tray
energed fromthe roomthat was being guarded, but it didn't appear. O course,
he reasoned, it could sinply have turned the tray over to one of the guards and
| eft by another route. There were a nunber of corridors leading off to both the
right and the left, and there was no way he coul d reconstruct what had
happened. It was even possible that these Blue Devils were guardi ng sonething

other than the Oracle, and that the one he had followed was still carrying her
food to her, but he doubted it. Besides, if that was the case, he was going to
have to take all five guards out before he could continue his quest ... but

they hadn't guarded anything else in this crazily-constructed house, not even
their comrunication center, and it seenmed likely that nothing but the Oacle
could comand so nuch attention from arned guards

The Injun realized, with an enornous surge of eagerness, that it was tine to
put his strategy to the test.

He withdrew his sonic pistol and deactivated the safety. Then, with his free
hand, he reached into his pocket, pulled out the al phanella seeds that he had
ordered Broussard to confiscate back in Quichancha, carefully placed them
between his teeth, and bit down, hard.

31.
“They are within the conpound,” announced the Oracle, peering sightlessly off
into space
“Both of then?” asked the |cenan.
“Yes.” She turned to himand sniled. “Everything is comng to fruition.”
“I take it that I'mpart of the plan?”
“In sone eventualities, you are. In others you are not.”
“What do you think I'mgoing to do?”

She | ooked amused. “In none of the futures | can see do | answer that
question.”

He pulled out a small cigar. “Do you mnd if | snoke?”

“Yes, | do.”

“Tough,” he said, lighting it.

“There,” she said, still anused. “You've stood up to ne. Do you feel better

now, |ceman?”

“Not especially.”

“But you do not fear nme?”

“Not especially.”

“You shoul d, you know.”

The | ceman shrugged. “Perhaps.”

“Do you know that in all ny life, there is only one man | have ever been afraid
of ?”
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“Ch? Who was that?”

“You.”

“I"'mflattered.”

“That was a long tine ago,” said the Oracle. “I see you now and | feel no
fear.” She stared at him her eyes finally focused in the present. “My only

reaction to you is contenpt.”

“Not hatred?” he asked.

She shook her head. “One nust feel sonme respect to feel hatred, if not respect
for the person, then at |east respect for the harmhe can cause.”

“And you consider nme harm ess?”

“Yes.” She paused, then spoke again. “Even with the expl osives you have hi dden
inside your artificial leg, | consider you harniess.”

“You know about then®?”

“I know everything,” she replied. “Am 1| not the Oracle?”

“You're an Oracle inprisoned in a force field,” said the Iceman. “How can you
stop ne if | decide to detonate the explosives right now?”

“You are an old man, |ceman, and your heart has undergone many strains during
your life. If you try to detonate the explosives, you will feel a searing pain
in your chest, your heart will burst, and you will die.” She stared intently at
him “Already it beats nore rapidly, already it punps your blood at a dangerous
rate. Inamllion times a mllion futures, you will not even be aware of it.
But,” she added, stepping two paces to her right, “if | nove here, there exists
a future in which you feel a warning pain, does there not?”

The lIceman felt a sharp pain in his chest. Breathing suddenly becane difficult,
and he experienced an overwhel ni ng sensation of pressure. He tried to concea
his reaction, but was unable to.

“You see?” she said with a satisfied snile. “There is one future, anong the
billions in which you detonate the expl osives successfully, in which your pain
does not cease. It beconme unbearable, and in that future, just before you die,
you realize that what | have told you is the truth.”

The pain finally began subsiding, and the color returned to the |Iceman's face.
He took a deep breath, and | eaned agai nst the door for support.

“Can | ask you a question?” he said after a nonent.

“That is what the Oracle does: She answers questions.”

“How the hell have they managed to keep you | ocked up here? Wiy hasn't your
jailor suffered a heart attack or a stroke at the proper nonent?”

“They have chosen ny keepers very carefully,” she answered. “In no future that
| have been able to envision have any of them suffered fromany pain or disease
to the extent that it would allow nme ny freedom”

“How do they feed you?” asked the |Iceman. “Surely they have to danpen at |east
a portion of the field for that.”

“Atiny portion,” she replied. “You shall see in just a nonent.” She raised her
voi ce. “You nmay enter.”

A Blue Devil bearing a tray of food wal ked through the doorway, set it down on
the floor right next to the force field, and then exited. A noment later a

musi cal note sounded on the intercomsystem and Penel ope backed up agai nst a
wal |, as far fromthe tray as possible. There was a sound of static as a
portion of the field, no nore than a foot square, danpened at floor |evel, and
she wal ked forward, knelt down, reached for the tray very gingerly, and
carefully pulled it to her. The nonent it was across the dividing line on the
floor, there was nore static and a pre-recorded Blue Devil voice informed them
that the field was once again inpregnable.

She carried the tray to a table and set it down there.

“You see?” she asked.

“And you haven't had a living thing on your side of the field for how nmany
years?”

“Since the Mock Turtle's unhappy denise.”

“You' ve had no human contact in all that time?”

“I'"ve had no contact of any kind.” She paused. “Well, that's not entirely true.
I had a doll once, but it fell apart four years ago.”
The Iceman tried to picture an 18-year-old Oracle playing with a doll, and
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couldn't. But he had no difficulty envisioning a |lonely 18-year-old Penel ope
Bai |l ey hugging the doll to her for confort.

“I still feel sorry for you, Penelope,” he said. “It's not your fault you were
bl essed or cursed with this ability, and it's not your fault that the Denbcracy
didn't know how to handle you, and it's probably not even your fault that the
Bl ue Devils have confined you here for all these years—but you are what you
are, and you can't be allowed out of here. If you can't be killed, you have to
be contained.”

“Dream your dreans of heroism Iceman,” she replied. “What harm can they do?”
Suddenly she turned and faced the wall behind her, and stood perfectly rigid
for a moment. Then she turned back to him

“Who were you hel ping that tinme?” asked the |ceman.

“No one you know,” she replied. “Tonight is all but resolved. | have other
concerns to | ook after.”

Her placidity vanished, to be replaced by a contenptuous frown.

“Fool!” she said. “Does he think that will affect nmy ability to deal wi th hinP”
“What are you tal king about?” asked the |ceman.

“Jimy Two Feathers.”

“Where is he?”

“He approaches, and he thinks to befuddl e nme by befuddling hinself.” She turned
to the Iceman. “Hs mind is gone—but | do not read mnds. | see futures.”

“He bit into a seed?” asked the |ceman.

“As if it matters.”

“I't matters,” said the Iceman. “If he doesn't know what he's going to do next—=
“I will know!” snapped the O acle.

“l thought you saw a nyriad of futures, and nmani pul ated things to achieve the
one you wanted. How can you mani pulate a man who currently has the intelligence
of an insect?”

“That's why you are here, |Iceman,” she said.

“ N2

“If 1 can't stop him you wll.”

“You' ve got a healthy inmmgi nation, Penel ope.”

“l do not imagine things, Iceman,” replied the Oracle. “I foresee them”

“Wel |, you've foreseen this one wong,” said the Iceman. “If he can kill you, |
won't lift a finger to stop him”

“You will do what you are destined to do.”

32.
The | ceman was about to reply when the door opened and the Injun, wld-eyed and
di shevel ed, burst into the room He held a sonic pistol in one hand and a knife
dripping with bl ood in the other
“Who are you?” he demanded of the Iceman in a strained, hollow voice.
“I"'ma friend,” replied the |Icenan.
The I njun stared at him unconprehendi ng.
“We both work for 32,” continued the Iceman.
“That bastard!” screanmed the Injun. “First | kill her, then him”
“Keep your voice down.”
The Injun giggled. “Wiy? | killed all the Blue Devils out in the hall.”
The I ceman gl anced at the Oracle, who was | ooking at the Injun with an anused
smle on her face.
You're not worried, he thought. He's standing right in front of you, out of his
goddamed mind and planning to kill you, and you think it's funny. He's not the
one.
The Injun turned to face the Oracle.
“What are you grinning about, |ady?” he nunbl ed. “You think |I'm ki ddi ng?”

“No, Jimmy Two Feathers,” she replied serenely. “I know you're not kidding.”
He raised his pistol and sighted it between her eyes, then lowered it. “I'm
thirsty,” he announced.

said the Oracle.
" said the Injun.

“There's water on the main |evel,’
“There's water on the table right next to you,
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He began approachi ng her
“Don't!” shouted the Iceman, but it was too |ate.
The Injun hit the force field, shrieked once, and bounced back off of it like a

rubber ball. He pounded into the wall, spun off it, and fell in a crunpled heap
at the lIceman's feet.
The I ceman knelt down next to himand felt for a pulse. It was still racing at

al nost twi ce the normal rate.

“What was that all about?” asked the Icenman, |ooking up at the Oracle.

“l don't understand you,” she replied.

“Wiy did you let himget all the way to this roomand kill those Blue Devils,
only to wind up like this?”

“They were just Blue Devils,” she said with an unconcerned shrug.

“l thought you needed himto get you out of here,” persisted the |cenan.

“l was nistaken.”

Too easy, Penel ope. You knew he'd conme in here, and you knew he coul dn't kil
you. This is still going according to plan—but what the hell kind of a plan
requires a nmadman to be |ying unconscious at ny feet?

“You | ook confused, Iceman,” she said, and again he could see anusenent, and
somnet hi ng nor e—eondescensi on—n her pal e bl ue eyes.

“I am” he admitted. “But |I'Il figure it out.”

“I'f you live |long enough.”

“The same might be said for you,” he retorted

She snmiled. “I like living, lceman. | just mght live forever.”

“l have no objection,” said the Icenman. “As |long as you stay on your side of
the force field.”

She stared at him a puzzled expression on her face. “I wonder...”

“What do you wonder?”

“l was born in the Denocracy, and you on the Inner Frontier. | am 22 years old,
and you are in your sixties. | know nothing of your past, and you know not hi ng

of nmy future. W& have nothing in common except our ennmity. The odds of two
peopl e |i ke ourselves neeting even once during our lifetines are al nost

i ncal cul abl e.” She paused. “Wy should our |ives have beconme so interconnected,
| wonder?”

“l don't know,” admtted the Iceman.

“I't is curious, is it not?” she nused.

“I'"d have been just as happy never to know you existed.”

“Happi ness is not for you and ne, Iceman,” she replied. “And as for your never
knowi ng | existed, soon nore people than you can inmagi ne shall knowit.”

“Not if | can helpit.”

“Ah, but you can't,” she said with another tranquil smle. “Al you can do is
stand here hel pl essly and await what nust happen next.”

He offered no reply, and they stared at each other in silence.

“Step aside, lceman,” she said at last. “You're bl ocking the door.”

He turned and saw Praed Tropo, weaponl ess, standing in the doorway. Then the
Bl ue Devil was pushed into the room and Chandl er walked in right behind him a
smal | pistol pressed against its back

“Mendoza!” excl ai ned Chandl er, surprised. “What the hell are you doi ng here?”
“I'I'l explainin a mnute,” said the Iceman. “Are there any Blue Devils after
you?”

Chandl er shook his head. “There are corpses all over the place. Was that your
doi ng?”

“His,” said the Iceman, indicating the still-unconscious body of the Injun.
“Who' s he?”

“Jimy Two Feathers.”

Chandl er frowned. “The Injun? Wo sent him here?”

“He was hired to kill the Oracle.”

“Well, it doesn't look like he's going to be nmuch conpetition.” He shoved Praed
Tropo a few feet ahead of him then conmanded t he door to cl ose.

“Why is he here?” asked the Icenman, gesturing toward the Bl ue Devil

“He was exam ning the bodies when | showed up on this | evel,” answered
Chandler. “I figured | nmight need a shield, so | suggested that he acconpany
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me.” He turned to the Oracle. “Is she who you thought she'd be?”
“She's Penel ope Bail ey, yes,” answered the |ceman.

“What's that line on the floor—a force field?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“l knew they were keeping her prisoner,” answered Chandler. “lI didn't know how
until just nowfromwhat they tell nme, force fields are still beyond our
t echnol ogy—but nobody seens to want to cross that line.” He paused. “ls that

what happened to the I njun?”
The | ceman nodded. “He's hopped up on al phanell a seeds, and he wal ked ri ght
intoit.”

“Well, he cleared a path for nme right to the door,” said Chandl er

“You'd have managed if you'd had to.”

“l doubt it,” said Chandler. “l1 don't know what direction he approached them
from but the way | came, |'d have been a sitting duck.” He paused. “You stil

haven't told ne why you're here.”

“New orders,” said the |ceman.

“ Ch?”

“Can you kill her?”

“l don't see why not,” answered Chandler. “But if you're worried about the
force field, | saw one hell of a big generator two |l evels down fromthis one.
If it's powering the field, |I think | can deactivate it.”

The I ceman | ooked at the Oracle, who was once again staring off into tine and
space. “You don't even know how it works,” he said.

“l don't know how the force field works,” answered Chandl er, “but | know how
the generator works. There was one very simlar to it in a Kobolian ship
owned once.”

Praed Tropo had carefully backed a few steps away from Chandler, and finally
the Iceman turned to it.

“Stop right there,” he said. “l don't want to kill you, but I will if | have
to.”

The Blue Devil halted, then slowy retreated until he was standing next to
Chandl er agai n.

“Let's do whatever it is we have to do,” said Chandler. “Those bodies aren't
goi ng to stay undi scovered forever.”

“Or even for very long,” interjected the Oracle with no show of concern
“Wel | ?” said Chandl er
“I"'mstill piecing it together,” said the Iceman. | thought | had it—but why

did you need Praed Tropo here?

“Mendoza, we haven't got all night,” said Chandler inpatiently.

“Just give ne a minute!” snapped the Iceman. He turned to stare at the Oracle.
“All right. He's the only one who can rel ease you, and you needed the Injun to
pave the way for him But why ne? And why Praed Tropo?”

She smled enignmatically at him but nade no reply.

“She couldn't have planned all of this,” said Chandler. “Even if she planned
for the Injun to chew his seeds, how could she plan what he'd do once he'd
fried his brain?”

“She doesn't plan things,” explained the Iceman. “She selects them She
selected a future in which the four of us were in this roomat this tine ...
but | still don't know why she—=>

There was a sudden novenent from Praed Tropo, and Chandl er, who had been
concentrating on the Oracle, cursed and clutched at his right arm which was
gushi ng bl ood fromwhere his nearly-severed hand was hangi ng usel ess.

“Kill that sonofabitch!” snarled Chandler, as Praed Tropo turned to face the
Iceman with a knife that he had somehow conceal ed beneath his tunic.

“Freeze!” said the Icenan, drawing his own weapon and training it on the Blue
Devi | .

Praed Tropo hesitated for an instant, then stood notionl ess.

“Drop it,” continued the Iceman, as Chandl er knelt down and tried to staunch
the flow of blood. He dared a quick glance at the Oracle, who was watching the
proceedi ngs with an al nost unnatural calm
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You're not surprised in the least. You knew this was going to happen. He
frowed as he turned his attention back to Praed Tropo. But it doesn't make any
sense. You got the two best killers in the gal axy here, and one of them s half
dead and now the other's crippled. Wy?

Chandl er had ripped part of his tunic off, and was wapping it around his hand,
cursing under his breath all the while.

Al right. He's not dead. You want himalive but ineffective. But why? What am
| mssing?

“Gve ne another minute and |I'Il kill himnyself!” grated Chandl er, working on
hi s hand.

“Kill?” nmuttered a hollow voice behind the Iceman. “Kill?”

The | ceman took a step back, then another, and saw the Injun rise groggily to
hi s knees.

“Kill,” he repeated, as if the word had lost all meaning to him His pupils
were dilated, his expression wld.

“Stay where you are, Jimmy,” said the |ceman.

“Kill,” munbled the Injun, rising unsteadily to his feet.

“We're your friends,” said the Iceman, trying w thout success to nake his voice
soot hi ng and reassuring.

“l have no friends,” whispered the Injun. “I don't know you!” Suddenly his gaze
fell on Chandler. “I know him though. He wants to rob ne of my conmi ssion.” He
reached for his sonic pistol. “Wll, you can't do it, Chandler!” he yelled. “I

was here first! She's nine!”

His fingers closed on the hilt of the pistol, and he began raising his hand to
ai mthe weapon at Chandl er

“I't isn't fair!” he growed, slurring the words. “I won't let you rob ne!”

The | ceman pointed his gun at the Injun.

“Hold it right there or you' re a dead nan,” he said om nously.

“She's mine, damm it!” said the Injun, as tears began to stream down his face.
“I found her, not you! | killed all those Blue Devils out in the hall, not you
You can't cheat ne out of what's minel!”

The I njun, swaying dizzily, ained his gun unsteadily at Chandl er as the
Iceman's finger began closing on his own trigger

And then the final piece fell into place.

The Iceman couldn't stop fromfiring his weapon, but at the very |ast

m crosecond he jerked his hand and the beam went harmessly into a wall as the
I njun shot Chandl er

“No!” cried the Oracle, as Chandl er pitched forward, face down, on the floor
The Iceman then trained his pistol between the Injun's eyes and fired again. He
then turned to Praed Tropo.

“Be quiet and don't do anything foolish,” he said, “and you just might live
through this.” He paused. “I was right, wasn't |, Penel ope?”

She nodded her head.

“You had a lot of futures to put together, didn't you?” continued the |ceman.
“You need the Wistler, because only he knew enough about the generator to
deactivate it. But the Injun had to arrive first, because there weren't any
futures in which the Wi stler could approach this room unseen.”

“Yes,” she said.

“I'f 1 hadn't figured it out, what woul d have happened? |'d have killed the
Injun to save Chandl er—+ assune that was ny function—and then Praed Tropo woul d
have killed nme?”

She nodded, her eyes already distant, exanmining still nore futures.

“But I'ma fat old man with a linp,” continued the Iceman. “l could never have
gotten away from here. That's what | coul dn't understand—why Praed Tropo had to
be in the roomw th us, why he or sone other Lorhn couldn't just pick me up
|ater.”

“l do not conprehend,” said the Bl ue Devil

The Iceman turned to it. “You had to disable Chandler without killing him He
was the nost dangerous of us all: Even without the use of his hand, he'd have
found a way to kill you. But he'd have known that he couldn't fight his way

out, not agai nst whol e squadrons of you, so his only option would have been to

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Resnick/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racle%202%20-%200racle.txt (120 of 122) [1/19/03 6:53:17 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Mike%20Resni ck/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racl e%6202%20-%200racl e.txt

rel ease Penel ope and have her pick and choose futures in which the two of them
escaped.” He | ooked at the Oracle again. “And once you were safely away from
here, and he thought he was taking you to 32 to pick up the rest of his noney,
he'd have had a heart attack. Am| right?”

“A stroke,” she replied placidly. “H's heart was in superb condition.”

“Praed Tropo,” said the Iceman, “do you understand what happened now? All of
this,” he continued, gesturing to the bodies of Chandler and the Injun,
“everything that happened here, canme about because she wanted to escape. That's
why |'mhere, that's why you're here. W're not enemes, you and | —-we're her
pawns, nothing nore.”

The Blue Devil stared at him but nade no conment.

“W can't let her out—not now, not ever. It's a cruel twist of fate that nmade
her what she is, and it's a dismal future she's facing, but she's too dangerous
ever to turn | oose on the gal axy. Look what she was able to acconplish while
you kept her inprisoned.”

“No,” said Praed Tropo at last. “She can never be rel eased.”

“You're a reasonabl e being, Praed Tropo.”

“But others will cone after her. They will be sent to kill her, but she wll
mani pul ate them as she nmani pul ated us, and next tinme she may succeed.”

“I1'"I'l see to it that there won't be any next tine,” answered the |cenan.

“How can you do this?”

“I1'"I'l tell 32 that she's dead. |If you keep her incomuni cado, he'll have no
reason to ever suspect that | lied to him”

“That presupposes that | will let you | eave,” noted Praed Tropo

“You have no reason to keep nme here,” said the Iceman. “And if you try, | have
an expl osive device on ny person that | won't hesitate to detonate. It will

bl ow you and me and this whol e dammed conpound to hell, but she'll find sone
way to survive.” He paused. “I'd nuch rather live. Wuldn't you?”

Praed Tropo stared at himfor a |l ong nonent. “You may go in peace,” it said at
| ast .

“Thank you.”

“You cannot | eave the grounds wi thout being apprehended,” it continued. “I wll
arrange for an escort.” It wal ked to the door and then turned to him “Do not

| eave the roomuntil | return, or | cannot be responsible for your safety.”

“l understand,” said the Iceman, as the Blue Devil began wal ki ng away.

“lI was wong,” said the Oracle when the two of themwere alone. “l thought |
was ready to go out into the galaxy, but | was mstaken. | shall have to wait
until my powers mature still nore.”

“You'll never |eave this room Penelope.”

She smled. “On the day that I'mready, | will. You underestimted ne when

was a little girl; tonight | underestinmated you. | think neither of us wll
make that particular mstake again.” She sighed and shook her head. “I should
have seen it—but there were so many pernutations: what the Injun would do and
when, where Chandl er would stand, when Praed Tropo would act, when the Injun
woul d awaken.” Suddenly she sighed. “Still, | cane very close. Another half-
second and |'d have had it.”

“Yes, you would have,” adnmitted the |cenan.

“Next time I'll be nmore accurate.”

“There won't be any next tine.”

“Perhaps not for you,” she said serenely. “You're a used-up old man, and your
strength is gone.” She paused. “But |I'mstill young. Every day | grow nore
powerful, and there is a whole gal axy out there.”

“Leave it alone,” said the |cenan.

She smled at him “I can't, you know. | | ook ahead and | see great things,
things you can't even begin to inagine. One day | will have to wal k out of here
and acconplish them”

Praed Tropo returned with a squad of six Blue Devils.

“Are you ready, Mendoza?” it asked.

The | ceman nodded and turned to join them

“Iceman,” she called after him

file:/lIF|/rah/Mike%20Resnick/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racle%202%20-%200racle.txt (121 of 122) [1/19/03 6:53:18 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Mike%20Resni ck/Resnick,%20Mike%20-%200racl e%6202%20-%200racl e.txt

“Yes?”
“lI want to thank you.”
“For what?” he asked, puzzl ed.
“For surprising nme,” she said. “One should al ways seek out new experiences, and
I have never been surprised before.”
“l hope you enjoyed it,” he said sardonically.
“No,” she replied thoughtfully. “No, | didn't. | do not intend ever to be
surprised again.”
THE END

*kkkk*k
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