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DISTANT FRIENDS
RED THOUGHTSAT MORNING

It had been one of those long, frustrating days, the kind that makes you fed like the dish rag at agreasy
spoon, and | wasn't in any shape for the Headline that jumped out at me as | opened my Des Moines
Register that evening: TELEPATH KILLED IN HIJACKING.

| stood there, just inside my apartment door, rainwater running off my coat onto the rug, and read the first
few paragraphs. Amos Potter, of Eureka, Cdifornia, had been on acommuter flight from San Francisco
to Los Angeles when three men at the other end of the plane produced guns and abomb and demanded
to go to Cuba. The pilot had obediently changed course, but had had to set down in Las Vegasfor fud.
Police and FBI men had stormed the plane, killing al three hijackers and wounding four passengers.
Amos hadn't been found until it was al over: held been stabbed in the heart with one of the galley's steak
knives and |eft in one of the lavatories.

Tearswelled up in my eyes and | tossed the paper aside. I'd never met Amas, of course; never even
been within two hundred miles of him. But held been a sort of elder statesman to therest of us, the
embodiment of easy dignity and high mord character, and it waslargely because of him that we had won
any tolerance a dl from the world.

| made my way to my couch and collapsed onto it. Colleen, | called.
Y es, Dde. She must have been expecting my cal. I've seen the news, darling.

Why didn't you cal and tell me? The news at noon mentioned the hijacking, but I didn't know Amoswas
aboard. Or... any of therest of it.

Maybe | should have called you. Her thoughts wrapped soothingly around my pain, the telepathic
equivalent of taking mein her arms. But | knew you were going to have arough day, and | didn't want to
dump this on top of you a the sametime. Did that go al right?

Moreor less, | told her. Both sides spent the whole day arguing legal details before the judge. | got to it
there and listen to them discuss my abilitiesand ethics asif | waan't there. When | wasn't being insulted |
was being bored. Hardly seemsimportant now, though, doesit?



| know, she agreed soberly. Did you know Amoswell?

Not redly. | Fet her smile, and couldn't help smiling mysdlf. It wastruly the sort of answer atelepath
would give: only when you don't know how complex human beingsredlly are do you lightly state that you
"know" someone. | couldn't reach him in Eureka, of course, but he used to come to Pittsburgh or
Louisvilleonce or twice ayear, and | dwaystalked with him for afew hours then.

Metoo. | used to fed abit isolated up here in Regina; you remember how | used to fly to Sdlt Lake City
acoupleof timesayear just to talk with him. I'm going to misshim.

Yesh. Weadl are,
For afew minutes we sat silently, maintaining contact without words, Colleen's presence had awarm,
comforting texture to it, and dowly the tensions of the day began to fade. Findly, | stirred. Have you

discussed arrangements with any of the othersyet?

A little. | talked to Gordon in Spokane, and he thought the only fair way wasto let dl of usdraw straws
to seewho'd get to go to Eureka and attend the funeral.

No, I shook my head, it should be between those who knew Amos best. That would be Gordy and
Nelson, | guess.

Colleen shifted uncomfortably. Do you think it would be wise to let Nelson go? | mean... you know how
he gets sometimes.

Oh, hed bedl right, | assured her. He was only mildly paranoid to begin with, and living in San Diego's
been good for him. Every time Amos went down to Los Angeles heimproved alittle; some of Amoss
calmness had to rub off at that distance.

All right. She was willing to concede the point. Do you want me to suggest that to Gordon?

If you would. | thought for a second. With Amos gone, Gordy was out of touch with everyone except
Colleen. I'll cdl Cavinin Pueblo and have him relay the message to Nelson.

Youfed uptothat?
| smiled. Yes. Thanksfor always being there when | need you, Colleen.

Thank you, she said quietly, and | knew then that she'd received as much comfort from me as sheld
given.

| loveyou, Colleen.
| loveyou, Dale. Good-bye.

We broke contact. I'd loved Colleen for nearly three years now, and she'd loved me even longer. And
the knowledge that we would never meet each other was a.dull ache permanently lodged in my throat.

What agtinking world.



Sighing, | got to my feet and headed for the kitchen to see about some supper.

| dept poorly that night, and was back at the Des Moines courthouse at nine sharp the next morning for
another day of arguments. In one sense the question before the court was straightforward: the judge had
smply to decide whether or not my testimony as atelepath could be admitted as evidence in arobbery
case. In practice, however, the legdl issues and ramifications surrounding the whole concept formed a
jungle that made the Amazon basin look like the pampas. My mood this morning wasn't helping a bit,
ather; it was dominated by depression, fatigue, and some unknown beast nagging at the back of my
mind, and all | wanted to do wasto crawl back into bed. | wished to heaven I'd never let the D.A. talk
meinto this.

Today, for the umpteenth time, Urban, the public defender, wanted to hear about my range. "Think of it

aslistening to someone whispering,” | told him once more. "Within two or threefeet | can't help but hear
someone's thoughts. Farther away, up to about twenty or twenty-five feet, | can choose whether or not

to listen; beyond that, | can't hear at dl."

"Except with your fellow telepaths, of course,” Urban said briskly, asif | needed reminding.

"The defendant isn't atelepath,” | pointed out as patiently as possible.

"Of course not. Now, you referred to this as akin to hearing whispers. We dl know how easy it isto
misunderstand whispers sometimes-"

"The anaogy referred to range, not accuracy,” | interrupted. "I | can hear the thoughts at al | hear them
clearly. Always."

He started to ask something else-and right then, for no particular reason, the crucid question hit melikea
Trident missle

How the hell do you unexpectedly stab atelepath?

It had to have been unexpected; the lavatory door had been unlocked and the paper hadn't mentioned
any sgnsof astruggle. But that was impossible; given the circumstances. Amos was most certainly
reading out to hisfull range. So why hadn't he seen the killer coming?

Urban had finished his question by thetime | made up my mind. "Excuseme," | said, pulling out my
handkerchief and pretending to clear my sinuses. | didn't want to just go glassy-eyed on them, after all;
I've learned that sort of thing can be disconcerting to people. But safely hidden behind the handkerchief, |
could make my contact. Cavin? Cavin, are you there? Cavin?

Right here, Dde, came the cam thought. Y ou sound agitated.

I'm getting there, | agreed. Listen, you've got the location log this quarter, right? Can you clear meto Las
Vegastonight? It'simportant.

From Des Moines? That was Calvin-no unnecessary questions asked. Any direct flight would bring you
too closeto Pueblo, but | could move out of town for afew hoursif necessary.

No, it's not worth that. Besides, | doubt theres adirect flight, anyway.

Thenif you go viaDenver or Sdt Lake we should be dl right.



Great. I'll make some reservations and get back to you as soon as | know my schedule.

All right. Oh-and you'll have to be out of there by six tomorrow evening. Gordy's flying down to escort
Amos back to Eureka.

Y eah, okay.

Cavinwas getting curious. | trust you'l tell mewhat dl thisis about sometime.
Sure, but later. 1've got to go now.

Tdk toyou later.

| did my handkerchief back in my pocket. Already | felt better. "Now, what was that question again, Mr.
Urban?'

| got through the rest of the morning without any red trouble. During lunch bresk | caled atravel agent
and he worked out apair of connecting flights that would get meinto Las Vegas by ten. That waslater
than I'd wanted, but my option wasto wait until after Gordy had come and gone. Thisway I'd have a

least most of tomorrow before | had to leave town.

The judge and lawyers weren't happy about my announcement that | was taking afew days off, but they
accepted it with the grace of reasonable men who have no real choicein the matter. By seven-thirty that
evening | wasonthefirst leg of my flight... and by eight we were circling Denver, just a hundred miles
from Calvin'shomein Pueblo.

It'sadtrange sort of sensation, and more than alittle scary thefirgt time you experienceit. Evena
hundred miles apart. Cavin and | were now close enough that it was no longer possible to block our
surface thoughts from each other: to tune each other out, so to speak. It's the same thing that happens
when ateepath and human are only two or three feet gpart, but with the extra complication thet it'satrue
two-way communication. If the plane now suddenly turned due south and Cavin and | got even closer...
but that wasn't something | wanted to think about.

Of course, aslong asyou didn't panic, the effortless communication provided by a close approach was a
good opportunity to talk. Cavinand | spent quite sometime doing just thet, discussing lifein general and
oursalves and our fellow telepathsin particular. But he couldn't hide his curiosity about my sudden trip,
just as| couldn't hide my somewhat perverse decision to make him bring up the subject first.

Calvin cracked firgt. All right, you win, he said a last. Y ou're not going to Vegasjust to say good-byeto
Amos-| cantdl that much. So?

You'reright. | explained asbest | could the questions | had about Amos's desth-not an easy task, Sincea
lot of my fedings hadn't redly madeit to verbd leve yet.

Hemulled at the problem for abit after | finished, histhoughts an orderly flow of questions, possbility,
and logic. Interesting, he said. | agree; something here doesn't ring quite true. | don't know, though.
Suppose one of the hijackers recognized Amos, decided to kill him to cover their trail, and threatened to
kill some of the other passengers too unless Amos went quietly? He was nobler than the rest of us put
together, and | could see him giving in under those circumstances.



Maybe, | said dowly. But | dtill don't likeit.

| cantell, Calvin came back dryly. Y ou're broadcasting uneasiness over two states. Look, | doubt that
therés anything sinister going on here, but | agree it ought to be checked out right away. Let me know if |
can help, okay?

You'll bethefirst | cdl, | assured him.

Good. Oh, one other thing you may not have heard about yet: the questions been making the rounds
today asto whether or not we should ban commercid air travel by our members.

| thought we settled that issue years ago.

Wedid, but it's getting another look. If there's going to be aresurgence of hijackings, the margin of
safety'sgoing to be dl fouled up, and it may be smart to stick with trains or private planesfor awhile.
Supposg, for instance, Amos's plane had been diverted to Pueblo or Des Moinesinstead of Veges.

We both shuddered. Y eah, | agreed soberly. But | think the risks can be minimized.

Y eah, well, I'm not going to debate it with you now. Just think about it, and well al discussit together in
aweek or so.

Okay. I'd better enjoy thistrip, | thought glumly-it might be the last | could take for awhile.
Fine. Well, you seem pretty tired, so | think we should break now. I'll talk to you later, Dae.

| glanced out the window in mild surprise. Our layover was over, and we were once again airborne.
Beneath the plane the ground was dark; Denver was far behind us. The close approach was over. Good
night, Calvin, | said, and broke contact.

| dozed the rest of thetrip, trying to ignore the peculiar looks and even more peculiar thoughtsthe
Stewardess kept sending my way.

Sometime during the middle of the night | decided | hated LasVegas, and that first impression was
solidified the next morning during my taxi ride to police headquarters. It wasn't just the high proportion of
the crimina element roaming the streets. every city has some of that. Rather, it was the greed, goldiugt,
and despair | could sense dl around me. Thiswas afrantic town, a city founded on hedonism and life's
more trangent gains, and it Smultaneoudly angered and depressed me. It seemed grosdy unfair that
Amos Potter, aman who had loved the quiet outdoors and had spent hislife hel ping others, should have
had to die here.

But the police, at least, were courteous and hel pful, and | was routed to the proper officer with a
minimum of delay. He was asquat, muscular man with aswarthy complexion and the unlikely but
circumstantialy appropriate name of Lieutenant James Bond.

"Honest," heinssted as he gave me a quick handshake. "What can | do for you?"

"My name's Dale Ravenhall,”" | told him. "l wanted to ask afew questions about the recent degth of
Amos Potter."

He recognized my name and drew back almost imperceptibly. "1 see. I'm sorry about Mr. Potter. Was



he agood friend of yours?'

"We are, by necessity, asomewhat tight-knit group,” | said. " Are you the one who found Amos on the
plane?’

He shook his head. "One of the SWAT team discovered the body.” His mind flashed the man's
name-Sergeant Tom Avery-which | filed away for future reference. "I was called in right away to head
that part of theinvestigation.”

"Werethere any sgns of astruggle? The newspapers didn't mention any.”

"No, there weren't, and that's something | don't understand. Y ou people are supposed to read minds at a
pretty good distance, right? So why didn't Mr. Potter lock the door?"

| scowled. "I don't know. That's one of the things that bothers me about this.”

"What arethe others?"

"Thelack of struggle, for one," | said, sensing even as| ticked off my list that he had many of the same
guestions. "The use of one of the galley knives for the murder when they had guns. How come they were
clever enough to smuggle those guns aboard in the first place, and yet got themsalves killed on their first
sop.”

"Y ou missed two important ones," Bond said. "Why did they pick a puddle-jumping commuter plane
from San Francisco, of al places, to hijack to Cuba? And why didn't Mr. Potter contact one of you
people before he died?’

| frowned. That last hadn't occurred to me. "1 don't know. | wastoo far away mysdlf at that time, but
maybe he did talk to one of the others. | can check on that right now, if you'd like."

Bond had never watched ateepath in action and wasn't sure he wanted to start now. But professiond
cons derations outwel ghed any squeamishness. "Go ahead; I'd like to know."

From my close-gpproach contact with Calvin last night | dready knew Amos hadn't contacted him
before his death. Gordy was along shat; | tried briefly to get him, but the distance was a shade too gredt.
That left only one possibility. Nelson? Are you there, Nelson?

Yes, of course, Dae. What isit?

If Colleen'smental texture was one of warmth and love, and Calvin's one of calmness, Nelson'salways
struck me as predominantly nervous. | was just in the neighborhood and thought 1'd say hi.

In the neighborhood?

LasVegas. Light conversation was often lost on Nelson. Listen, Nelson, I've been trying to track down
some questions about Amos's deeth.

What sort of questions?

Oh, just some loose ends. Nelson's nervousness was contagious, and | didn't want to prolong the
contact. Besides, Lieutenant Bond was waiting. | wondered if Amos had had a chance to contact you



before the end.
No, he said, dmost too quickly. But | might have been out of range.
Where were you?

| flew down to Bgjafor acouple of days. Histone said it was hone of my business where he and his
Piper Comanche had gone. | was flying back when the news came.

Okay, just wanted to check. Y ou doing okay?
Saveyour sympathy, Dae. I'mfine,
Right. I'll betaking to you later.

Bond nodded when | relayed the conversation. "That was Nelson Follstadt, right? Do you think you can
bdievehim?'

| brigtled. "Of course. Why would helie?!
He shrugged. "I hear he has some psychologica problems.”

"Wéll... yes, he does, but he'simproved alot lately. And he's been away from the other telepath for
nearly ten years, so there'sno place to go but up.”

"Come again? What other telepath?’

Thiswasn' redlly thetime for alecture, but Bond truly didn't understand. And I've dwaystried to avoid
littering my path with mysterious statements and obscure hints. Oh, well, you've probably heard that
telepaths can't get too close to each other. That's because the contact gets stronger with decreasing
distance, and the two persondities begin to meld into one. At about twenty miles apart-theoreticaly-the
strain becomes too great and both telepaths go permanently insane.”

Neither Bond's face nor histhoughts were very pleasant. "'Isthat what happened to Nelson Foll stadt?”

"Fortunately, no. The telepathic ability growswith age, and it'sonly asyou get into the teensthat it
becomes strong enough for any risk of insanity to show up. Nelson just happened to grow up in the same
city with another fledgling telepath, and before they were identified and split up the small effects had
gradualy built up into amild paranoia. But, as| said, Nelson'simproving.”

"What about the other tel epath?”

"He committed suicide Six years ago." One of our group'sworst failures, | reminded myself bitterly.

"Oh." Bond was silent for amoment, wondering if he should ask his next question. | let him take histime.
"There's one other thing I've been wondering about,” hefindly said. "I've heard rumors that you people
can... well, force norma humansto do what you want. Isthat true? And if so, why didn't Mr. Potter stop
the hijacking?"

"It'strue, in about the same way the CIA and certain religious cults can impose their will on people. It
would take dmaost continuous contact between telepath and subject for severa days straight to



accomplishit, though. Amos couldn't possibly have done anything in the time he had.”

"Hmm. Okay, I'm surprised the CIA hasn't shanghaied you, though. Y ou sound like you'd be handy to
have around.”

"Some of us have been tested by various agencies. There are drugsthat are faster and easier to use.
Look, we're getting off the subject. Isthere anything else you can tell me about Amos's death or about
the hijacking in generd ?'

"Sorry." He shook hishead. "Y ou've got al the obviousfacts, the otherswill have to wait for thelab
work. If you'll give meyour number, I'll get in touch when | know something more.”

"I'd appreciate that." | wrote my Des Moines number on acard and, for good measure, added Calvin's.
"I may be moving around in the next few days, but Cavin Wolfe here will be ableto relay any messages.”

"Fine" He gave me athoughtful look. "Ne son Follstadt's closer, you know. Don't you trust him?”

"Surel do. | just-well, Cavin'sacloser friend.”

"Y eah. Wéll, thanksfor stopping by, Mr. Ravenhdl. I'll bein touch.”

"Thanks." | shook hishand again and | ft.

Hislast question bothered me al the way back to the hotel. Why hadn't I given him Nelson's
number?-Especially since Nelson was closer to Eureka, where | had dready more or less decided to go
next. Was there something about that last contact I'd had with him that had bothered me? Certainly,
Nelson had been nervous, but that was normal for him... wasn't it? | was beginning to regret having
broken off the contact so quickly. My chance was now gone for further questioning; if 1 called back with
the same questions | waslikely to stir up Nelson's quiescent paranoia, and | couldn't take that just now.

| glanced at my watch. It was nearly noon. Flopping onto my back on the bed, | closed my eyes. Cavin?
Yo, Cavin?

Hédlo, Dde. Learned anything interesting?

Y esand no. I've found the cop in charge of the investigation has some of the same questions | do, but he
doesn't have the answers either. Is Gordy till duein here at six, and when is he heading over to Eureka?

Y es, and tomorrow morning.

| need afavor. Would you ask him to delay either leg of histrip by twenty-four hours?

Wéll... | suppose | could ask him. Why?

I'd like to go up to Eureka myself and look around. No particular reason, | added, anticipating his next
question. I'd heard Amas had suspended his psychotherapy practice and was working on something
specid. I'd like to check it out.

| can save you sometrouble, if that'sall you want. According to Gordy, Amoswastrying to build some
kind of eectronic gadget for locating new telepaths.



My jaw dropped. You're kidding. | hadn't heard awhisper about that. | didn't even know it was
theoreticadly possible.

Me neither, to both comments, until Gordy told melast night. Apparently Amos didn't want it spread
around, in casethingsfel through.

Now that | thought about it, | remembered Amos had earned amaster'sin electrical engineering before
switching to psychology. How far had he gotten?

Gordy didn't know. He was planning to try to find out when he went up there.
| pondered. Calvin, I'd fill like to go to Eurekatonight.

Okay, I'll try to work things out with Gordy. If not, you two'll bein contact range within afew hours and
can hash it over between yourselves.

Thanks. One other thing. | hesitated. Nelson told me he wasin Bgawhen Amos died. Isthat true?

Cavinwasslent for amoment, and | could sense hissurprise. Accusing another telepath, even implicitly,
of lying was serious business. Asamatter of fact, | don't know. Nelson isabit of amaverick sometimes,
and I'm pretty sure he occasiondly takes his Comanche out for ashort spin without telling anyone. | think
he resents having his movements watched so closdly, especially when he doesn't think it necessary.

| grunted. That wasjust great. Maybe | should give him persona notice that I'm heading to Eureka. I'll
talk to you later, Cavin. Thanksfor your help.

Sure. Good hunting.

For amoment | just lay there, thinking. Then | rolled over, snared the phone, and placed acdl to the
arport.

| got into Eureka at eight that evening and rented a car for the drive out to Amoss home. I'd never been
there before, but Gordy had given me detailed directions earlier in the day and | found the unpretentious
little ranch house without difficulty. Mrs. Lederman, Amosslong-time housekeeper, was waiting there for
me; with typical foresight, Calvin had phoned to tdll her | was coming.

"I'm pleased to meet you, Mr. Ravenhall," she said when | had identified mysdlf. ""Please excuse the mess,
| haven't felt much like cleaning today."

"It looksfine" | assured her. Her plump, middle-aged face had lost most of the signs of recent crying; the
scarsin her psyche would take much longer to hedl. | didn't intend to pry, but the texture of her surface
thoughts made it obvious that she had loved Amos deeply. | wondered how he had felt about her, and
the thought inevitably turned my mind toward Colleen.... Wrenching hard, | forced mysalf back to
business. "Mrs. Lederman, did Amos say or do anything unusua before he left? Anything that might imply
he was worried or suspicious about something?'

She shook her head. "1've been thinking about it ever since Mr. Wolfe called from Colorado this
afternoon and | can't come up with anything. Amaos seemed a bit preoccupied when he returned from
Los Angeles about two weeks ago, but that cleared up quickly and he went back to work on his tel epath
finder-1 expect you've heard of that by now."



"Y es. Who besides you knew he wasworking on it?'

"Gordy Sears, of course," shesaid. "I think he was Amoss closest friend. And | believe Mr. Follstadt
knew about it, too."

"Nelson?' That made sense, | suppose. One main use of the gadget would probably be to locate young
tel epaths before any accidental psychic damage occurred, and knowing such athing was in the works
might ease any fears Nel son had about being hurt like that again. "Would you let me see where Amos
worked?"

"If you'd like," she shrugged, and | caught something about amountain retrest from her mind. "But most
of hisdectronicswork was done at his cabin inthe Sierra. It was more peaceful there, he used to tell me;
nobody dse thinking nearby.”

She led me down the hall to Amossworkroom, and | poked around there for afew minutes without
finding anything interesting. "Can you tel me how to get to hiscabin?'

"Wadll... it was sort of private, but | guessit'd be okay now. But it'd take five or Six hoursto get there.
Y ou ever driven mountains at night?'

"Enough to know | don't want to try it in an unfamiliar area. I'll head out in the morning. If you'll give me
those directions, I'll go now and get out of your way."

"No need for that," she shook her head. "1've made up the guest room for you."
"Oh. Thanks very much, but | don't think | ought to stay."

"It'sno trouble. I'm leaving in afew minutes, anyway, and you'll have the place to yoursdf. Amoswas
aways hospitable, Mr. Ravenhdl," she added, as| opened my mouth to refuse again. "I know he would
have wanted you to stay here."

What could | say to that?

She gave me aquick guided tour of the premisesto show me where everything was, and then | eft,
locking the front door behind her. | watched her car disappear down the road and then, moved by an
obscure impulse, returned to Amos's workroom.

Off in one corner of the room was asmall writing desk amaost buried under neat piles of paper and
correspondence. I'd ignored it the last time | came through, but now | went over and gazed down at it. A
proper investigation should include a search of Amos's papers... but | had no right to pry like that.
Besdes, if | found something significant, would | even know it?1 il didn't really know what | was
looking for. Resolutely, | started to turn away... and as | did, the return address on one of the envelopes
caught my eye. It wasthat of aLasVegas casino.

Frowning, | picked up the letter. It was unopened, postmarked the day before Amos's death. Fedling
guilty, | opened it.

The message was very brief:

Dear Mr. Potter,



Thank you for your note of the 4th. We are quite interested in your proposal, and would very much like
to discussit in person with you. Please let us know when it would be convenient for usto fly you down
for amesting.

It was Signed by one of the biggest namesin LasVegas.
| reread the letter twice without making any more sense of it. What was Amos doing getting mixed up
with Vegas casino owners? What kind of offer was he making? And wasit pure coincidence that Amos

had subsequently died in that very city?

Some of those questions might be answered if | could find the carbon of Amaoss origind Ietter, but a
two-hour search convinced me that it wasn't anywhere in the house. Unless Amos had destroyed it or
Mrs. Lederman had taken it away, there was only one other placeit waslikely to be. More than ever,
now, | wanted to get to Amoss mountain retregt.

| was ruddly awakened from arestless dream by an insstent knocking at the base of my mind, and it
took me asecond to redlize that | was being contacted. Y es?

It was Gordy. Dale, areyou dl right?

Sure. | sneaked alook at my watch. Four thirty, and | waslying fully clothed on Amoss guest room bed.
Why do you ask?

When you hadn't checked in by midnight Calvin and | started getting worried. We thought something
might have happened to you.

Just fatigue, | assured him. I'm sorry, though; | had intended to contact you last night. | guess| was more
bushed than | thought. Listen, | may have something interesting here. Did you know Amos had acabinin
the Serra?

Yes, but | don't know whereitis.

| do. | repeated the location Mrs. Lederman had given me. | understand he did most of the work on his
telepath finder up there; I'm going to go see how far he got with the gadget. And to check on something
unexpected that's just cropped up. | described the contents of the letter 1'd found.

What do you think it means? a new voice asked.

| jumped. Calvin? Damn, but you startled me-I didn't know you were listening in. Cometo think of it,
how come you're within range?

Because I'min Sdt Lake City, he explained. | flew here last night to give Gordy ahand in raising you.
Now, what about this|etter?

| haven't thefoggiest. But | think it might be important.

Maybe, Gordy said cautioudy. | gather you'd like meto stay herein Vegas until you're finished with
everything?

If youwould. I think it would make thingssmpler if | didn't have to keep track of where you were going
to be. Another day or two at the most.



Okay. Nelson will calm down eventuadly, | suppose.

How'sthat?

Y ou didn't know? No, | guess not. He was going to fly up to Eureka after | l€ft to attend Amossfuneral.
He was furious that we were delaying things so that you could go running around robbing Amaos of his
last shred of dignity.

That last was adirect quote, Calvin added.

| winced. Yeah. I'm sorry. But | il think it's got to be done.

We're not blaming you, Dale, Calvin said. Just finish up as quickly as possible, okay?

Will do, | promised. Look, I'd better et you two go. I'll contact you when | get to the cabin. Honest.
Gordy chuckled. Okay. Seeyou.

| stared out the window &t the predawn darknessfor afull minute. Further deep would be impossible;
something in the back of my mind was urging speed. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, |
located my shoes and headed to the kitchen for afast breakfast.

Half an hour later | was driving towardstherising sun.

I'd half-expected Amos's cabin to be some rude shack on the side of a mountain, and was therefore
vaguely surprised to find a quite modern-looking structure, complete with phone and power lines snaking
their way down the mountain. With the key Mrs. Lederman had |eft me, | let mysdlf in. Theinterior was
as modern asthe Eureka house, but not nearly astidy; Mrs. Lederman probably didn't get up here very
often. It was basically asingle room, efficiency style, dmost athird of which wastaken up by along
work table holding about aton of eectronic equipment. In the center of the work table was Amos's
telepath finder.

There was no doubt asto what it was. Clearly homemade, it conssted of a metal box thesize of a
portable tape player with a pivoting direction pointer protected by a plastic dome mounted on top. There
were only two switches: on/off and general/tare. Calvin? Gordy? Anyone home?

Right here, Calvin answered. Where areyou, Dale?

At Amoss cabin. I've found the telepath finder.

Y ou made good time, Gordy grunted, deep-cobwebs ill evident in hismind. I'd forgotten they'd been
up much of the night trying to contact me. What'sit ook like?

| described it for them. That'sit? Calvin asked. No range meter or anything like that?

Nope. Maybe Amos planned to work on one next. Of course, you could always get range by
triangulation.

Right. Have you tried it yet?



No. | wanted you two herewhen | did. Any ideas what this genera/tare thing is?

Therewasapause. A tareisadeduction of the container's weight when weighing something, Gordy said.
Maybe that eliminates the operator's effect.

That makes sense, | agreed. Okay, brace yourselves. Here goes.

With the second switch set at "generd” | reached out and flipped the device on. Ingtantly, the needle on
top swiveled around and came to astop pointing at my belt buckle. | took a couple of stepsto theright;
the needle followed me. Seemsto work, | told the others. Now I'll try it on "tare.” | flipped the second
switch and waited.

Nothing. The needle moved afraction toward the west, but was till pointing at me when it stopped. |
flipped the switch back and forth acouple of times, but the needle refused to move farther than afew
degrees. This part isn't working.

Y ou sure? Gordy asked.

Y eah. I'm standing on the finder's north Side, soif it edits me out it should swing around to point
south-east, where you two and Nelson are. It certainly shouldn't point north by west. | turned it off. We
can worry about thislater. I'm going to seeif | can find that car'

One corner of thework table was piled with papers. Leafing through the whole stack would take only
minutes; asit happened, my search was considerably snorter. I've found it.

Read it to us, Cavin sad.

| skipped Amossidentification of himself and hislist of credentids. The interesting part was in the second
paragraph:

It has recently come to my attention that one of our group has been making periodic visitsto your area
for the purpose of "gambling”-1 use quotation marks because, for him, certain gameswill not be governed
by chance. No names need be mentioned; | do not intend to aid you in catching or prosecuting him, but
merdly wish thisunfair practice to stop. My effortsto dissuade him havefailed, so asalast resort | am
offering you adeterrent in the form of atelepath finder....

Gambling? Gordy seemed shocked. Who of uswould do something like that? That's just crazy.

| think we dl came up with the same name smultaneoudy. Cavin wasthefirg to admit it. If Amoswas
right, there's only one of uswho hasreally convenient accessto Vegas, who can snesk in and out without
too much risk of close-approach problems.

| sghed. Y ou mean Nelson?

DAMN YOU ALL! WHY CAN'T ANY OF YOU MIND YOUR OWN BUSINESS?

All three of us jumped violently. It was Nelson's voice, but so convulsed with fury asto makeit amost
unrecognizable. Hey, Nelson, take it easy, | said. We didn't know you were listening in.

Of course not. Y ou'd much rather plot my destruction in private, wouldn't you? Y ou and that
holier-than-thou Amos. Well, | warned him!



Something was wrong here. Even given Nelson's strong emotion, his contact shouldn't be this strong.
Nelson, where areyou? | asked carefully.

You! hedl but spat. It's your fault. Y ou couldn't let Amosdiein peace. Y ou couldn't let well enough
alone. Now you're going to get what he got.

Damn you, Nelson! Gordy suddenly interjected. Y ou killed him, didn't you? Amos caught you snesking
into Vegas, so you conditioned those thugsto hijack the plane and kill him!

It was his own fault, Nelson shot back. It was none of his damn business how | make my money. | had
to do it-can't you see that?

He'd gone from angry to pleading in the space of asingle sentence, and | didn't likeit abit. Washe
garting to crack up?

Y oud like that, wouldn't you? Well, if | go, you're going with me!

And that shook me clear down to my toes. It had come up so quickly and so unexpectedly that | hadn't
noticed: Nelson and | were in close-agpproach contact.

Nelson was only a hundred miles away!

And getting closer, he mocked me. | know where you are, too; | listened to you give the directionsto
your pasthismorning. I'll be overhead before you know it.

Nelson, are you nuts? Gordy cut in. You'l kill both of you.

Andwhy not?You'real out to destroy me anyway. | might aswell take one of you with me. I've got
nothing to lose now.

Dale, get out of there, Calvin ordered. Y ou've got to try and get away from him.

| took three steps toward the door and froze. Get away where? | don't know what direction he's coming
from!

Nelson laughed. His thoughts were getting progressively louder, and it was becoming harder and harder
to hear Gordy and Calvin over the noise. Cavin had to virtualy shout his next message. Use the telepath
finder. Maybeit redly isworking.

| sprang over to the table, snatched up the box, and flipped the switch. In "tare" mode it once again
pointed north by west-and stayed there even when | moved out of the way. Instead of coming straight up
from San Diego, Nelson had circled around and was bearing down on me from the north. Clutching the
box like atdisman, | ran outsideto the car.

And then the nightmare began.

Therewas no way | could outrun Nelson, and we both knew it. His Fiper Comanche had acruising
speed of at least ahundred eighty miles an hour and could travel in agtraight line, while | had to stay on
winding mountain roads at aquarter of his speed. If | could have gone a right anglesto his path, let him
overshoot me, | might have had a chance. But it was dready too late for that sort of trick. Nelson had



complete access to my surface thoughts, and there was no way for me to make any plans without his
knowledge.

Y ou see? It's usdless to struggle. Give up; it'll be easier on both of us.

| gritted my teeth and drove on, trying in vain to shut out the increasing pressure dowly crushing my mind.
A curve came up, too fast. | tapped on the brake, managed to negotiate the turn without losing too much
Speed. Every fiber of my being was screaming for meto get away, but | had no intention of driving off a
cliff for Nelson's convenience. Wiping my pams, one at atime, on my pants, | tried to think.

| was completely cut off from Calvin and Gordy now-the close gpproach had been blocking any other
contact practicaly from the minute | 1eft the cabin. They would know enough to cal the police, of course,
but there wasllittle chance the cops could help me. 1t would be less than an hour before Nelson closed to
the twenty-mile gap that would ensure menta disintegration for both of us. The Air Force? They could
act swiftly, but they'd first have to be persuaded to get involved. And in acompletely non-military
gtuation like this, the chances of that were essentially zero.

A reddish haze, more felt than seen, was growing at the edge of my mind. Nelson, why are you doing this
to us? It can't gain you anything.

Y ou'vedl worked against me: you, Amos, Calvin-everybody. Y ou've robbed me of the money and
power | could have had-that | deserved. But at least | command my own death. And before that I'm
going to make you fear me. Y ou are afraid, aren't you, Dale?

Heknew | was. For himself, Nelson felt no fear: only pain, anger, and morbid satisfaction. His death wish
wrapped around me, tinging the reddish haze with black. Blinking back tears of agony, | kept going.

| don't know how long | drove, or how many close calls| had with the many cliffs| passed. Indeed, |
hardly even noticed the road any more; | drove by sheer reflex. Asinexorably asthetide, Nelson'smind
dowly washed over mine. Our thoughts, memories, and emotions intertwined, becoming bent and atered
by theforce of the collision. | saw hisdecison to kill Amos, and his conditioning of an airline attendant
and three drifters to set up and execute the hijacking. | watched the agony of Amoss death, and knew
that he'd redlized, too late, what was happening. Nelson's current plan was laid bare; how hed tried to
beat me to the cabin and destroy both the telepath finder and the evidence of hisgambling. | felt hislust
for power, hisanger and frustrations-at himself, me, thework!-his sdf-doubts... and adl thiswas
becoming part of me. | wasdowly being logt in thisthing, this Dale/Nelson cresture which was being
created; and the knowledge that Nelson was smilarly being swallowed up only added to my terror.

And al too soon, | saw the end approaching.

| mean that literaly, for in avery red sense whatever there was that was till Dale Ravenhd| was now

occupying two separate bodies. | could actually see both the road ahead of me and the more mgjestic
view from Nelson's Comanche. | could fed the plane's vibration, touch two different steering wheels...
and | knew the agony would soon be over.

Y es, soon well be dead. Wasthat my thought or Nelson's? Not that the distinction mattered much any
more. | paused for amoment to look through Nelson's eyes, to gaze at the mountains | would never see
again... and, suddenly, asharp left-hand curve around a cliff loomed ahead.

| gasped, and Ne son's death wish within me fragmented as a surge of surviva ingtinct snapped aportion
of my mind out of the growing chaos. Stomping hard on the brake, | wrenched the whed hard to the | eft;



and asthe squed of tiresfilled my ears, | saw | had overcorrected. The side of the mountain rushed at
me, and | leaned back, bracing for the crash.

The world exploded with a ghastly crash and everything went black.

| woke up dowly, painfully, and with asense of complete disorientation; but what | noticed first wasthe
slence. It was just me again, Dale Ravenhall, and the other presence was gone. Was | dead?

He's awake.

| cringed involuntarily as the thought touched my mind. The other knew it immediately and hastened to
reassure me. It'sdl right, Dale, it'sdl right. It's just me, Colleen. Y ou remember me?

| swallowed hard and, timidly, reached out. Isthat redlly you, Colleen?

It'sredly me. And Gordon and Calvin are here, too, if you fed like talking to them.

How're you fedling? Gordy asked.

Better, | answered. | was starting to wake up now, and memories were coming back. Where am |?

Sacramento, Calvin told me. They airlifted you there after you crashed your car. Y ou were pretty lucky;
minor injuriesonly.

Y eah. | was dreading the next question, but | had to ask it. What happened back there? How did |
escape?

Nelson crashed. Went into a dive somehow and ran smack into amountain. The expertsthink he must
have turned and come down too fast; there's no evidence of mechanical failure.

| nodded within myself. In those last seconds I'd been in the Comanche's cockpit aswell asin my own
car-and in the latter I'd turned left, hit the leftmost pedal, and pushed on the whed. Apparently, 1'd done
the samein the plane. But | couldn't tell the others what had happened. Not yet.

Cavin was spesking again. Y ou've been under sedation for the last three days while ahandful of top
psychiatrists did sometests. They say you've got al the symptoms of dissociative hysteria, but that you
have agood chance of recovering with proper care and some hard work.

Unbidden, tearsformed in my eyes, and | clenched my teeth to keep them back. Maybe. But who's
going to come out of this recovery? Dae Ravenhd|? Or a Dae/Nel son mixture?

Therewas apause. We don't know, exactly, Colleen said gently. But whatever changes have been
forced on you, youre ill Dale Ravenhal. Hang onto that thought, that redlity. Y ou're still our friend, and
well gick by you and give you dl the help we can.

Evenif | turn out to be partly Nelson?

We would have done the same for Nelson, Calvin said. He was one of us, too. Try not to hate him, Dale.

| don't hate him for me. But | won't soon forgive him for killing Amos the same way hetried to kill me.



What do you mean, the same way?

| Sghed. | wanted so badly to just forget all this. But they had aright to know. Nelson wasn't in Bgja
when Amoswaskilled. Hewasin Las Vegas.

But that's where his conditioned hijackers took the plane. Colleen sounded confused.

Which isexactly what he wanted. Don't you see? Picture Amos rushing helplessy toward afatal contact
with Nelson, who is pretending heisthere just by chance. Y ou al know how noble and selfless Amos
was. What would he do in that Situation?

There was along pause, the texture of which changed from puzzled to horrified to very sad. Hewould
have committed suicide rather than let them both die, Calvin said at last. That'swhat happened, isn't it?

| nodded wearily, and Colleen must have sensed my fatigue. | think we'd better go now and let Dale get
someres, shesaid. Dae, well be here aslong asyou are, so just call whenever you want to talk. Okay?

Sure. Thank you-all of you.
Take care, Dde. Well tak to you later.

| turned my head to the side against my pillow. Sleep was pulling a me, and | welcomed the temporary
oblivion it would bring. | am Dale Ravenhdl, | said to myself and to the universe around me. Y ou hear
me?| am Dae Ravenhdl. | an Dde Ravenhdl....

| was saying it right up to the moment | fell adeep. Down deep, | knew it wasn't completely true.
DARK THOUGHTSAT NOON

Like acrazed hawk the Piper Comanche dives at me through the red mist. | am flying her; desperately, |
grip thewhed, trying to keep the cars screeching tires on the road winding through the mountains. Agony
clouds my vison, permesates every fiber of my being. Inthedistance | hear abdll ring. Ask not for whom
the bell rings... no, that's not right, but | can't remember how it should be. Beneath me the road sweeps
past/the toy-like mountains crawl past. | an Dde Ravenhdl/l am Nelson Follstadt/l am Daée/l am
Nelson-pain pain pain. The bell rings again-

And as quickly asit began, the daymare was over. | was back in my house on the outskirts of Des
Moines, trembling dightly with reaction. Downgtairs, the front doorbell rang.

| took a deep breath and got up from the desk chair where 1'd been sitting, feling my shirt stick to my
back as | did so. | headed out of the room, and was halfway down the stairs when the cal came.

Dae areyoudl right?

It was Colleen, of course; she'susualy the only one who can tell when I've hit one of my daymares. Sure,
Colleen, | assured her. It wasn't too bad thistime.

At ahundred thirty-odd miles away in Chillicothe, Missouri, shewas till far enough away from meto
edit the thoughts | sent her, but even so the fib was awaste of time. Oh, Dae, she Sighed, and | instantly
fet like ahed aswarmth and strength flowed from her, chasing avay the find bits of thevison's
darkness. It'll get better, darling-it hasto. Do you want to tell me about it?



Not redly. I'd found out months ago that talking about the daymares didn't do anything to eliminate them.
Look, honey, there's someone at the door. I'll call you back when I'm free.

All right, if you're sureyou'redl right. | love you.
| loveyou, too.

We broke contact, and | felt the usud frustration well up insde me. Frustration at my daymares, at
Colleen'squiet refusal to return to her beloved Saskatchewan aslong as| <till needed her close by; but
mogt of dl, frustration at the universe's uncaring decree that had kept us apart al our lives. And once
more | swore | was going to find away around that law, no matter what it cost me.

| continued down the stairs, and as | reached the front hal | caught the first wisps of thought from those
waiting outside my door. There weretwo of them, one of whom | recognized dmost immediately from
the texture of his surface thoughts. The other was astranger, but knowing Rob Peterson had brought him
here made his business obvious. Reaching the door, | opened it wide. "Comein, Rob; Mr.-ah-Green," |
sad, pulling Ted Green's name from Rob's thoughts.

Green blinked, and | felt him reflexively shrink back as he redlized what 1'd just done. Rob just grinned
and gtrolled on in; after four months of working for me held long since gotten used to telepathic shortcuts.
With only abrief hesitation and ameasuring ook at me Green followed. Pretending | hadn't noticed, |
closed the door behind them, then led the way to the living room. We sat down, and | got right down to
business.

"Frg of dl," | said, addressing Green, "what has Rob told you about my project?’

"Nothing, redly." He shrugged. Hed taken the farthest chair from me that courtesy permitted, and while
he wasn't quite out of range there, the thoughts | could get were barely surface ones. But Rob was
closer, and histhoughts verified Green's words. "He told me you needed something e ectronic built, and
that 1'd be working with the most intriguing bit of gadgetry 1'd ever see.” He amiled shyly. "How could |
pass up acome-on like that?"

It wasright then that | decided | didn't like Ted Green. The shy smile was pure affectation, completely
out of sync with the coal, caculating mind I'd aready glimpsed there. That sort of gambit used by that
sort of person, I've found, isusualy an attempt at emotional manipulation, apracticel detest. "How
indeed," | said shortly. "Before | tell you more, | want it clearly understood that thisinformation is strictly
confidentia, and that whether you take the job or not you'll keep it to yourself.”

"| undergand.”

"All right." | pursed my lips, mentaly preparing mysdlf. | didn't want another daymare now. "Have you
ever heard of Amos Potter?”’

"Sure," wasthe prompt reply. "He was a tel epath from Cdifornia-worked as apsychologis, | think. He
died last April during a plane hijacking, stabbed by one of the hijackers. Seemsto methat wasjust afew
days before your own accident, wasn't it?"

| forced anod. Amos hadn't been killed by the hijackers, but had been forced into suicide by a
megal omaniac Nelson Follstadt; and my "accident,” as he called it, was Nelson's attempt to do the same
to me. But there was no point in telling Green how much of the story the officia version had left out.



"Amos aso had amaster's degree in eectrica engineering, and heleft us an interesting device: ablack
box that locates tel epaths.”

Green blinked with surprise, threw aglance a Rob. "I'll be da-sorry. How does it work?"

| gestured to Rob. "We don't know yet," he said. "Most of the eectronics are perfectly straightforward,
but there are two components that Amaos apparently made himself. They're the heart of the finder-and we
gill don't know how they work."

"Interesting,” Green murmured. He looked & me. "May | seethem?”
"Sure. The workroom's in the basement; the stairs are around that way."

| et Rob lead the way downgtairs, bringing up the rear mysdlf. Green, | noticed with grim amusemert,
practicaly walked on Rob's hedsin an effort to stay asfar away from me as possible.

I'd only lived in the house for about five months, having moved in just after my return from Cdiforniawith
the telepath finder, and the basement thus hadn't had nearly enough timeto fill up with ordinary
homeowners junk. That was just as well, because with the workbench and e ectronic gear Rob had
brought in the place was already pretty crowded. In the center of the table, wired to an oscilloscope, was
acrab-apple-sized lump of metd.

"That's one of them," Rob said, pointing it out. "Weve got seven-Amos |l eft us eight but | ruined one
getting it open.”

Green stepped over to the table and carefully picked up the sphere. "Heavy," he grunted. "What'd you
findingde?"

"A couple of commercid 1C chips, an inductor coil he gpparently wound himsalf, and some components
that unfortunately were connected somehow to theinside of the shell and which | ruined when | cut it
open. But we've got lots of dataon its characteritics.”

Rob pulled over afat lab notebook and within ten seconds the two of them were embroiled in atechnica
discussion about Sx milesover my head. | didn't even bother to try and follow it; | was moreinterested in
learning as much about Green as | reasonably could. Moving to within two or three feet would have given
me compl ete access to both his surface thoughts and alot of the stuff underneath, but he was keeping me
inthe corner of hiseye, and | didn't want to push him too hard. So instead | kept my distance and
worked on picking up the high points of his persondity.

Hewasn't going to be as easy to get dong with as Rob had been; that much was obvious right from the
gart. Along with his manipulative tendencies, Green had more than hisfair share of egotism, ambition,
and something | took to be contempt for people he considered inferior to himsdf. But he seemed smart
enough, if the speed a which he assmilated Rob's pages of numbers and graphs was any indication, and
Rob at least seemed to think he could be trusted to keep my secret. If he waswilling to work for the
pittance | could afford to pay, | decided at last, thejob was his. His persondity | could live with or stay
clear of.

After awhile Rob ran out of words, and Green turned back to me. "I think | understand,” he said. "These
kernel things apparently act as antennas for whatever it isyou guys broadcast, covering abroad enough
spectrum to pick up dl of you and plot aresultant. | gather that it works, so what do you need mefor?"



"l want you to use those-kernels,” | said, adopting histerm for Amoss gadgets, "to design and build
something entirely different. Y ou'd be working mainly for the chalenge of it, though; | can't afford to pay
you much."

"Which iswhy you wanted another grad student instead of hiring ared EE," Green nodded. Histone was
noncommital, but | could tell he was aready hooked.

"More or less. Having known Rob for the past four years hel ped, too. All right. What | want isadevice
thet'll block my telepathic ability.”

Green frowned. "Y ou mean like something to make the broadcast directiond?"

"No-something to kill it altogether, the way a copper shell around aradio transmitter will absorb the
sgnd.”

"But why would you want-" He broke off, having answered his own question with impressive speed and
accuracy, even given that my long-distance romance with Colleen was reasonably well known.
"Temporary blocking, | assume?’

"Right." Though there weretimes|'d wished to berid of the damn talent permanently. “When do you
want to start?"

"I haven't said yet I'd take thejob," he said, abit tetily. | hadn't been wrong earlier; he didn't much like
having hismind read.

Rob, as usud, saw the humorous side of hisfriend's reaction and chuckled. Green flashed him an
annoyed ook, then managed awry smile. "Right-I1 don't have to say thingslike that here, do 1? Okay.
How about if | comein Saturday morning-say around eight-thirty?"

"Soundsfine. I'll sseyou then.”

| leaned againgt the front door for aminute after | let them out, fedling the contacts fade asthey walked to
the street and Green's car. | knew | should be happy 1'd found a replacement for Rob so quickly; it was
only aweek ago that he'd redlized how much preparation his upcoming prelims were going to take. And
yet, despite Green's gpparent qualifications, there was something about him that made me uneasy.
Thered been something going on beneath the leve | could read, something... sinister wasfar too harsh a
word; maybe opportunitic fitted the sense of the fedling better. | probably should insist on a deeper
probeinto Green'smind before | let him examine Amoss devicesfurther, apart of meredized. But my
pragmeatic side quickly scotched that idea. Aslong as he made me atelepathy shield it was amatter of
supreme indifference to mewhat kind of schemes hisambitious little mind might be hatching.

Sighing, | pushed away from the door and headed back to the living room. Patienceisavirtue, | told
mysdlf firmly. Flopping down on the couch, | put it carefully out of my mind and reached out. Colleen?

I'm here, Dde, her answer cameimmediately.

Wetaked for along time, and the afternoon shadows were cutting sharply across my minuscule lawn by
the time we broke contact. Spending time with Colleen invariably improved my mood, and | was sorely
tempted to ignore my psychologist's standing order and pretend the latest daymare smply hadn't
happened. But reason eventudly prevailed. Hauling the vison out of my memory, | went over it witha
fine-tooth comb. By thetime | finished | was depressed again, amood 1'd had to put up with alot



lately-Nel son had alway's been the melancholy sort.
If only I'd had atelepath shield five months ago....

Whatever other quaities Green might or might not have possessed, | had to give him full credit for
punctudity; he arrived on Saturday at eight-twenty-five sharp. | took him downstairs and spent nearly
half an hour showing him where al the equipment and supplies were. He ill tended to shy away from
close contact with me, but since his personaity hadn't changed markedly in the past two days such
avoidance was mutually agreeable.

"So what are you going to do first?" | asked when I'd finished the grand tour.

"Double-check some of Rob's numbers,” he said, pulling an ancient wave generator over toward the
center of thetable. "1 want to seeif flipping polarity on any of the kernd's biasterminaswill affect the
output theway he said it does."

| pulled achair over to the far end of the work bench and sat down, resisting the urge to suggest that
would be awaste of time. He already thought | wastoo impatient. "What will that tell you?' | asked
ingtead, trying to sound merely curious.

"It tell meif energy is disgppearing into the thing-if so, it may be acting as atransmitter instead of a
receiver. Y our shiedld might consst of one or more of these things blasting out an interference sgnal.”

"Wouldn't it be easier to absorb the telepathic sgnalsinstead?" | suggested. "Then you could use them as
receivers, the way they're designed.”

"It might be," he said. "But | want to know my possible optionsbefore | sart.”

He returned to hiswork, hismind filling up with technica thoughts... but even so he couldn't hide the fact
that hislast statement had been at best ahaf truth. He had another reason for wanting to do this
experiment, areason | couldn't quite pick up at the distance | was at.

| thought about it for severa minutesin silence. Two days ago I'd been willing to let Green do anything he
wanted aslong as he got me ashield, but now | was having second thoughts. After dl, the telepath finder
was Amossfina legacy to al therest of us, and | had a certain amount of responsibility to make sureit
wasn't ruined.

| puzzled at the question for aminute, then came to aconclusion. Leaning back againgt thewall, | sent out
acdl. Cavin? Areyou there, Cavin?

Who'sthat-Dae? Cavin answered, abit groggily.

| grimaced; I'd forgotten Saturday was Calvin's only morning to deep in and that it was only alittle after
eight Pueblo time. Y eah. Sorry, | didn't mean to wake you. I'll call back later.

No, that's al right, he assured me. | got to bed at areasonable hour last night. What's on your mind?
| wondered if Gordy had finished going through &l of Amossthings, both at Eurekaand at his mountain

cabin. Specificaly, | wanted to know if he found anything el se relating to the telepath finder-notes,
schematics; that sort of thing.



Um... you got me. | can cdl and ask, if you'd like.

| would, but you can wait until later. Whether he was in Eureka or a home in Spokane, Gordy would be
on Pecific Time, and | had no desire to be the one responsible for waking him up this early.

Okay. Calvin hestated. | talked to Colleen yesterday. She said you'd had another daymare.
Yes. It wasn't too bad, though.

Cavin didn't buy that any more than Colleen had. Uh-huh. Any changesin the vison? Content, texture,
length-anything?

| sighed. Not redly, | admitted, unless you want to count the fact that my doorbell got incorporated into
it. Asdefromthat it was just astraight replaying of Nelson's attempt to kill both of us. And before you
try to think up a euphemigtic way to ask, yes, | fill get some of it from Nelson's point of view.

Hewas slent for along moment, but it wasn't hard to guess what he was thinking. Among the candle
flickers of ordinary humans, we telepaths stand out like carbon-arc searchlights, the strength of our
mental broadcast and sensitivity enabling usto communicate over hundreds of miles. But the pricefor this
unique companionship isaheavy one: at anything less than ahundred miles apart the contact is strong
enough to be painful, and at atheoretica distance of twenty miles both persondities would disintegrate
totally under the strain. Nelson and | had been close to that limit when hefinally took awrong turn and
crashed the plane he was chasing me with into amountain. 1'd survived the encounter... but not
unscathed. The Dale Ravenhdl 1'd once been had been bent and dtered by the force of the mental
collison, changed into something that was part Dale and part Nelson. Permanently? No one knew. But
the fact that some of each daymare ill came heavily flavored with Nel son's memories was ominoudy

suggestive.
Widl, Cdvinsad at lag, it's only been five months, after dl. A lot of smpler psychological problemstake
longer than that to hedl.

| snorted. Thanks awhole bunch.

Sorry, hesaid quickly, and | grimaced. In earlier days he would have recognized that kind of statement
asthe banter it was. Now, he was bending over backwards to avoid stepping on any toes, rea or
otherwise. Nelson had been the touchy sort.

It'sokay, | reassured him. | know you were trying to be encouraging. Uh... you don't have any plansto
travel east in the near future, do you?

| could come over any time. Why?-do you need some close-approach contact?

Not redly. | wasn't ready yet to have al my surface thoughts open to another person, good friend or not.
| just thought maybe you'd be willing to stay in Minnegpolis or Dubuque or somewherefor aweek or
two and let Colleen get back to Reginafor awhile.

That could probably be arranged. Are her friendsin Chillicothe getting tired of her company, or isshe
just homesick?

No to the former; probably to the latter. Not that shell admit it, of course-she takes her baby-gitting
duties srioudy.



Uh-huh. Well, look-1'll talk to her and check the location log to make sure | wouldn't be flying in on top
of anyone else and then get back to you. Okay?

Sure. Thanks; | redly appreciate it. And don't forget to check with Gordy about any other telepath
locater Suff.

Right. Tak to you later.

| came out of the contact and glanced around the room, reorienting mysdlf. Everything was as|
remembered it... except that Green was gazing Sideways a me from the work bench, his expresson
wary. "It'sokay,” | assured him. "I'm not going to faint or anything.”

"I know," he said. "Who were you talking to?"

"Uh-Cdvin Wolfe"

"Pueblo, Colorado; right?”

"Yes." Frowning dightly, | touched histhoughts. What | found surprised me. "Y ou've been reading up on
uslaely, haven't you?'

Again, therewasthat little flicker of resentment that seemed to come whenever | demondtrated my
telepathic ability on him. "For acouple of days, yeah. | wanted to know what | was getting mysdlf into. It
must be nice to be able to talk to someone that far away so easily."”

"Y ou can do dmost aswell by telephone,” | told him shortly, "and without the disadvantages we've got.”
He shrugged. "Not much of adisadvantage. All you haveto dois stay out of each other'sway. Big dedl.”
If I'd been aviolent man | probably would've hit him. Instead, | suddenly felt aneed to get far away from
such stupidity. "I'll be upgtairsif you need me," | told him with as much civility as| could manage. Without
waiting for aresponse, | left.

Thecdl | was expecting came about eight hours | ater, after Green had gone home for the day; and to my
mild surprise it was Gordy himself who madeit. Gordy, where are you? was my first question.

On aplane somewhere near Billings, Montana, | believe, he said. I'm on my way to Minnegpolis, going
to be doing some work there for the next couple of weeks.

Such fortuitoustiming, | told him. Calvin couldn't get awvay?

Even eight hundred miles away | could sense his embarrassment. Y ou makeit sound likewereal
conspiring to put one over on you, he protested. We're your friends, Dale.

Yeah, | know. Feding like ahed was becoming afull-time job here lately. What's the word on Amos's
things?

I've gone through everything from top to bottom and back again. No notes, no plans, no schematics, no
extra equipment other than what you've dready got. Either he deliberately destroyed all the
documentation or the design of the finder was so obviousto him that he could just St down and cobble



onetogether. Sorry.

Metoo. | thought about the implications of that. From Rob's struggles with the kernels | found it hard to
believe they'd been that easy to make. Had Amos foreseen other applicationsfor hisinvention,
applications he perhaps hadn't cared for?

My telepath shidd, for example?

Gordy brokeinto my musings. Look, Dale, don't you think it's about time, you let the rest of usin on
what you're doing with dl that suff?

My first impulse wasto tell him that they'd find out when | was good and ready and not a solitary second
sooner. But that was clearly Nelson talking. | don't know, | said instead. I'm trying to make something
new out of the things Amos developed for hisfinder. If it works-well, it'll benefit dl of us. Let'sleaveit at
that for now.

Gordy was silent for along moment. Y ou know, Dale, it's possible to play these thingstoo closeto the
chest. If weld known that Amos had caught Nelson making quiet tripsto Las Vegas we might have
implicated him in Amos's death before he had the chanceto try to kill you. Y ou could be running the
samekind of risk here,

I'm being careful, | told him stubbornly. My doubts about Green rose unbidden before my eyes;
ruthlesdly, | crushed them down. | just don't want to raise any false hopes, that's all.

All right, he said after another pause. But be careful, okay?
Sure. Enjoy your flight, and I'll talk to you later.
Y eah. Take care.

| sat where | wasfor along time afterwards, my book lying ignored on my lap. Once again | felt torn
between my natura desirefor caution and my amost suffocating urgency to possess atelepath shield.
Colleen was practicaly within my grasp-how could | permit anything to get in the way of that? Besides,
what earthly use would ateepath shield-or anything €l se Green could make in my basement-beto a
norma person? A defense againg the highly unlikely possibility of one of us eavesdropping on aprivate
conversation? Ridiculous, when thirty feet of distance would achieve the same end. No-I had to be
reading Green wrong... and | didn't need to be reminded that Nelson had had a strong touch of paranoia.

Nevertheless, that evening | went out and bought aburglar darm, and by thetime | went to bed | had it
rigged so that anyone entering or leaving my basement would trigger alight and quiet buzzer in my
second-floor study. Now, whenever Green tried to leave | would know in time to get within telepathy
range of him before he got out of the house. A rather smple precaution, to be sure-but then, | wasn't
redlly expecting any trouble.

The days lengthened into weeks, as days have away of doing, and progress on the shield remained
depressingly dow. Green'sidea about reversing the biases hadn't panned out, and he'd been forced to
seek out new approaches. Fortunately, he didn't get discouraged as easily as| might have, hisfailures
merely spurring him to stronger efforts. He began to spend more and more time a my house, sometimes
arriving whilel was dill egting dinner and not leaving until after midnight. What made his
sngle-mindedness dl the more astonishing was the fact that he il felt acutely uncomfortable around me,
avoiding close contact and sometimes even going so far asto fill hismind with technical thoughtsto try to



forget | was within range. Apparently he was smply the type who enjoyed a challenge for its own sake.

| had a couple more daymares during that period, too, one of them while Colleen was back in Regina
Fortunately, Gordy was gtill in Minnegpolis a the time and helped me get through those first few shaky
minutes afterward. 1'd wanted him to keep quiet about it, but he inssted that Colleen had aright to know,
and the upshot was that she was back down at her Chillicothe listening post within twelve hours. | was
pretty upset with her for interrupting her R and R, and | think it was probably that mood that triggered the
milder daymare aday later. It wasredly little more than an aftershock, but it was enough for Colleen;
after that, she wouldn't have left me again if the whole midwestern United States had caught on fire.
Gordy, too, found reason after reason to stretch out his Minnegpolis visit, and when hefindly left, Cavin
found a plausible excuse to spend sometime in Dubuque.

What with al this companionship therapy taking up alot of my attention, it was early October before |
finaly noticed something was off-kilter.

It began with an afternoon cal from Rob Peterson, who was trying to get hold of Green and thought he
might be with me. During the course of the conversation | discovered Green hadn't shown up at any of
his classesfor nearly amonth, afigure that coincided uncomfortably well with thefirst of his
gx-to-midnight sessonsin my basement. When | asked him about it later, Green admitted held been
neglecting his schoolwork, but claimed held be able to catch up once hefinished my shield. Asusud, he
stayed right at the edge of my range, so | wasn't able to confirm that he was telling the truth; and not
wanting ascene | let him go back to work without further cross-examination. | soothed my conscience
by reminding mysdlf that he was agrown man, perfectly capable of deciding how to use histime.

But the whole thing seemed funny somehow-I couldn't reconcile this sudden neglect of his Sudieswith
the ambitious and caculating persondity 1'd dready glimpsed in him. It bothered me; and gradudly |
began staying on the first floor whenever Green wasin the house, where| could pick up his surface
thoughts as he worked in the basement. He knew, of course-my footsteps would have been audible
above him-and | could sense an dmogt frantic note in his attempts to cram his thoughts with technical
details of hiswork. But enough got through. More than enough...

| waited until | was sure, and then | confronted him with it.

"Y ou've had it for two weeks now, haven't you?' | said, anger struggling for supremacy with other
emotions | was afraid to accept. "Y ou know how to make atelepath shield.”

"l don't know if | do," he protested. Hunched over the workbench, asoldering iron still gripped in his
hand, he watched me with dightly narrowed eyes, asarabbit might afox. "I've never tested it.”

Hairsplitting; but it was agenuine lack of certainty, and that had been enough to fool mefor nearly a
week. Belatedly, | wondered if perhaps1'd gotten the rabbit and fox rolesreversed. "Waell, let's not
waste any moretime. Turnit on.”

"All right." Standing up, he went to the far end of the bench. A bulky, three-level breadboard assembly
rested there, built into aframework that looked likeit'd been made out of leftover angleiron. Three of
Amoss kernels glittered among the tangle of eectronic components. Plugging the device's cord into an
outlet, Green flipped a switch and vanished.

It took afraction of asecond for my eyesto register the fact that Green was, in fact, still standing therein
front of me, that it was only hismind that had disappeared from my perception. | must have looked as
flabbergasted as | felt, because Green'slip twitched in asmile of sorts. "Likeit?" he asked.



"l-yes," | managed. "How doesit work?"'

"Best guessisthat it creates a sort of dead zone where telepathic signal's get absorbed. | don't know for
sure, though.”

"| told you that was the approach to take," | said, feding alittle light-headed. "Will it block other
telepaths, too? We project alot more strongly than you do."

Heshrugged. "Try caling someone.”

| did; and because | was afraid of false hopes | tried for a solid three minutes. But at the end of that time
| was convinced. Colleen... With an effort | dragged my mind back to Earth. One more important
question still needed an answer. "All right. Now tell me what you've been doing these past two weeks,
while you were supposedly working on the shield.”

He radiated innocence. "I have been working on it-I've been trying to make amore practical modd." He
indicated the breadboards. "Y ou see, thisoneis big and heavy, with an effective range of probably no
more than ahundred feet, and it requires one-twenty line current. | think I can make one that would run
off abattery and have dmost haf amile of range-and the whole thing fitting insde abriefcase.
Another-oh, month or so-and | should haveit."

It was agood ideg, intellectualy, | had to admit that. But al of my hopes and dreams had suddenly
becomeredity and | knew | didn't have the patience to wait another day, et one an entire month.
"Thanks, but no. Thisonewill dofine"

He blinked, and I got the impression that my answer had surprised him. "But... I'm not finished here, Mr.
Ravenhall. | mean, | promised to build you a practica telepath shield. Thisthing's hardly practica.”

"It'spractica enough for me," | said, frowning. Goosebumps were beginning to form on my suspicions-he
had no bus ness fighting that hard for a two-dollar-an-hour job. "Before we continue, what say we make
things more interesting and turn off the shield?"

He made no effort to reach for the switch. "That's not necessary,” he sghed. "'l was bending the truth a
little. I've aready been trying to design an entirely different gadget using those kerndls, and | was afraid
you'd send me away permanently once I'd finished the shield.”

"What sort of gadget?'
"A mechanica mind reader.”
"A whet?'

"Well, why not? The kernds clearly pick up telepathic sgnas. Why shouldn't the Sgnals be interpretable,
by asmall computer, say?'

| opened my mouth, closed it again asthe potentia repercussions of such agadget echoed like heavy
thunder through my mind. By necessity, each of uswho'd had this gift/burden dropped on us had long
ago thought out the consequences of misusing our power. The potentia for blackmail, espionage of al
kinds, or just smpleinvason of privacy-l was personaly convinced it was only our extremely limited
number and the fact that we were thus easy to keep track of that had kept us from being locked up or



killed outright. A mechanical device, presumably infinitely reproducible, would open up that entire can of
worms, permanently. "Forget it,”" | said, finding my voice a last. "Thanksfor the shidd; I'll give you your
final pay beforeyou leave." | turned to go back updtairs.

"Wait aminute," Green snapped. "I can't forget it, just like that. Thisthing'll beagold mineif | can get it
towork. I've put ahdl of alot of work into it-I can't quit now."

"A gold minefor whom?Y ou and a select clientele of professond spies?’

"It doesn't have to be that way," he protested. "' Psychologigts, for instance-mind readers would be a
tremendous help in their work. Rescue teams could locate survivorsin earthquakes or collapsed
buildings. Doctors-"

"What about bank robbers? Or terrorists? Or even nosy neighbors?' | shook my head. "What am |
arguing for? The subject isclosed.”

Green expelled hisbreath in along, hissng sigh, and his expression seemed to harden in some
undefinableway. "I'll haveto collect my todls," he sad dtiffly.

| hesitated, then nodded. "All right. I'll be upstairs writing your check."

| didn't head up right away, though, but crossed instead to the dim corner where the fusebox was. The
telepath shield 1'd coveted for so long had abruptly become something that could be used against me, and
| had no intention of |etting Green leave here under its protection-1 wanted to know whether held redlly
given up or had something else up hisdeeve. One of the peculiarities of this house was that the basement
lightswere al on one circuit and the outlets on another. Finding the proper fuse | pulled it... and across
the basement, just barely within range, | felt Green's thoughts regppear. Simultaneously, drowning out
that faint voice, came afrantic duet.

Dde! Areyou there, Dae; can you answer?
Herel am, | said hagtily. What's dll the fuss?

Oh, thank heaven. Colleen's thoughts were shaking with emotion. We thought something terrible had
happened. Cavin and | have been trying to contact you for nearly five minutes.

Another daymare? Cavin asked, trying to sound camer than heredly was. | didn't blame him; a
daymare that had lasted that long would have been areal doozy.

No; thiswas something good for achange. | told them about the telepath shield, trying to recapture my
earlier enthusiasm for the device. But that glimpse into Green's ambitions had dampened things
congderably, and | was barely able to keep my report on the positive side of neutrdl.

Calvin, at least, saw the potential hazardsimmediately. Do you think it'swiseto let this Green character
run around l0ose? he asked when I'd finished. If he can make atdepath shield who knows what else he
can do?

There shouldn't be any problem, | assured him. Amos's specia gadgets are the key, and he doesn't know
how to make them. I'm sure of that, but I'll double-check beforel let him leave.

| don't know, Colleen mused. | don't trust him. He sounded-oh, too ambitious, | suppose.



My own thoughts skidded to a hdt. Wait asecond. When did you talk to him?

Last week. She sounded surprised. He got my number here from my Regina answering service. Said he
was calibrating Amos's finder and needed to know where | was. | assumed you knew.

| frowned... and at that exact instant both Colleen and Calvin vanished from my mind.

It was so unexpected that | wasted agood ten seconds trying to reestablish contact before | noticed that
the faint touch of Green's thoughts was aso gone and finally redlized what was happening. | soun around,
but too late: Green'slegswere just disgppearing up the stairwell. Clutched in one hand was something
that looked like asmall briefcase.

With ashout, | went after him. But hislead wastoo big, and by thetime | ran out my front door he was
aready diving into the front seat of hiscar. With asqued of tires he took off into the night. Seconds later
| was tearing down the street behind him, gunning my old Chevy for dl it wasworth.

And the chase was on.

At firgt | thought it would be over quickly. I caught up to him with dmost ridiculous ease, asif his car was
in even worse shape than mine. But as we cleared the edge of town hislead began to open up dowly,
and by the time he turned south on 1-35 he was staying a comfortable quarter-mile ahead of me.

For methe drive waslike an insgde-out verson of that horrible race through the Cdiforniamountains. The
road here wasflat, and | was the pursuer instead of the pursued; but the same sense of terrified urgency
was wrapped suffocatingly around me. Clearly, Green had lied about the portable shield-and |, the great
telepath Dale Ravenhall, so caught up in my own sdfish desires, had let him get by withiit. Bitterly, |
wondered what €lse he'd lied about... and whether I'd ever get achance to warn the others. His strategy
seemed clear: by forcing meinto a chase like the one in Californiahe wastrying to trigger adaymare, one
that would undoubtedly befatd even given the sparse traffic and rdatively straight road. And with the
shield going full blast in Green's car it would be a very londly death. More than once | tried to drift back
out of range, hoping to at least let Colleen or Calvin know what had happened; but each time Green
spotted the maneuver and matched it. | wondered what he would do if | stopped completely, to either
cal Colleen or phonethe police. But | didn't daretry it. If | let him out of my sight | knew I'd never see
the shidld or therest of Amoss kerndsagain. Grimly, concentrating on Green'staillights, | fought down
the panic bubbling in my throat and kept going.

| don't know how long the chase lasted; my mind was too busy damning my shortsighted stupidity and
fighting off potential daymaresto think about time. Green got off the interstate at Osceola, heading east
on 34. Hedidn't stay on the road long, though, turning south again on 65. Twenty-odd miles|ater he
picked up a county road heading west, and from that point on | was thoroughly logt. I dimly remember
that we were on some road labeled B when we crossed over into Missouri, but dl the rest werejust
anonymous two- and four-lane roads, passing through or near deeping towns with nameslike
Wooodland, Davis City, Sdline, and Modena.

And findly, sometimein the small hours of the morning, Green pulled over to the side of the road and
stopped.

| pulled up behind him, feding a cold sense of satisfaction. He hadn't given me adaymare and hadn't lost
me among the country roads of two states, and had now bowed to the inevitable. He was outside the car
now, the briefcase held taken from my house held across his chest like ashield. | got out, too, and



walked toward him, watching for concealed wegpons. "All right, Green, it'sdl over,” | told him. "Let's
have the shield and whatever e seyou ole"

Inthe headlights | saw him shake his head minutely. "Before you do anything hasty,” he said, hisvoice
srangdly tense, "'l suggest you look at the sign up there."

Frowning, | glanced over his shoulder. Highway 65 was cutting across the landscape directly ahead; a
dimly lit sgn dong its Sde announced deven milesto Chillicothe.

Chillicothe?

| felt the blood draining from my face as| refocused on Green. "Yes," he nodded. " She'swithin the
twenty-milelimit. If | flip this switch you'll both be deed ingtantly.”

The big toggle switch sticking out of the briefcase looked the size of abasebd| bat under hishand. There
wasno way for himto missit if | jumped him... and looking &t hiseyes| knew hewas half expecting me
totry just that. "All right, let'sboth relax, | suggested through iff lips. "What do you want?!

"For garters, | want you and Colleen Isaac together. There's no point taking both cars, well goinmine. |
hope you know where she's staying-dl 1've got is her phone number. Y oull drive, of course.”

"Of course” | said mechanicaly. Colleen, | thought. What have | done?
Therewas no answer.

She was waiting outside her motel room door when we pulled up, her expression drawn but controlled. |
got out of the car and walked up to her. For amoment we gazed into each other's eyes. Then, amost of
their own valition, our hands sought each other and gripped tightly... and amoment later shewasin my
arms. "It'sdl right," | whispered to her, trying to project confidence | didn't fedl, and to hide the
disappointment that-despite the danger we werein-I did fedl. I'd had such romantic dreams about this
moment, dreams that would now be forever poisoned in my memory.

Behind us, Green cleared histhroat. "Wed better get moving,” he said, sounding amost gpol ogetic.
"Both of you in the front seet, please.”

"Just asecond,” | objected, turning halfway around but keeping one arm around Colleen. "Doesn't she at
least get to bring achange of clothes?!

"Shedidn't seem surprised to see us," he countered. " That means she was expecting us. The police may
be on their way right now."

" wasn't expecting you." Colleen's voice was dightly higher-pitched then I'd expected it to be and had a
dight accent. But it was steady enough. "We assumed you were using your telepath shield to stop Dale
from talking with us, But | didn't suspect you were here until | was also cut off aminute before you
arived. | didn't cdl the police.”

"But one of your friends might have," Green growled, showing signs of agitation. "Grab your purse and
let'sgo!”

Hedidn't relax again until we were five miles out of Chillicothe, heading east on 36. | held Colleen's hand
as| drove, though whether for her comfort or my own | wasn't entirely sure. Strangely enough, she



seemed the calmest of al of us, and was the one who findly broke the brittle silence. Y ou know, Ted,
thisredly can't gain you anything,” she said, turning her head to the Side so that Green could hear her. "By
now every telepath on the continent knows about you and your machine.”

"That'sfine with me," Green grunted. "I'm going to need cooperation from al of you, anyway, so there's
no reason to keep it secret. Except from the police, maybe. | hope no one's been stupid enough to call
them.”

"What isit you want?"
"An dectronic telepath,” | told her. "And he gpparently wants usto st around and watch him make one.”

"l wish it werethat easy,” Green said. "But it'snot. | figureI'll need at least ten kernelsto makeit, and
even thenit'll only be aone-way mind reading device-l can't get the damn kernelsto transmit anything to

speak of "

In spite of the danger, | felt awolfish smile crease my face. "Ten kernels, huh? And you've only got four
|eft-you left three in the shidd in my basement. So you're licked even before you gart.”

"No!" His exclamation was so unexpected | jumped, nearly swerving out of my lane. "I canfigureit
out-could have figured it out. But you weren't going to let me." He paused, and in the mirror | could see
him fighting for self-contral... and it was then that | suddenly realized he was as scared as | was. Hed
clearly been spinning some high-flying hopes for this particular rainbow, and my adamant oppaosition had
apparently goaded him into an act of desperation that he wasn't redlly ready for. Now, he was beginning
to seejust how deep the hole was he was digging himsdf into.

Colleen must have sensed that, too. "Ted, you don't haveto do this," she said. "L et Dale take me back to
my motel and then leave him with the shield, and it'll be over. There won't be any charges or other
repercussions, | promise.”

"What about my mind reader?"

Colleen hesitated. "I'm sorry, but I'm afraid we can't permit Amoss invention to be used in that way."
"Thenforget it."

"Green-" | began.

"Shut up,” hesaid. "I haveto think."

His ruminations took the better part of an hour, during which time he had me change roadstwice. | kept
my eye on himinthe mirror, hoping hewould fall adeep. But he remained dmost preternarurdly dert the

wholetime.

Findly, he seemed to cometo aconclusion. "Ravenhdl, 63 ought to be coming up pretty soon,” he said.
"Takeit norm."

"Where are you taking us?' Colleen asked.

"Back to lowa. | know alittle resort near Rathbun Lake where you can rent cabins. We can stay there
forawhile



"Taking usacrossadate lineisafedera offense” | pointed out to him.
"How do you figure? I'm not kidnapping you. If you want, you can both get out right here.
| didn't bother to reply.

What with the circuitous route Green made me drive we didn't arrive at the resort until after eight in the
morning. My secret hope, that the place might be closed until spring, was quickly dashed; either the
warmest October in thirty years had induced them to stay open past their usud closing date or elsethey
catered to the kind of hikers and fishermen who ignore the weeather anyway. Green left usalonein the car
while he went in the office to regigter. | tried to think of a plan-any plan-while he was gone. But it was no
use. I'd been driving al night, much of it a the edge of nervous prostration, and my mind was smply too
fatigued to function. Even as| drove up the gravel road to our cabin | felt my consciousness beginning to
waver, and | just bardly remember staggering through the front door with Colleen holding tightly onto my
arm. Somehow, | assume, she got me to the bed.

| came up out of the darkness dowly and unwillingly, glad to escape the nightmares that had harassed my
deep out dimly aware that something worse was waiting for mein the real world. | opened my eyesto an
unfamiliar celling, and even before Colleen spoke it had al come back.

"How areyou feding?'

| turned my head. She was Sitting in achair next to the bed, light from the window behind her filtering
through her hair in ahdf hao effect. "Groggy,” | told her. "How long did | deep?’

"Almogt ten hours. | didn't see any point in waking you."

| looked at my watch. Six-oh-five. My stomach growled areminder that 1'd missed a couple of medls.
"Did you deep a al? And where's Green?

"Yes, | took acouple of short naps. Y our friend's out in the living room."

"He'sno friend of mine." | turned my head the other way and redized for the first time that the cabin
wasn't the smple one-room design I'd expected. Colleen and | werein asmall bedroom that took up
maybe athird of the cabin'stotal floor space. The door that sat between us and Green looked solid
enough, but it opened inward and had no lock that | could see. | wondered how Green thought he could
keep usin here.

"Don't try the door," Colleen said, asif shed somehow penetrated the shield and had heard my unspoken
guestion. "He has the switch on histelepath shield fastened to it with a piece of string. He sedled the
window, too."

| hesitated hafway through the act of rolling out of bed, then continued the motion and got to my fedt.
Walking around the end of the bed, | went to the window behind Colleen. Hed sedled it, dl right; a
dozen nails and screws had been driven through the wooden sash and into the frame.

Behind me Colleen's chair cresked, and a moment later her hand tentatively touched my arm. "Dale...
what does he want with us?'

There was no point studying the window any further; it was clear that without a screwdriver and claw



hammer | would never get the thing open. Turning around, | faced Colleen, taking her handsin mine,
"Y ou heard him-he wants amechanical mind reader. | gather he thinkswe can help him make one.”

"How? Does one of us have something he needs?’

| shook my head. "I don't know." It was odd, adisconnected part of my brain thought, how small a part
of itstarget a camera could really capture. | had hundreds of photos and videotapes of Colleen, but not a
sngle one of them had done her justice. Even tired, hungry, and with a horrible death crouching like a
leopard over her shoulder, there was a vivaciousness about her that the films had never really showed. I'd
known her energetic joy of life through her thoughts, of course; but to seeit reflected in her facewas an
entirely new and delightful experience. If we died now, | would have had at least that much.

If we died now. The thought short-circuited my risng romantic mood and brought me back to Earth.
There were adozen questions that urgently needed answering. Giving Colleen's hands asqueeze, | let go
and walked back around to the door. "Green?' | called through the pandl. "Y ou awake out there?"

"Come on out,” was the immediate response. "The door's sefe to use.”

| opened it and stepped into the main part of the cabin, noting in passing that Green's booby-trap siring
was not tied to the doorknob but to another nail driven into the door at kneelevel. Green was Sittingon a
small couch across the room, aglowing lamp at his shoulder. On hislap, the switch close to hand, was
the telepath shidd.

"| thought you weren't ever going to wake up,” Green commented. "There're some hamburgersin the
sack on the table-you can heat them up in that one-quart oven over there. Cokes arein the fridge.”

| was too hungry to bother with the oven. Colleen, with alower tolerance for American fast food, took
her burgers and headed for the cabin'stiny kitchen. Green waited until we were settled at the table before
gpesking again. "I've been making alist of the equipment | figure I'm going to need,” hetold us, holding
up apiece of paper clearly torn from asecond hamburger bag. "I figure that with asmall x-ray machinel
can figure out how everything is put together inside one of these kernels. If not, there are acouple of

other things| cantry. A good computer would be helpful in designing the mind reader's circuitry, and
sncel'll probably need one anyway to interpret the telepathic sgnaswe might aswell get that, too."

"Just where do you expect to get the money for dl of this?" | asked around amouthful of food. "If you're
expecting the rest of the telepathic community to fork it over, you can forget it. None of ushasthe
resources you're talking about."

"Youfly al over the country whenever you want to, don't you?" he scoffed. "That isn't exactly cheap.”

"Mogt of ushave smdl stipendsfrom universitiesthat are studying us,” Colleen explained to him. "The
amounts aren't nearly enough to supply you with x-ray machines and computers, though.”

Green's mouth twitched. "Wadll... then | guess you'll have to earn the money some other way."

"Such as?' | asked. Most businesses, I've found, aren't dl that enthusiastic about having telepaths on the
payroll.

"| suppose industria espionage would be the most profitable,” he said, watching me closdly.

If he waslooking for areaction, he wasn't disappointed. Some breadcrumbs, tried to go down the wrong



way, and it took me half aminute to cough them out. "Forget it," | snarled when | could talk again. "'If you
think we're going to do that-"

Colleen cut me off with ahand on my arm. "Ted, we can't do that,” she said, her voice cam and
reasonable. "Were al rather well known; certainly the security departments of any mgjor corporation
would recognize usingantly.”

"Then you'll haveto hit key employees at off hours" Green said stubbornly. "Or else wear disguises. |
need that equipment-don't you understand?”

"And what about us?' Colleen asked. "Don't you see what involving usin crime would do to the trust
welve built up between ourselves and the generd populace? We can't survive without that good will,
Ted."

"I'm sorry. | redly am. But it'snot my fault." He shifted his gaze to me, where it became more of aglare.
"If he hadn't been al noble and virtuous and had let me keep going, none of thiswould have happened.”

"Oh, sure-blameit on me" | growled. "Why not blame your parents, society, and the planet Jupiter while
youred it?'

Heignored me. "1 want to know how to contact Calvin Wolfe-1 know he'safriend of yoursand his
Pueblo phone's unlisted. | also want something | can say to him that'll prove you two are with me."

My mind raced. Was there someway | could dip in aclue asto where we were? Rathbun, reservoir,
lake- couldn't think of any way to code any of those words so that Green would missit. I'd never been
here before, so referring to apast visit was out. Distance from Des Moines? | hadn't the foggiest idea. |
was il trying to come up with something when Colleen gave him Calvin's number and unconscioudy
undercut my effort. " Just give him your name," shetold Green. "He knowswho you are.”

"Okay." He stood up and gestured toward the door. "Well have to find a phone booth to make the call
from; | don't want anyonetracing us here."

It was an hour before we got back to the cabin, Green having taken us halfway to Ottumwato get the
distance he wanted. We were |eft in the car while he made the cdll, and he wouldn't tell us anything about
it afterward except that Calvin had agreed to take up the matter with the rest of our group.

"Do you think that's the truth?" Colleen asked me when we were locked again in the relative privacy of
our room.

"Probably," | told her. Outside the window the evening had faded into night, and the lights from two or
three other cabins could be dimly seen through the trees. Too far away to seeasigna, evenif | could
think of someway to send one without tipping off Green. "Calvin would agree to anything a this stage to
gaintime." Pulling the shade, | turned on the light and sat down on the bed next to Colleen. Thelight
switch had gone on with aloud click; no quiet SOS possible with that. "1 just hope we don't get some
gung-ho SWAT team burgting in with M-16s blazing."

"I doubt if there's any danger of that," she Sighed. "Wed aready decided to keep the authorities out of
thiswhen the shidld cut me off."

| nodded; I'd rather hoped they'd seen things that way. At the moment no one but us knew it was even
possible to build an electronic mind reader. If the word ever got out, chances were someone would



eventually figure out how to do it. "Good. | guess. Anything else happen while was out of touch?

"Y es, but nothing that'll help us here." She shifted position to stretch out on the bed, closing her eyes
againg the overhead light. " called your friend Robert Peterson on the phone and asked him to go over
to your house and see what was wrong. He called me back on your phone with the newsthat your car
was gone and your house lit and unlocked. Calvin wanted to know whether there was anything there that
could be atdepath shidd. Robert said there was a heavy monstrosity in the basement that had three of
Amaossdeviceswired into it, but that he couldn't tell what it was without more study.”

"Y eah. How do you test atelepath shield?'

"Obvioudy, with atelepath. Gordon was going to catch the next plane to Des Moines, and Scott will
most likely come up from New Orleans now that 1've also disappeared. He was anxious to get involved
and has dways rather liked me." She opened her eyes briefly. "Something | just thought of : could Robert
modify Amosstelepath finder to locate alack of telepathic sgnals?!

"Likethisshield?" | shrugged. "I don't know, but | doubt it. We had to take apart the finder to get parts
for the shields; Rob would have to rebuild aswell asredesign it. And, anyway, he hadn't gotten much into
design work when Green took over." A fresh wave of shame and anger washed over me. "l shouldve
waited until Rob was available again,” | muttered.

Colleen wasslent for solong | began to think sheld falen adeep. Turning off thelight | lay down beside
her, hating both Green and mysdf and wondering if | wastired enough to escape into deep mysdf for a
few hours. Then Colleen stirred. "Dale... why did you do it?'

It took me a moment to understand what she was asking. "For us," | told her. "'l wanted to be able to see
and hold you, to share more than just my thoughts with you. I-when | say it like that it sounds pretty
sdfish, doesntit?"

"A little," she admitted. "Morelike Nelson Follstadt than Dale Ravenhdl.”

| Sghed, closng my eyesin an effort to block the sudden tears forming there. Nelson again-alwaysit was
Nelson. Was| never going to be free of him? Or were my motivations and judgment going to be forever
skewed by what he/d done to mein the Cdiforniamountains? It was like carrying my own persona ghost
aong with me, someoneto fowl up everything | did, someone-

Someoneto blame.

The thought legped out at me with amost physica force. Was| usng my psychologicd injury asa
scapegoat, a convenient excuse whenever anything went wrong? | didn't redly believeit-certainly didn't
want to believeit. But the possibility wasthere... and blaming other people had been one of Nelson's
mogt annoying traits.

And I'd just argued myself inacircle. | never argued in circles. Or, rather, Dae Ravenhdl never had....

Colleen'sarm did over my chest, breaking through the spiral of fear and sdf-pity. "It'sal right, Dae" she
said soothingly. "Well get out of this somehow.”

For along time she held metightly, asif comforting achild. Gradualy, my black depression began to
lighten; and asit did so my need for her changed, both in nature and urgency. Her response, whether
from love, fear, or acombination of both, was so strong it surprised me... but within seconds surprise and



al other emotions were crowded out by the passion exploding within me,

For thethree years since I'd fallen in love with Colleen this moment had formed the basis of virtudly al
my fantasies... and yet, now that it was here, the act wastinged with an unexpected sense of frustration.

It wasn't just the circumstances, or the presence of Green on the other side of the door, but rather the
missing dimengion that even the casud sex of my younger years had had. For thefirst timein my lifel was
cut off from the thoughts and emations of my partner, forced to rely on the subtle physical cues|'d never
redlly bothered to learn. | botched it-botched it badly-and though she didn't say anything | knew shewas
disappointed. | tried to apologize, but | couldn't find the words, and had to settle for holding her close
until shefdl adeep.

| stared at the shadowss of tree branches swaying across the window shade for at least an hour after that,
tired but not really deepy. With time, | knew, | could learn to be a better lover to her-but time wasthe
least certain commodity in our world just now. | wondered how long it would take Green to get the
money and equipment he wanted... and | wondered how long the batteries powering the shield would
last. Eventudly, | fell adeep.

We both woke fairly early the next morning. That turned out to be amistake, because the day quickly
became one long study in boredom. Green had dlipped out before we woke and had brought back
donuts and coffee and the necessary ingredients for sandwiches. That last was a disappointment; I'd
hoped for the chance to break the window and escape when heleft to buy lunch. But as usud, he was
one move ahead of me.

To hiscredit, he also brought back a couple of decks of cards and three paperbacks of the sort found on
grocery store book racks. But neither Colleen nor | were great shakes as card players; and |, at least,
was too wrapped up in my own redl troublesto have any patience with someone else'sfictiona ones.
Besides, the covers of the books strongly suggested they contained afair amount of sex and/or romance,
and after thefiasco of the previous night | knew | wouldn't be able to handle that.

So instead of reading | spent some time going over our room, searching for something | could useasa
tool or weapon. It was asmal room, though, and it wasn't even eleven o'clock before | gave up.

Mostly, Colleen and | talked.

There wasn't much about each other we didn't already know, of course; but good friends can aways find
something interesting to talk about. We discussed world topics, history-one of Colleen's pet interests-and
our fellow telepaths, and reminisced agood deal about the five years weld known each other. By akind
of ungpoken agreement we avoided talking about our current situation, but the very fact we were using
spoken words at al was a continua reminder of what was happening. | could fed atensenessin
Colleen's body aswe lay side by side on the bed, and my own attempts at conversation were blunted by
my preoccupation with the problem of finding away out of thismess I'd created. The damnable thing
about it was that, barring some dip on Green's part, | couldn't think of asingle way ether to escape or to
get the telepath shield away from him. And the more | thought about it the more | redlized that we didn't
even have thethreat of officia retribution to hold over his head if he flipped that switch-he could probably
clamthat I'd been so ddighted with my new shield that 1'd set up thislittle informa honeymoon trip with
Colleen and that 1'd dragged him along to take care of the eectronics, which had unfortunately failed.
With us goneit would basically be hisword againgt Calvin's, and if Green had been smart he wouldn't
have said anything to Calvin that actualy involved the words ransom or blackmail. The bad thing about
such a scenario was that, once he had what he wanted, Green might feel he had to kill usto maintain the
charade.



Nelson had tried onceto kill me. Now, it seemed, hisghost had given itsdlf a second chance. | only
wished Colleen hadn't been the meansit had chosen-but, then again, her inclusion might have been
deliberate. Nelson had hated al of us.

Sometime in the middle of the afternoon Colleen and | made love again, a her request, and for awhilel
was able to forget the danger we were in. Perhapsif 1'd been paying closer attention to her | would have
noticed the tension had | eft her muscles by then, leaving behind an dmost unnatura calmness, and
perhaps | would have wondered what that meant. Perhaps; but probably not. I'm not very good at
reading physica cues.

Evening came, and Green again was too smart to leave us done while he went for food. Apparently he'd
become convinced that the police redlly hadn't been called in, and so he piled usinto the car and we went
out to arestaurant together. His new-found confidence went only so far, of course; the place he chose
was adark, intimate one with high-backed booths, where our chances of being recognized by anyone
wereminimd.

I'd expected dinner to be astrained affair; but while it was so for me the others seemed surprisingly
relaxed. Colleen kept Green talking, both about himsdlf and hisambitions. If I'd paid closer attention to
the conversation | might have learned why succeeding with his mind reader project was so important to
him. But my full attention was on the briefcase Stting upright on the seet next to him, and onthearm
resting casudly on top of it. Even when cutting his stesk hisleft hand never moved far enough away from
the switch for meto risk any action. | hardly tasted my own food, and felt most resentful that Colleen so
obvioudy enjoyed the expensive filet mignon shed ordered.

The ride back to the cabin was quiet. Colleen huddled close to me the whole time, her hand stroking my
thigh in away more suggestive of fear and lonelinessthan of passon. Her friendly chatter inthe
restaurant, | guessed, must have been an act to put Green at ease, and now that I'd been unable to take
advantage of thetrick an emotional letdown was setting in. | wished that | hadn't been so quick to shoot
down her suggestion that Rob might be able to gimmick together atelepath shield locater; at least that
would haveleft her some small hopeto cling to.

| parked out front as usuad and we went into the cabin, Green with his damn briefcase keeping well back.
Colleen turned on the light and we headed toward the bedroom; but as Green closed the cabin door
behind us she touched my arm and stopped, turning to face him.

"Wdl, goonin,” Green said, as| followed Colleen'slead and turned around. Green had stopped just
inside the door, his expression more puzzled than wary. Not that he needed to worry; we were a good
fifteen feet away from him, and even with the shield hanging loosdly in his hand we both knew | couldn't
possibly get to the switch before he did.

But Colleen didn't move. "No," she said camly. "We can't let you continue with your plans, Ted. An
electronic mind reader would bring chaos upon aworld that already is sorely lacking in privacy-surely
you recognize that. Do you care so little about other people that you would do something like thisto
them?'

"Oh, come on," he growled, clearly not in the mood for an argument. ™Y ou're blowing thisway out of
proportion. Only the wealthy and powerful are going to be able to afford mind readers-and they're only
going to use them on each other. Besides, once |'ve sold enough mind readers I'll be marketing these
telepath shields anyway. Y ou'll have the status quo back before you know it."

| stared at him-the man was even more cold-bloodedly mercenary than 1'd reslized.



Colleen shook her head dowly, and for thefirst time | noticed her face was unnaturdly pae. "No. We
cantdlow it

"You can't stop me," Green said flatly.

"Yes, | can." Colleen paused, and | heard the faint sound of tires on gravel outside as one of the other
campers returned for the evening... and without warning Colleen screamed.

It was a piercing, mind-curdling scream, so loud and so unexpected that for asecond it literaly locked
my musclesin place. Acrossthe room Green jerked violently, nearly dropping the briefcase; but before
either of us could do anything more the scream cut off as abruptly asit had begun-

And Colleen was holding aknife hara-kiri fashion to her somach.

For just an ingtant there was a deathly stillnessin the room. | don't know how Green looked in that first
second; my full disbelieving attention wasriveted on Colleen. The knife, il greasy from the steak shed
been cutting with it half an hour previoudy, glinted with ahorrible light from between her hands. Her eyes
seemed black in contrast asthey stared unblinkingly at Green.

"The game's over, oneway or another," she said, her words sort and rapid, but with aniron cast to them.
"Y ou will set down that case and step away fromit, or | will kill mysdlf. | expect you understand.”

With an effort | shifted my gaze to Green. He understood, dl right; hisface had gone apasty white. I
Colleen died before he could hit the switch his power over me would be gone... and | would kill him. "It
won't work," he haf croaked, haf whispered. "Y ou can't die fast enough. Y our brain will live too long."

"Perhaps.” Colleen'svoice was il glacialy cam. "But many people will have heard my scream, and
some of them could be coming in the door a any time. Y ou won't be able to pass our deaths off as
strokes or heart attacks, not with aknifein me. And even if you manage to get away, you've |l eft
fingerprintsall over thisroom." Outside, acar door dammed. "Here they come," Colleen said. "Decide,
Ted. Now."

Green growled something degp in histhroat, but | hardly heard him. Nauseawas trying to turn my
stomach insde out, and | fought desperately againgt the white spots forming before my eyes. But it was
no use. The parald wastoo close: Amos, too, had died of a self-inflicted knife wound in defense of
someone ese. The scenein front of me shimmered and faded... and the daymare began.

Amos, you're coming too closg; it's beginning to hurt.

| can't stop, Nelson. My plane's been hijacked.

Y ou haveto stop. You haveto! It hurts, it hurts.

You'regoing to let her die, aren't you, Dae? She'sgoing to die, just like Amos did.

No! | shouted, and even as| stood in the middie of it | felt the vision quiver. Thiswasn't the usua
pattern... and with sudden clarity | saw that Nelson's death-wish within me had overreached itself. These
were Nelson's memories, not mine, given to mein distorted form during our close gpproach five months

ago. They had no basis of redlity in my own mind to draw strength from. Illusonsonly... and with dl the
forcel could gather | hit them with the strongest redlity | had.



| AM DALE RAVENHALL! | screamed to Nelson's ghost.
And with ashudder the vision shattered.

I'd gpparently been gone only a second or two, because the tableau was just as1'd left it. Running
footsteps were audible outside, and Green hdf turned toward the door, his face contorted with
indecison. His hand twitched-and | moved.

With my left hand | dapped Colleen'sright elbow forward, knocking the knife point away from her body,
and with my right | plucked the weapon from her loosened grip. Green looked back at the motion-and
with ayelp ducked as| hurled the knife toward him with al my strength.

It bounced butt-end first off his shoulder, throwing him off-baance for asecond. But it wasn't enough,
and | wasn't more than atthird of the way to him when his scrambling hand got to the switch. He froze for
asingle heartbeat, panic etched across hiswhite face... and then heflipped it.

And nothing happened.

My charge ground to a halt as confusion dowed my muscles. The agony 1'd expected-the red haze of
pain as two minds crashed together-it smply wasn't there. | looked around, half afraid | wasthe only one
unaffected, that | would see Colleen stretched on the floor in desth; but she, too, merely looked
bewildered. | turned back to Green, and as | did so the footsteps outside ceased and the door was
unceremoniously dammed open. Two men charged in: Rob Peterson and abig blond man I'd never seen
before... or rather, never seen except in photos.

"Areyoutwo al right?" Gordy asked anxioudy, looking back and forth between Colleen and me.
Andfindly | understood.

"It was plain dumb luck that we spotted you leaving that restaurant back in Moravia, or whatever that
town was named,” Gordy said, shaking his head. "Wed figured you to be agood five milesfarther west,
and when we cut through the edge of your shield | thought you'd passed us, heading for points unknown,
and that we were going to have to start al over again. It'sagood thing Rob recognized Green'scar."

| nodded, feding thetension drain dowly out through my armsas| held Colleen tightly to my side, and let
my gaze wander. Green was Sitting on the ground by Gordy's rented van; in the dim light streaming from
the cabin's windows he looked like someone who'd just been condemned to purgatory. Rob, Sitting
cross-legged inside the van to take maximum advantage of the dome light, was doing aquick check of
the wiring in Green's stolen telepath shield and fitting it with fresh batteries. And behind him, tied down
securdly in the van's cargo area, was the bulky shield Green had first demonstrated for me down in my
basement. Chugging quietly beside it was the gasoline generator that supplied its power.

"Only two days," Colleen murmured. "It ssemed much longer, somehow.”
"To us, too," Gordy agreed. "If | never see another field of corn stubble I'll be perfectly happy.”

| Sghed. "Okay, | give up. You didn't just quarter the whole state until you found us, and | don't see
anything that could possibly be atelepath shield locater in here. So how'd you do it?!

"With the best locaters you could possibly usefor the job: two telepaths.” Gordy glanced down at Green



with what looked like rather cold satisfaction. "Green here made the mistake of telling Cavin that his
gadget had a half-milerange, and once | got to Des Moines alittle experimentation with the modd hed
left behind showed usthat the shield absorbs dl telepathic sgnastrying to pass through it, whether or not
the sender isactudly within the field. By then Scott wasin Chillicothe, so we had him stay put while Rob
and | drove ahundred-mile-radius circle around him. We were just lucky that you'd gone to ground
insde that range-we would have had to start dl over again with anew circle otherwise."

"All s&t," Rob reported, hopping down from his perch and handing me the briefcase. "I've rewired around
the switch, too, so don't worry about bumping it.”

Gingerly, | took it. "What now?"

Gordy answered immediately; clearly, held dready thought this through. "Rob and | will take Green awvay
in his car while you drive Colleen back to Chillicothe in the van-you'll have both shieldsthat way. I'll call
Scott as soon as I'm clear here, so helll be out of the way by the time you get there. After you drop her
off, you can bring the van and shields back to Des Moines. | guess Rob or somebody will haveto go
retrieve your car later."

"Wherewill you be?" | asked him.

He hegitated, glancing a Green. "I'll bein the Dubuque areafor acouple of days, | think," he said softly.
"Even without accessto Amos's devices Green knows too much about telepath shields. | don't think we
should take the chance."

Beside me, | felt Colleen shiver. It had been done before, | knew; Nelson had used cult-style

brai nwashing techniques to condition the men who'd hijacked Amass plane. With theinsghtsand
feedback tel epathic contact permitted, the process wouldn't take Gordy more than three or four days.
Looking at Green's grim expression, | redlized that held aready figured out what we would haveto do. |
amogt felt sorry for him, but decided to save my sympathy for Gordy instead. "I supposeyou'reright,” |
sad. "Do whatever you haveto.”

The three of them left afew minutes|ater. Standing together by the van, Colleen and | watched their
tail-lights disappear among the trees. The sound of crunching gravel had been swalowed up by the

rustling of leaves before she spoke. "We redty don't have to leave here right away, you know," she
pointed out. "Now that Green's gone, perhaps we could stay here for afew days.”

"And try to repair the damage that's been done to my dreams?’ | shook my head. "No. It'stoo late for
thet."

"I'm sorry." Her murmur was barely audible.

"Don't be" | said quickly. "It wasn't your fault. It'sjust that... we were like two cardboard cutoutsin
there. All of what makesyou you wasmissing.”

The words were hopelesdy inadequate, and | knew it; but even as| groped for better ones| felt her nod.
"I know," she said, and there was no mistaking the note of relief in her voice. "Y our telepath shield made
us norma people for two days... but we can't be norma people; not really. Maybe with enough time and
effort we could learn some of the techniques, but it wouldn't be the same. | think perhaps we've been
spoiled by our ability, even whiletaking it for granted. Even if the machines could somehow be made
foolproof..." She shook her head.



"l understand.” | Sighed. "I'm sorry, Colleen-sorry for everything. It seems sometimes like everything I've
done the past five months has gonewrong."

"Oh, | don't know," she said, attempting alight-hearted tone. "'Y ou saved my life afew minutes ago,
when you took my knife away."

| snorted. "Even therel didn't have any choice. | couldn't et you dielike that. It was how Amosdied...
how Nelson killed him."

She shuddered. "I guesswe'd better go," she said, her voice dark again.

| nodded silently and we climbed into the van. It was strange, | thought, how dreams so seldom live up to
their expectations. I'd wanted to be able to hold Colleen, to talk to her, and-yes, admit it-to make love to
her. Now, all | could think about was getting a hundred miles away from her asfast as| could... so that
we could be together again.

| wastired of being done.
BLACK THOUGHTSAT MIDNIGHT

One by one, thelast few cars and trucks vanished from the interstate, disappearing down exitsto their
homes, or-in the case of the trucks-pulled off into rest stop parking lots or entrance ramp shoulders by
their driversfor afew hours of degp. By midnight, new headlights were showing up only once every ten
or fifteen minutes, in either direction. By one o'clock, even those stragglers were gone.

And | wasdone. Alone, with alopsided idand of rolling pavement in my van's misdigned headlights the
only barrier between me and the darkness outside.

| had forgotten, or perhaps never fully known, just how dark the night was.

An absence of light, my educated mind told me; nothing more or less than that. But that wasacivilized
definition, created by civilized city dwellersfor whom darkness was merely not enough light to reed by.
Out here, driving through North Dakota under a starless November sky, thingswere far different. The
night had alife and aredity of its own; amaevolent life, sirring ancient fears deep within me. Beyond the
range of my headlights the world ceased to exist; to my |eft, | could dl but visualize ethereal hands
pressing blackly against the side window. Half an hour yet to the Canadian border. Border crossing
formdities, time unknown, particularly if they decided to give me grief over the bulky apparatus strapped
down behind my sest. Six more hours after that to Regina.

Seven hours, plus or minus. Seven hours before | could get to Colleen.

| shouldn't have thought her name-Dae? her thought brushed deepily across my mind.

| clenched my teeth. Damn it al-1'd woken her up. It'sall right, Colleen, | told her, burying my own
tenson asbest | could and working hard at being soothing. If she camefully awvake again-It'sdl right. Go
back to deep.

| held my bregth; but even asthe first flickers of pain began to show through her fogged mind the

codeine-laced medicine she'd taken three hours ago glazed it over again. Okay, she said, aready dipping
back down. The word faded into vague, non-verba sensations, then disappeared entirdly.



| took acareful breath, hearing my teeth rattle together with the strain as | did so. Seven more hoursto
go. Seven more hours of utter hel plessness, piled on top of two weeks worth of steadily growing fears
and frugrations. Fears, frugtrations, and questions... and the horrifying revelation that had driven me onto
this road €leven hours ago.

Shelll makeit, Dde.
| gritted my teeth. Damnit al, Calvin-no oneinvited you to listenin.

Hedidn't reply, but just stayed there, quietly radiating calm and patience and strength... and my anger
evaporated, leaving mefeding like arat. Ashe no doubt knew | would. I'm sorry, | gpologized
grudgingly. I know you'rejust trying to help.

| didn't notice until after 1'd said them how easily my words could be construed as a backhanded insullt. |
hadn't meant them to come out that way, or at least | didn't think | had. It hardly mattered, though, not
with Calvin Wolfe. Even when he noticed insults, he had the kind of overdevel oped patience and secure
sf-imagethat let him shrug such things off without even thinking about it.

Ashedid now. That's okay, he assured me, the patience and calm and strength undiminished. | know
you've been under alot of pressure lately. Where are you?

| tried to remember the towns that had been on thelast exit Sign, but it was afutile effort. I'd passed far
too many exit sgns since leaving Des Moines. Thirty-odd miles south of Canada.

Y ou're making good time, he said, and | caught just a hint of uneasy disapprova as he made aquick
estimate of the speed I'd been doing. About due for another break, aren't you?

| snorted gently to mysdf. Who are you, my mother?

Some of the patience cracked, just alittle. Come on, Dae-you're not going to do Colleen and her
migrainesany good at al if you conk out at the whed doing seventy.

| gritted my teeth, fighting againgt the swirling emotionswith me. Hewasright, of course; | wouldn't do
them any good that way. Not Colleen, not her headaches, not-1 won't fal adeep, | growled, pushing the
thought aside and reaching down for the two-liter bottle of colawedged beside my seet. Working the
cap off one-handed, | took agood swig. If you're worried about it, you aways can tell me storiesto
keep me awake.

The patience cracked alittle further. Instead of that, he countered, why don't you tell me one? Like, for
ingtance, just what exactly iswrong with Colleen?

Y ou know what'swrong, | said, the words coming out with the easy glibness of two weeks practice.
She's suddenly started devel oping migraine headaches. The doctors don't know yet what's causing them.

But she knows. It was a statement, not a question, without awhisper of doubt behind the words. And so
do you.

| could have denied it-had denied it, in fact, severa timesin the past twelve hours, vehemently and with a
fair imitation of wounded dignity. But it was the Nelson part of me that was the consummatelliar... and
after eleven hours on the road, that part was asweary astherest of me. You'reright, | conceded. She
figured it out yesterday evening, and I-well, sort of bullied her into telling me thismorning.



And you responded by loading the telepath shields into arented van and charging hell-for-leather to her
rescue.

A decision that had been less than popular among my fellow telepaths. Every one of the five with whom |
shared norma communication had told mein so many words that going to Reginato hold Colleen'shand
was anoble but essentialy usaless gesture. My stock reply had been perhaps unnecessarily blunt.
Colleen and | discussed it between oursalves, | told Calvin shortly. What's going on is our own personal
business. Period.

Isit? he countered. Isit redly?

There was something in histone. Something that told me he had figured it out. Calvin. Pleasejust let it
done.

| can't do that, Dae, he said, dmost gently. Thisisgoing to impact on dl of us. He hesitated. Colleen's
pregnant, isn't she?

| sighed. Yes,

Therewas ashort slence, and even through my fatigue and worry | found it blackly amusing to watch the
three different directions Calvin's thoughts went skittering off in. On one hand were the mainly scientific
guestions of dominant versus recessive genes, and what the odds were that the child Colleen was
carrying might not have been atelepath at al. Benegath that line of thought was another, more worried set
as he considered what would happen to both of them as the fetus continued to devel op, putting
dangerous close-approach pressure on both minds.

And buried dmost invisibly behind both of those was the redlly worrisome question: whether | had
known the woman | loved had been deeping with another man. How | was fedling about the whole thing,
whether what | was redlly doing was charging to Reginato confront her withit....

Y ou misunderstand, Calvin, | told him. It'smy child Colleen's pregnant with.

Close-gpproach distance-the distance at which two telepaths had surface-thought communications with
each other whether they wanted it or not-was supposed to be around a hundred miles. Off-hand, |
couldn't remember if any of us had ever close-approached a deeping person before, but with my own
fatigue already tugging a my eyes-and with Colleen's mental patterns being heavily damped by the
codeine-it didn't seem like agood time to experiment. As Calvin had pointed out, wrapping my van
around atree wouldn't do anyone any good.

S0, just outside Brandon-maybe two hundred crow-wise miles from Regina-|l pulled off the road, revved
up the portable generator in the rear of the van, and switched on both of the telepath shields.

And aportion of my world went black.

It was an eerie and decidedly scary feding, made al the worse by the lonely darkness around me. Ever
since my early teens, when my telepathy had first begun to develop, thered been a sort of permanent
haze of thought-clutter that added an unobtrusive background to every waking minute. Mogt of it came
from norma s out beyond my twenty-foot sengtivity range, and I'd long since gotten so used to it that |
had to stop and concentrate before | could even hear it. But with the shields on, dl that was gone.



Three of us-Colleen, Gordy Sears, and I-had spent varying amounts of time in the shield amonth earlier,
and we had yet to come up with an adequate verba description of the experience. The gap wherea
tooth used to be had been Colleen's best attempt; growing up next to awaterfall and then going deaf had
been Gordy's.

Wheat | remembered most was being with Colleen... and at the same time, not being with her. Everything
that | loved about her-her kindness, her patience, her sense of humor-everything that made her the
woman she was had been hidden from me, hidden behind expressions and gestures and vocal tones that
I'd never learned how to read. It had been the most acutely lonely experience of my entirelife.

And now here | was heading back into thet loneliness again. The londliness, and therisk of horrible desth
if both shields should somehow fail a the sametime.

Perhaps Calvin was right to be worried. Perhaps the ghost of Nelson Follstadt | carried within me was
dtill trying to kill Colleenand me.

Maybe thistime it would succeed.

| reached Colleen's house allittle after eight in the morning; and had just about decided to break down the
door when she findly answered the bell.

My first look &t her as she fumbled with the storm door latch was a shock. Her face was pale and drawn,
with lines etched into the skin that hadn't been there five weeks ago, and her shoulders seemed rounded
with fatigue.

And then the storm door came open, and shewasin my arms. "Dde," she said into my shoulder. Her
body trembled against me; and yet, even as| winced at the tiredness and memory of painin her voice, |
could tell that the pain itself was gone. The telepath shields, blocking the deadly searchlight-strength
blazes of our two minds, had aso wiped out Colleen's headaches.

Wegot in out of the doorway-it was just above freezing outside and al Colleen was wearing was athin
robe-and she led meto the living room. "Y ou made good time," she said, sinking onto awell-worn couch
and rubbing at her eyes.

"l wasingpired,” | told her, carefully setting down the briefcase containing the portable telepath shield
before collapsing next to her. At the outskirts of Regina, with the end of thelong road in sight, I'd
experienced asmall adrenaline rush, but most of that had aready faded away. "How are you feding?' |
asked, dipping my arm around her shoulders and holding her against me.

"Better than | have in weeks. She Sghed. "My head hurtsalittle, but I think it'sjust left-over muscle
tenson. Nothing likethe migraines." She paused, asif listening. "It'sso quiet.”

| looked down at her, ashiver running up my back. "Y ou don't mean... you weren't getting any actua
thoughts from the baby, were you?"

She shook her head, her hair swishing across my nose and cheek with the movement. "Oh, no. | just
meant... you know. Outside."

The background thought-clutter. "Yeah,” | nodded understanding. And it wasn't just the clutter that was
gone; S0 too was the effortless communication with the rest of our group. A communication and
friendship that al of us had grown accustomed to-for most of us, the only red friendships we had.



Sowly, it was Sarting to percolate through my numbed brain just how much Colleen was going to have
to give up here. "I'll beright here with you, | assured her. "The whole eght months, if you need me."

"I know," she said, and yawned.

| yawned, too. "Wed better get you back to bed before we both collapse right here,”" | said. Gathering
my strength, | stood up and took her hands. "Come on; let's go."

She was practically deepwalking by thetimel got her to her bedroom. My origina plan had beento go
back outsde and unload the other, bulkier telepath shield from the van before sacking out mysdlf; but
seeing Colleen stretched across the bed was too much for me. There would be plenty of time for such
details, | told mysdlf as| took off my shoes, after I'd caught up alittle on my deep.

It was four-thirty in the afternoon when | finally awoke, reasonably rested but with that stiff feding |
aways get when | degp in my clothes. Colleen didn't tir as | eased carefully out of bed and tiptoed out
of theroom. In theliving room | put on my shoes and coat and headed out to check the van.

The gasoline generator had run out of fuel while we dept, shutting down current to the floor-mode
telepath shidd that had been running off of it. The shield itsalf was probably gtill operating-Rob Peterson
had installed a battery backup system just two weeks ago-but the silent generator still gave me an
uncomfortable feding in the pit of my stomach. Our limited experiments with the backup had showed that
even fully charged batteries faded in amatter of hours, as opposed to the seven to ten days of power a
smilar pack provided to the more efficient portable mode stting insde by the couch.

Not that we could afford to trust either shield by itsalf, which was why I'd brought both of them with me.
Later thisevening | would manhandle the larger mode into Colleen's house and plug it into regular line
current. But with sundown only another half hour away | decided | might aswell hold off until full
darkness, when any nosy neighbors who happened to be watching would have lessto see.

It took only aminute to drive outside the house shield's haf-mile range and pull over to the curb.
Switching off theignition, | stretched back againgt the cold van seat, and for amoment just listened to the
background thought-clutter that once again filled the corners of my mind. Gordy's old inadequate image
of living by awaterfal flicked tomind....

Dde?

With an effort, | forced my mind from the quiet exhilaration of just being normal again. I'm here, Gordy, |
acknowledged.

You dl right? Calvin's thought joined in. Weve been trying to reach you al day.
I'mfine, | told him. Sorry, about that-I lay down for ashort nap that stretched out a bit.
Y eah, we thought that might beit, Gordy said.

Not that it stopped us from worrying, Cavin added dryly. Do remind Colleen to turn her phone back on
when you get back to the house, too. He paused, and | could sense him brace himsdlf. So... how isshe

doing?

The pain'sgone, | told them. When | |eft afew minutes ago she was till deeping like ababy.



Ah. Gordy's reaction to the smile was brief and low-key, but it was enough to confirm that Cavin had
filled himin. Asl'd rather expected he would. It was a close-gpproach problem, then, he added.

Y ou expected otherwise? | countered mildly.

Not redly. Gordy hesitated. We didn't tell anyone ese, by the way. We thought that timing should be up
to you and Colleen.

Though such consderations hadn't sopped Cavin from spilling the beansto Gordy.... Shaking my head
shaply, | cut the thought off. Calvin, Gordy, and | were the only ones of our group Colleen could
regularly reach from Regina. It was only fair that her best friends be let in on what had happened, and to
hell with Nelson's paranoic tendencies. Thanks, | appreciate that, | said. | takeit, then, that you think we
should tell everyone?

| don't see how you can avoid it, Cavin said. Colleen's going to have to stay in the telepath shield for the
next eight months, minimum, and someone's bound to noticein al that time that she's disappeared from
Sght.

Besides, why would you want to keep something like this secret? Gordy added. Thefirst child born to
anyonein our group, let doneto two of us? It ought to be something to cheer abot.

| grimaced. And what about the telepath shield? Should we cheer about that, too?
Therewasadight pause, and | felt Gordy's enthusiasm deflate a bit. Ouch, he said.

At the very least, | agreed with perhaps an unnecessary touch of sarcasm. Word leaks out about that and
we're going to be right back where we were with Ted Green last month.

They thought about that for along moment. Maybe we can still keep it private knowledge within the
group, Calvin offered doubtfully. Colleen doesn't have any real commitments she can't bow out of for the
next few months, does she?

Her doctor knows she's having headaches, | pointed out. If she'sat al competent sheisn't going to drop
it just because Colleen says everything'sdl better now.

There was another moment of silence. WelI think of something, Gordy said at last. For the moment the
main job isto keep Colleen and the baby healthy. |s there anything we can do to help?

Not that | can think of, | told them. If | come up with anything, I'll et you know.

Okay, Calvin said. Y ou think we ought to set up some regularly scheduled contact time when you'll be
outside the shidd?

Maybe later welll need to do something like that, | said. For now, | don't think it's necessary. I'll haveto
leave in acouple of days, anyway, if I'm going to get the van back to Des Moines before the rental
period runs out.

Y ou want meto fly in to stay with her while you're gone? Gordy offered.

A brief surge of jedousy flashed through me before | could suppressit. Absurd, of course-Gordy was
nothing more to Colleen than agood friend. Let me see how she's doing when she wakes up, |



suggested. If shefedslike shed like company, I'll Iet you know.
Unlessyou'd rather | not even offer...?

So held caught the flicker of emotion. No, of course not, | said, feding my face flushing with
embarrassment. Sorry-Nelson must have taken over for aminute.

There was ashort, awkward silence, and | realized my apology had made things worse instead of better.
Neither Gordy nor Cavin had made any secret lately of the fact that they thought my close-agpproach
with Nelson had become dtogether too convenient a catch-all excuse for me. Sure, Dale, Gordy said at
last. Anyway, let me know what she says.

Right. Well, | suppose I'd better get back. See if she's woken up yet and find an out-of-the-way corner
to hook the big shidld upin.

Okay, well leave youto it, Calvin said. Take care of her, Dale, and keep in touch. Maybe on your drive
back to lowawe can hold around table on just how were going to keep all of thisquiet.

And who al were going to keep it quiet from, Gordy added. Say hi to Colleen for us, okay?

Sure, | said, turning the van'signition key again. And don't worry about it. Weve got plenty of timeto
come up with aworkable plan.

And | redlly believed that as| broke contact and turned around to head back to Colleen's. Redlly
believed that we had weeks-even months-to come up with agood story.

If I'd only known that | had, instead, exactly four minutes....

| saw the flashing red lights two blocks away; but it wasn't until | got past acamper parked on the wrong
Sde of the Street that | realized the ambulance was pulled up directly in front of Colleen's house.

| bounced the van haf up on the curb right behind it and scrambled out, banging my shin on the door in
the process. | hardly noticed, my full attention on trying to seeinto the dightly gar ambulance doors.
There was no oneinsde, which meant shewas gill in the house. Racing acrossthe lawn, | threw open
the front door and dashed into the living room. "Colleen?' | caled.

"Over here" her voice said from my right. Skidding to ahalt, | turned to find her stting calmly on the
couch, a stethoscope-armed woman seated beside her and a group of three men standing in aloose
circlearound her.

All of them, a the moment, looking a me. And doing nothing else.

"What's going on?' | asked when | got my voice back.

"ThisisDr. DuBois," Colleen told me, indicating the woman beside her. "Shetdlsme-" she
swallowed-"that | may have lost my baby."

| stared at Colleen, then at the doctor, then back at Colleen. "I don't understand,” | said. "What-I mean
how-7?'

| wasinterrupted by aloud beep and aflurry of unintelligible speech from one of the paramedics belts.



"Doctor...?7" he asked, pulling the radio from its holder.

DuBois nodded, astrangdly hard set to her mouth. "Y es, you might aswell go ahead,” shetold him.
"There's no emergency here now."

He nodded, acknowledging the call with some kind of number code as he and the other two men

brushed past me and left. | closed the door behind them and watched as they hurried across the lawn, my
thoughts aswirling mass of utter confusion. Only hours earlier | would have sworn the baby was perfectly
fine; and now this....

"How?" | asked the doctor again.

DuBois opened her mouith; but it was Colleen who answered. "Because the headaches have stopped,”
Colleen answered for her.

| frowned at her, saw thetight look in her eyes. Asif shewas pleading slently with meto understand....

And abruptly, I did. Somehow, probably through all the tests Colleen had been taking, DuBois had
discovered she was pregnant and realized where the migraines were coming from. But with the
headaches now stopped-and with no way to know about the tel epath shiel d-she had come to the only
conclusion possible, that one of the two conflicting minds had ceased to exist.

Relief washed over me. Rdlief that the baby was not, in fact dead; relief that now we didn't have to think
up some story about the migrainesto get the doctor off Colleen's back.

All of that assuming, of course, that DuBois was indeed thinking the same way | was. "Y ou mean that the
headaches were because-?' | asked, trying to draw her out.

DuBois nodded, the eerie hint of flashing red fading from her face as the ambulance outsde drove off.
"Because Colleen and her baby were far closer together than two tel epaths can safely be," she explained.
She looked a Colleen. "Isthis-?"

"He'sagood friend,” Colleen told her. "He understands about telepaths.”

DuBois nodded and turned back to me. "Then you must understand that both of them werein grest
danger,”" she said gently. "In fact, that'swhy | brought an ambulance here this evening, to get Colleen to
the hospitd for an emergency abortion. Asit happened-" she shrugged dightly-"in this case Nature
provided her own solution.”

| shivered, memories of my own close-gpproach with Nelson flashing to mind. DuBois saw,
misunderstood. "Don't worry-1'm sure Colleen will be al right,” she assured me. "Well make sure
tomorrow. Unless-?" Shelooked back at Colleen, eyebrows raised.

Colleen shook her head. "Tomorrow will be early enough. I'd rather not start afull examination right

"Okay." DuBois reached over to squeeze Colleen's hand, then stood up. "I'll see you tomorrow morning,
then-ten sharp. But don't hesitate to call before then if you have any problems.”

She pulled her stethoscope off her neck and dropped it into her bag. Picking up her coat, she got into it
as she walked to the door. | opened it for her, she nodded her thanks-



And suddenly her eyeswidened, and her mouth fell open, and the whole thing went straight to hell.
"You're Dae Ravenhdl," she breathed, staring at my face asif seeing aghost. ™Y ou're one of-" She spun
to look at Colleen, twisted back to stare at me. "Y ou can't be here.”

On the couch behind her, Colleen had gone white. Her mouth worked soundlesdly, her eyeswide with
helpless horror... and beside her, nestled coyly againgt the couch where I'd first put it down, the briefcase
containing the telepath shield seemed aslarge and obvious asif 1'd parked an e ephant there.

DuBois mustn't find out about it. At al costs, she mustn't find out.

Shewas gill staring at me. Swallowing hard, | closed the door and took a careful breath. "What I'm
about to say," | told her, "is something you must promise to keep to yourself. | mean absolutely to
yoursdlf. Isthat clear, Doctor?'

She hestated afraction of asecond, then nodded. "I promise,” she said gravely.

| nodded back, wishing to heaven | wasn't in the middle of the telepath shidld. If shewaslying through
her teeth, I'd never know it. "All right. Y ou can test for thistomorrow, but my guessisthat the baby is
gill fine. What seemsto have happened isthat both he and Colleen havetotdly lost their telepathic
abilities"

Behind DuBais, Colleen nearly fel off the couch. "It seemsto be a side-effect of the pregnancy,” | rushed
on before she could blurt something that would pop the bubble. "A safety mechanism, | guess, otherwise,
likeyou said, atelepath couldn't possibly live through apregnancy.”

DuBoisnodded dowly. "l see," she said thoughtfully. " Strange, indeed.”

"Not dl that strange,” | argued, digging desperately for haf-remembered facts as | fought to create
something reasonable-sounding on the run. "1 mean, awoman's digestive system shuts down during labor,
doent it?'

"Yes, but that's hardly comparable,” DuBois shook her head, turning to look at Colleen. "Thisismore
like acontrolled stroke, or possibly something like hysterica amnesia. Either way, it impliesthat some
part of her brain has completely shut down." She looked back at me, her eyes shining with sudden
excitement. "Yes. And if S0, it meanswe should findly be able to discover where exactly in the brain the
telepathic tent originates.”

Even with the coal air leaking in from the front door beside me, | felt sweat beginning to collect on my
forehead. | redly don't think thisisthe time to put Colleen through awhole battery of tests," | suggested
cautioudy.

"Why not?' DuBois countered, turning back to Colleen. "Don't you see what this might mean,
Colleen?-after years of warm-air speculation, we could be on the edge of finally learning what makesyou
tick. Learning how and where the telepathy comes from-maybe figuring out how to turn it on and off at
will-"

"And what will al thistesting do to my baby?' Colleen asked quietly.

A lot of doctorswould probably have popped off with abrusque or even patronizing dismissal of the
guestion. To DuBoiss credit, she didn't. "It should be safe enough,” she said instead. "Theré's no way to



guarantee that, unfortunately, not with afetus with the abilities this one clearly has. But medica science
has had alot of experience with non-intrusive testing over the past couple of decades, and | think the
chances of danger will be extremdy smdl.”

Colleen looked past her a me, her eyespleading. "But if there's even asmal chance helll be hurt...."
We discussed and argued and bargained with DuBoisfor over an hour. In the end, we gavein.
You told her what?

| clenched my teeth. Will you for God's sake settle down, Gordy? | said. It'sno big dedl.

I'm s0 glad you're more relaxed about life these days, he came back acidly. | don't suppose you've by
any chance considered the possible consequences of this stupid lie of yours?

So what was | supposed to do, tell her about the shield?
Why not? She could probably have been trusted with the secret.

"Probably" isn't good enough, | ingsted. And I'm sorry if the lie wasn't up to your usud standards. Next
time | have to come up with one on the spur of the moment I'll ask for sealed bids.

Gordy's comeback would probably have been ajuicy one, but Calvin cut in before he could speak. Al
right, everyonerelax, he said in that calmly authoritetive tone of his. What's doneisdone. Let's
concentrate on figuring out how thisis going to affect Colleen.

How it'sgoing to affect her isthat she'sgoing to get hauled off to the hospital tomorrow, Gordy said
blackly. What are you planning to do, Dae, walk her back and forth between testing rooms lugging the
shidd?

| turned to peer out the van's sde window at the brightly lit building beside me, my breath making a patch
of frost ontheglassas| did so. Asit happens, I'm sitting outside the hospital right now, | told them. As
long as| park reasonably closein tomorrow the shield should have no trouble covering the whole
building.

That's finefor tomorrow, Cavin pointed out. What happens when they find out that none of her brain
cellshaveinfact closed up shop? Is DuBoisthe type who'll push for more tests?

Like at the Mayo Clinic or somewhere equally far out of town? Gordy added before | could answer.
Blast it dl, Dale-you should have just told DuBoisthat you weren't you.

It wouldn't have helped any, | inasted. Actualy, that gpproach hadn't occurred to me until it wastoo
late-our faces had been splashed on theworld's TV screens enough times over the yearsthat 1'd never
even conddered trying to bluff my way out. But I'd had plenty of time since then to redize why it wouldn't
have worked anyway. She was dready busy scheduling Colleen in for tests when the shoe dropped. Or
wereyou thinking that during al that she might missthe fact that Colleen was il carrying alive fetus?

She might have concluded that the baby's telepathic abilities had burned out, Calvin pointed out. Buit |
suppose that would smply have called for adifferent set of tests. I'm afraid Dal€'s probably right, Gordy;
the minute the doctor commandeered that ambulance, anything he or Colleen could say or do would only
have bought us atemporary reprieve.



Thank you, | said, passing over the point that the only "us’ redlly involved here were Colleen and me and
the baby. And asfor season tickets to the Mayo Clinic, we've dready been through that with DuBois.
Thisisgoing to be aone-day, single-shot sudy marathon; guaranteed, end of argument. They get dl the
data they need tomorrow or they're out of luck.

And if DuBois gtarts pushing anyway? Gordy persisted. | know the type, Dale-you let her get her nose
ingde the tent and she's going to want al theway in.

Her nose wasin the tent the minute Colleen went to her for help with the migraines, Cavin said heavily.
No way to keep thisfrom getting out, | don't suppose?

| shrugged, the movement making my coat squeak againgt the van's seatback. We can try, but I'm not
optimistic. DuBoiswill want to publish anything she finds, of course, but we've probably got afew weeks
or months before that hitsthe journals. More likely the smplefact of Colleen's pregnancy will lesk
through one of the people who help do the testing tomorrow.

Any way you can identify the ones most likely to talk and maybe-I don't know-persuade them not to or
something?

With my head indde the telepath shied?
| sensed Calvin's quick flash of annoyed embarrassment. Oh. Right.

For amoment therewas slence. | guess there'sredly nothing else we can do at the moment, Calvin said
a lagt. Rductantly.

Not redly, | agreed. Before | forget, Colleen said that you might aswell start passing the word to the rest
of the group. Probably ought to wait until morning-there's no reason to wake people up for this.

Well do that, Calvin promised. How is Colleen holding up?

| hissed between my teeth. | would have given dmost anything to have said she was doing well; or doing
badly, or doing medium. But the smple truth was-| don't know, | had to tell them, hearing the undertone
of frustration behind the words. I'm... not very good at reading her.

Another brief moment of sllence, an avkward onethistime. You'll get better at it, Gordy assured me.
Jugt give yoursdf time.

| grimaced. Time. It was, indeed, one thing we were likely to have plenty of. Right. Well... I'll talk to you
both tomorrow.

Colleen had aroaring fire going in the fireplace, and was Sitting at the far end of the couch staring at it,
when | returned from my reconnoiter and long-range discussion group. "Well?' she asked, not turning as
| closed the door behind me.

"They're not exactly turning cartwheds" | admitted, shrugging off my coat and draping it over the nearest
chair. "But they don't see what €lse we could have done."

"Except maybetelling Dr. DuBoisthetruth in thefirst place.



| winced. I'd defended my decision to lie about the shield-defended it successfully, too-in front of Calvin
and Gordy. But defending it in front of Colleen was another matter entirdy. "I'm sorry," | said. "l really
think things would have been worse if wed told her about the shield, but-well, | know it stepped on your
senghilities, and I'm sorry for that.”

Shenodded, till gazing into thefire... and belatedly the warning bells began tinkling in the back of my
mind. "Colleen?" | asked, moving up beside her. "You dl right?"

She il didn't look up... but from my new perspective | could now see the tear stains on her cheeks.
"Colleen?'

"It'sso lonely,” shewhispered. "So lonely, Dale. When you l€eft to talk with the others... I've never been
aonebefore. Not like this"

| sat down beside her and did my arm around her shoulders. Her body trembled against mine. "It'll be
okay," | said soothingly. Even | could hear how fatuous the words sounded. "1t'll be okay. I'll stay with
you aslong as you want meto."

She sighed; adeep, shuddering breath. "I'm not going to make it, Dale. Not eight whole months-not like
this.

"You'll makeit, Colleen." More fatuous words. "Y ou'll make it because you're not the type to give up.
And because it hasto be done.”

"Doesit? Doesit redly?’
| felt anicy shiver run up my back. "What dternativeisthere?"

She didn't answer... but then, she didn't have to. DuBois had aready talked about the aternative. "Do
you want to have an abortion?' | asked her in alow voice.

"Wheat, kill the only child ever concelved by two teepaths?' A sound that was half laugh, half sob,
escaped her lips. "What would the group say?"

"They'd understand,” | told her. "Besides, now that we've got the telepath shield this can be done again. If
anyone wantsit done."

For along minute the only sound in the room was the crackling of thefire. "What happens after the baby
isborn?' Colleen asked at last. "I can't stay in the shield for eighteen years."

"I know." That much, at least, was obvious. "Wed have to put him up for adoption. Scott's got alot of
connectionswith lawyersin the New Orleans area, and Lisaknows everyone important from
Philadd phiato the Canadian border. Well have them quietly get the wheelsgrinding.”

She didn't say anything, just shifted beside me and brought her hand up to rest on her abdomen. "I don't
know. None of the options... | just don't know."

"Me, too," | told her. "L ook, we don't have to make any major decisonstonight. Let's just get you
through DuBoiss marathon of tests tomorrow and see how you fed then. All right?"

"Sure" She stared at the fire for aminute, then sghed. "It'sfunny, you know. When | wasalittlegirl |



dreamed about being a mother-played house with my dollsfor hoursat atime. Then | hit puberty, and all
the strange sounds I'd been hearing all my life sharpened into words, and | found out what | was... and |
knew I'd never be able to have children. The dream died dowly, kicking and screaming al the way. But
findly | had to acoept it."

| thought about my own hopelesslove for Colleen al these years, and the way the telepath shield had
suddenly made it possible. And what had happened afterward. " Sometimes dreams like that find away
to comeback tolife," | told her. "Though not aways quite the way you envisioned them."

She sniffed, twice, and abruptly | redlized shewas crying again. "I'm scared, Dale," she said between
dlent sobs. "I'm scared that I'll hate the baby for what I'll have to go through for her. Or elsethat ...
won't be ableto give her up.”

There werethings| could have said. Soothing things, words of comfort and assurance and trust, none of
which would have done the dightest good whatsoever. And so | did the only other thing | could think of
to do.

| wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly against me, and listened helplessy as she cried.

Along with Nelson's paranoiaand generd lack of honesty, | had aso picked up some of his boundless
confidence; but by morning my own natural caution had reasserted itself, and we wound up fudging abit
onmy origina plans. Instead of both of us driving together to the hospital, we took separate vehicles:
Colleen in her own car with the portable telepath shield in the trunk, me in the van with the larger
line-current moddl and gasoline generator chugging away in back. It meant | had to stay with thevan
most of the day, lest the generator's puffing exhaust line poking out the back doors attracted unwelcome
attention, but even that was probably ablessing in disguise. Much as | hated abandoning Colleen to
DuBoiss gauntlet of tests without being there to hold her hand, 1'd begun to wonder if it would perhaps
be more than alittle foolhardy to parade together al day among dozens of hospitd staff and patients. As
long as DuBois was the only one who knew about Colleen's"logt” tel epathic powers-and aslong as she
didn't break her promise to keep that knowledge confidential-there was a chance of stuffing the lie back
into its bottle with aminimum of embarrassment. The minute someone e se recognized me, that chance
would be gone.

The middle of December in Reginais hardly thetime or the place to be Sitting outsde in avan for hours
on end, but it turned out not to be as bad as I'd feared. The weather, | gathered, had been somewhat
warmer than usua for that time of year, and with the generator churning out amodicum of heat behind me
and the blazing sunlight turning the van's dark-blue interior into awraparound radiator, the temperature
stayed reasonably tolerable.

Reasonably tolerableis still considerably short of warm, though, and my teeth were beginning to chatter
when, six hours after our arriva, Colleen finally drove her car up beside me and gave meatired nod. |
nodded back and started the van, and twenty minutes later we were home.

"How'd it go?" | asked her, taking off my heavy boots and standing on one of the floor heating grates.
My toestingled unpleasantly with returning sensation.

"Nothing | haven't had before," she sighed, dropping into achair at the kitchen table and closing her eyes.
"Sort of arepeat performance of dl the tests we went through when we werefirst identified as tel epaths.
Plus acouple of encoresthey've dreamed up since then.”

Those tests were nearly adecadein the pagt, but | still remembered them. Vividly. "Thefull spincycle, in



other words."

"Something like that." She opened her eyes. "I don't know about you, but they didn't let me have any
lunch and I'm starved. How's your cooking?'

"Tolerable" | told her, "but al my best mealstake at least an hour from scratch to fork. You up to
waiting thet long?"

She made aface. "Not redly."
| nodded and reached for my boots. "Me, neither. What's your preferencein fast food?"

She gave me directions to a chicken place and | headed back out to the van... and it was as| was
preparing to pull out of the driveway that | first noticed the man sitting in the parked car down the Street.

Waiting for someone to join him from one of the houses, | decided; but even so, | watched in the mirror
as | headed down the street, half expecting him to pull out behind me. He didn't, and after the first wave
of foolishness passed | forgot about him.

Until, that is, fifteen minutes later when | returned with the chicken and saw him gtill Sitting there.

Perhapsif | hadn't just spent six hours Sitting in avan in the middle of a Saskatchewan winter that
wouldn't have struck me as quite so odd. But | had; and it did. Enough so that | made sureto lock up the
van before | went inside, and immediately after esting went back out to bring the line-current telepath
shield into the house. The sun was starting to go down by then, its heating effects long gone, but the man
was dill stting in the car, ablack slhouette againgt the pink cloudsto the west.

By thetime | had the shield indgde and started searching for agood place to plug it in, Colleen had retired
to her bedroom with abook. By the time it was ensconced in a corner of her back bedroom study and
plugged in, the book was on the floor and she was sound adleep. Those two weeks of migraineswere
gl taking their tall, | reflected, and afull day of medical tests certainly hadn't helped. Turning off her
bedside reading lamp, | covered her with a quilt and bedspread and tiptoed out, closing the door behind
me

Two minutes later, wrapped up again in coat and scarf, | dipped quietly out the back door and padded
through the haf-frozen mud in the back yard around to the side of the house. Flitting between the house
and detached garage, | came up to the side of my van and peered cautioudly around it.

The watcher in the car was gill there. Crouching against the van, partialy obscured from hisview by a
section of hedge, | watched my bresth make clouds of pale white and tried to figure out what to do.
Under other circumstances, it wouldn't have been a problem-with a sensing range for normasthat was
just under twenty-five feet, | would have had no trouble sneaking up close enough to find out who he was
and what he was doing here. But with two tel epath shields blasting away behind me, that was out of the
question.

| was 4till trying to come up with a plan when he came up with onefor me. From hisdirection | heard the
faint sound of an engine being started, and amoment later his headlights came on and he pulled avay
from the curb to head leisurely down the Street. Fifteen seconds later, | wason histrall.

He drove sedately, heading in toward the center of the city, without any sgn of nervousness or
awareness of my presencethat | could detect. Which wasjust aswell, given that everything | knew about



tailling acar had come From watching TV cop shows. | tried to hang back in the waning rush-hour traffic,
more worried about being noticed than | was of losing him, and waited impatiently for usto reach the
edge of the telepath shield's haf-mile range.

It came, asusud, suddenly. One moment, nothing; the next, the background of menta sound filled the
back corners of my mind. Cavin? Gordy?| caled.

Right here, Calvin came back immediately.
Me, too, Gordy added. So; how'd Colleen's tests-?
Later, | cut him off. I've got a problem.

| gave them athumbnail sketch of my stuation, and for a minute they were both silent. Could be he'sjust
areporter, Cavin suggested dowly.

That would be bad enough, | reminded him. Ahead, my quarry turned right at asmall cross street. It
would mean that someone at the hospital leaked the news about Colleen's pregnancy.

Inwhich case you'd better Just turn east and keep going, Gordy said tartly. Y ou let areporter get aclear
look at you and that cock-and-bull story about Colleen losing her telepathy will start itslong dide down
the tubes.

Unless he already has seen me, | pointed out grimly, reaching the corner and turning to follow. Hard to
tell, not knowing the town, but it seemed to me we were heading back out of the main entertainment
sections. In which case running does nothing but leave Colleen here to face the wolves done.

Gordy conddered that. So you follow him outside the shield's range and find out? he said doubtfully.
Seemsrisky, especidly if he hasn't recognized you yet.

If | set things up right hewon't have achancein hdl of spotting me, | reminded him. All | needisa
crowded restaurant or bar or something-

Andwhat if he's not areporter? Calvin put in.

My thought broke off in mid-sentence. There was an ominous darknessin Calvin'stone. What do you
mean? Who else could he be?

Calvin seemed to hesitate. What if it's Ted Green?
| felt my mouth go dry. But that'simpossible, | managed. Ian't it?

It most certainly is, Gordy said, hisvoice alowing for no argument. Everything Green knew about the
shield was blocked. Permanently.

But maybe-

| said permanently, Calvin, Gordy al but snarled. There was anger in histone. Anger at theimplication he
hadn't done the job right-

Anger with aclear haze of pain benesth it. When it was all over and we'd questioned him about it he'd



shrugged off Green's brainwashing as merdly distasteful and tiring. Now, for thefirgt time, | was getting a
glimpse of just how thoroughly he'd played down the horror and sheer dirtiness of the experience. Briefly,
shamefully, | wondered if 1'd ever thanked him properly for his sacrifice.

But now wasn't thetime for such things. Could it be afriend of Green's, then? | suggested. Someone who
knew he'd been working for me and put two and two together afterward?

It would have to be damn good addition, Gordy granted. But he said it thoughtfully, not defensively, and
there was a growing uneasiness behind it. But | don't suppose there's any point in taking chances. I'll give
Colleen acdl and have her cdl the police.

They're going to need areason to pick him up, Gordy, Cavin cautioned him.

I'm not worried about him, Gordy said shortly, and | sensed him scooping his phone off the hook. This
particular guy can't do anything with Dae sitting there on histail. But he might not be working aone.

My heart seemed to seize up insgde my chest. | hadn't even thought about that... and I'd left Colleen
alone, adeep and helpless. Gordy-

Shut up-it'sringing.

| shut up, and for amoment | drovein silence, listening to the sort of faraway echo effect that ways
comes of listening in while another telepath spesks doud. Gordy gave Colleen aquick summary of what
we thought or suspected and told her to call the police and tell them she'd spotted someone skulking
around the neighborhood. | could hear the worry in her echo-effect voice, and for along minute
wondered if | should just turn around and get back to her. But even as| heard Gordy hang up-Uh-oh... |
sad.

What isit? Calvin asked sharply.

My cue, | think. A block ahead, my quarry had turned into a pocket-sized parking lot. Pulling smoothly
to the curb, | killed my lights and watched as he got out and headed across the street. He disappeared
into abuilding with a garish neon sign in the window-somebody's night club, it was called, | couldn't quite
read the name from the angle | was at. Thisisit, | announced, opening the van's door and stepping down.
It was quiet-sirangdly quiet-with only afew cars moving anywhere within my sight and no pedestrians at
al. The skin on the back of my neck tingled; swallowing, | headed for the building. | get the ditinct
feding I'm not in the better part of town, | told Calvin and Gordy, trying not to let my sudden
nervousness show through.

It was awasted effort. Dale, maybe we'd better call this off, Cavin said. Who knows what you might be
walking into there?

He's probably not areporter if he'sin aplace like that, Gordy added. And if he's something shady, you
sure as anything don't want to confront him.

It was asentiment | could wholeheartedly agree with. But even as | weighed the pros and consin my
own mind, my feet kept on walking....

Dde?

Quiet aminute-I'm listening. | took another few steps toward the night club, the action putting me within



listening range of another handful of the bar's patrons; and it wasimmediately clear that my darkest fears
had been for nothing. It'sdl right, | told them, letting out aquiet Sgh of reief. Therés nothing particularly
gnigter here. A little off-best, but it seems safe enough. I'm goingin.

| opened the door and pushed my way in through the blast of warm, smoky air that swept out past me,
and gave the place aquick once-over. It was more or lesswhat 1'd expected from my telepathic
assessment of the dlientde: dim lighting, unimaginative decor, and afairly loud music soundtrack playing in
the background. | was, however, abit surprised by the young women dancing on theraised stage in the
center of the room.

| think it's euphemisgticaly referred to as exotic dancing, Gordy told me, and through the heavy tensonin
histone | caught just aglimpse of amusement & my surprise.

Right. Anyway, it explained the curious sense I'd had coming in, an doof sort of lust. It was, | decided,
probably difficult to get redly worked up, even by a semi-nude dancer, in alarge room with a bunch of
other men.

And therewere afair number of men there, consdering the early hour. Most were sitting on stools pulled
up against the stage area, but a handful of tables and booths further out were occupied, aswell. All eyes
were on the dancers, which was fine with me: my quarry would never see me coming. Piece of cake.

Unless he spotted you following him, Calvin warned. Be careful.

Sure. Ascasually as possible, | sauntered away from the door, eyes darting for likely prospectsas|
sorted through the cacophony of thoughts surrounding me. It wasn't quite as bad astrying to follow a
conversation a acrowded party, fortunately, snce looking directly at a person usualy sharpened that
particular mentd voice. | walked dowly past the near sde of the stage, shifted direction dightly toward
the tables and the booths-

I'd been wrong. Therewas one pair of eyes most emphaticaly not on the gyrating women. A pair of eyes
locked solidly on my own....

Oh, my God.

Wheat? Calvin and Gordy demanded together.

My mouth had gone dry. There'samurderer here, | told them. John Talbot Myers, wanted in Toronto
for threekillings during abank robbery. For abrief second | thought abouit trying to escape; but it was
ingtantly clear that even trying it would be suicida. From his back booth, Myers had seen me waking
dowly around asif looking for someone, and was dready haf convinced that | was either acop or an
informer. His thoughts were edging toward lethd, and | caught areference to agun-

Get out of there, Calvin snapped. Now.

Too late, | gritted. Too late to run, too late to pretend | hadn't noticed him; too late for anything.
Except....

I'm going to talk to him, | told the others. One of you better cal the Regina police and tell them he's here.
| hope they believe you.



Dde- Quiet. Moving as casually as possible, | walked over toward Myers's booth. Nelson, | thought
dimly, don't fall me now.

Myers watched me gpproach, and it seemed to methat | could seein his face the trapped-animal sense
that | was hearing from hismind. A dozen wild plans fought for supremacy amid hisswirling emotion, al
of theminvolving the gunin his pocket; and as| did slently into the booth acrossfrom him | redized with
agart that the weapon was no longer in his pocket but was pointed at me under the table.

But | had aweapon, too, one he couldn't possibly know about. Less than three feet away from him now,
| wasfinally close enough to dig benegath the surface thoughts for things he wasn't thinking about directly.
Heart pounding in my ears, my hands folded lightly together on top of the table, | probed furioudy for
something | could use.

And foundit. "Well," | said at lagt, trying to keep my voice brusque and quiet at the sametime. "About
time you showed yourself? Y ou have any idea how many placesI've beenin and out of looking for you?"

It was not what Myers had expected me to say, and for amoment surprise flashed across his mind. But
only for amoment. "I think," he said, softly, "that you have me confused with someone dse.”

"Giveit arest, John," | said coldly. "Unless you've decided you don't want usto help you, that is.”
Hisface didn't change. "And just who isthis'us?’

| sghed theatricaly, probing hard. | needed to tailor my story to the basics of Myerss situation, and
while | had ahandle on the framework, | till lacked severd crucid details. But with aproperly phrased
question-and allittle luck-Myerswould supply me with what | needed. "What do you mean, who are
we?' | demanded, letting alittle scorn cregp into my voice. "Who the hell knows you're herein Regina?’

"Why don't you tel me," he chalenged. He was smart, al right, or at least smart enough to know that you
didn't volunteer information like that to astranger... and totally unaware that in thinking the answer to my
guestion he'd done exactly that.

"Alan Thomas, of course,”" | said with an air of forced patience, suppressing ashiver asl picked up a
short profile of the man from Myerss mind. Thomas was an old colleague from Myerssyouth, heavily
into Reginas crimind underside and astwisted as Myers himsdlf. "He asked me to help get you out of
here

"Did he, now." Myers gill wasn't ready to take me at face value, but the uncertainties were starting to
creepin. "Describe him for me"

| could have done so eadily, of course: awaiting my answer, Myers had what amounted to afull-color
portrait of Thomas hovering in the front of his mind. But dong with the portrait came the seeds of an
easer way. "Why don't | just give you the name 'John Alexander' instead.”

If amind could heave asigh of relief, Myersswould have done so. " John Alexander” was the name that
Thomas was going to have false identity cards made up in to facilitate Myers's escape from Canada. " So
why didn't Alan come himsdlf?* he grunted, and | heard afaint click as he put the safety back on his
pistol. "For that matter, what the hell was he doing, letting you in on this?'

"Becausethe plan'sgoneto hdl,” | told him. Cavin? Right here. I'm on the phone with the Regina police
now.



I'm going to try and set Myers up for them. Listen in and cue them in on the Sory. Got it.

"You've picked up atail," | continued aoud to Myers. "RCMP. He'sin hereright now, watching you."
Myers swore gently. "Where?"

"Over there, watching the show by the stage.” 1t was a safe enough fingering; there were over fifteen men
there. "Wefigure he's either waiting for confirmation of who you are, or else dready has reinforcements
ontheway."

Myerss eyes and thoughts had goneicy. "L et's get going, then,” he said, hisvoice gently vicious. "I'll go
firgt; you dedl with him when hefollows.

| snook my head minutely. "No need. Alan's come up with a better way to losehim.” | smiled
sardonicaly. "Well smply, right herein front of him, have you arrested.”

For amoment his acceptance of me vanished, and | held my breath. And then he got it. "Oh, that's cute,”
he said, and | sensed agenuineif hard-edged humor at the wholeidea. "Red cute. Uniformed cops,
squad car, the whole works?'

"Depends on what Alan can get hold of," | told him, letting mysdlf breathe again. "May haveto go with
plainclothes types and an unmarked car.” Dimly, | sensed Calvin relaying the plan to the police, and | sent
up aquick prayer that they'd go dong with it. If they didn't, there would be agunfight for sure. "But either
way, very convincing.”

Myerss eyes svept the stage, too casudly. "What if he follows us or wantsto ride dong?'

"No problem,” | assured him, probing again. Thomas had alot of quiet contacts, one of whom-"One of
Alan's people a Mountie HQ ran aprofile on the guy, and he's apparently been dapped down more than
once for trying to hog credit he didn't deserve and stepping on loca toesin the process. The boyswho're
coming have been briefed, and they'll just tell him to go take ahikeif hetriesto muscle hisway in."

They'reon their way, Dae, Cavin interjected into my thoughts. They say you're adamn fool for getting
involved instead of calling them directly, but they're willing to go dong withiit.

Good. Tdl them to just go ahead and come straight in-Myersisn't atogether crazy about the plan, but he
buysit and he won't offer any resistance.

I'll tell them. They'll be there in maybe three minutes.

Which meant | had to move now if | wanted to avoid being picked up in the net and lose whatever
chance | had |eft of kegping my presencein Reginaasecret. "Okay," | said, glancing at my watch.
"They'll be here any minute. I'm going over there-" | nodded across the room-"where | can keep an eye
onour Mountiefriend."

Myersfrowned. "Why? He's dready seen you with me.”
"That'sthe point,” | agreed. "It meansthat after they take you out, he's got to choose which of usto

follow. If it'sme-no problem, | know how to lose him. If it'syou-" | gave him atight smile-"then I'll be
behind him. Making sure he doesn't follow you very far."



Again Myersseyesflicked over the men at the stage, and | caught him wondering why we were going to
al thiseffort if | was going to take the Mountie out anyway. "1 hope | don't have to do that, of course,” |
added. "Better al around if he just thinks the cops have beaten him to the punch and doesn't figure out
what redlly happened for acouple of days. Nothing heats up a chase like taking out aMountie.”

Myers nodded agreement, and | knew beyond adoubt that | had him. I'd told him things only he and his
aly Thomas should have known, had presented him with a plan that he found reasonable and even
amusing, and had short-circuited al of hisworries, amost before they were fully formed, by echoing his
own thoughts back at him.

| nodded to him and left; and | was seated casudly across the room when the four plainclothesmen came
in.

| held my breath... but it went as smoothly and beautifully as could be. They came over to Myers,
underplaying it exactly asfake copsfollowing my script might be expected to do; nothing to disturb the
men watching the show, but more than enough for an undercover Mountie to notice. Myers submitted to
them without argument or fuss, acting to probably the best of his ability like aman pretending he actualy
was being arrested. One of the cops went so far asto give him areassuring wink as the cuffs went on,
and after that Myerswould have gone dl the way to the police station with them.

Which, of course, hewas going to. | wondered briefly what his reaction was going to be, decided my
imagination wasn't up to it. They got him? Gordy asked, histonetight.

Just taking him out the door, | told him. Like | said, apiece of cake.

Glad to hear it. The hairs on the back of my neck pricked up; there was none of the limp relief | was
fedling in hisvoice. Then you'd better get back to Colleen. Right away.

For the second time in fifteen minutes my heart seized up. What's happened? | demanded, on my feet
and heading for the door. Issheall right?

She'sfine, hesaid. And it may not mean anything &t al... but shejust called to say that the police did
indeed spot a prowler when they came by afew minutes ago.

It wasjust aswell that most of Regina's police were busy with Myers at the moment, because | broke
most of the city'straffic laws getting back to Colleen's house. Every window was ablaze with light when |
skidded roughly into the driveway-she must have turned on every switch in the whole house.

I'd taken her spare key along with me, but it proved unnecessary; | was till fumbling it out of my pocket
when | heard the deadbolt being unlocked from theinsde. A moment later | wasinside, and Colleen was
tremblingin my aams.

Trembling hard. "What happened?' | asked, my eyes sweeping the room for signs of trouble. Nothing
seemed to be out of place. "Did you see somebody?"

She shook her head. "No," she said, voice muffled in my chest. "'l just-when Gordon called-and then the
police came by and said someone was out there-" She took a shuddering breath. "I'm sorry, Dale. I'm
acting like achild afraid of the dark.”

"It'sdl right," | soothed her, fedling like ajerk. I knew she was il getting used to being isolated in the
telepath shidd, after dl. If | hadn't eft her dl donewhilel played private eye....



Theshidd.
She mugt have felt me diffen. "What isit?" she asked, pulling away to look a me.

"Comeon," | said, taking her hand and heading toward the back bedroom. Calvin's speculationsthat Ted
Green wasinvolved with al thisrose up before my eyes, and | found mysdf gritting my teeth as| pushed
open the bedroom door.

Anticlimax. Thetelepath shidd wasright where I'd I eft it, humming sedately to itsdlf. The portable
shield-?1 had another flash of dread, then remembered that it had spent the day in Colleen's car trunk
and that it was till out there. For amoment | considered going out and bringing it in, but decided it was
safe enough where it was. | reached for the light switch-

And paused. On the carpet hdfway to the shidd, sometrick of lighting angle making it visble, wasa
smdl glob of mud.

Mud from my shoes, was my first hopeful thought, from earlier thisevening when | brought it in. But
between the driveway and the walk and the steps I'd been on concrete the whol e distance.

But there was plenty of mud just outside the back door.

It took only afew minutes of searching with angled flashlight beamsto find the rest of thetrall, atrail that
did indeed lead straight to the back door.

"He could havekilled us," Colleen whispered, trembling againgt me again. | didn't blame her; | was
trembling some mysdlf. "If hed taken it-"

"| doubt he meant to," | hastened to reassure her. | didn't doubt it at all; the chances were at least even
that he'd intended doing exactly that, but had been scared off by the noise of Gordy's phone cdl. "Did the
police get agood look a him?"

"I don't know, but | doubt it." She pointed toward the back of the house. "They said he disappeared
back toward the Abbotts house-that's the white one two houses down-and that they tried to cut him off
but couldn't find him. They said they'd put an extracar in the neighborhood, but that there wasn't much
elsethey could do.”

Tenyearsago, | reflected sourly, when we were still big news, the Regina police department would
probably havefdlen dl over itsdf trying to protect her, and like as not we'd have wound up with aring of
armed guards around the house. But al the many and varied expectations of how telepaths would make
the world a better place had gradually faded away, and with the rosy glow had gone our celebrity status.

Though of courseit was only our relative obscurity these days which had alowed me to snesk
unheralded into Reginain thefirg place. The universe, | reflected, contained no unmixed blessings.

"Well, | guessthat'll haveto do for tonight,” | told Colleen as | double-locked the door and steered her
back toward the bedroom. Despite obvious efforts to the contrary, she was dready starting to sag with
her earlier fatigue. "But tomorrow well do something more useful.”

She nodded, either too tired to think about asking what | had in mind or elsetoo tired to care. | helped
her into bed, turned off the light, and tiptoed out. For the next few minutes | made acircuit of the house,



making sure al the windows were locked and setting various jars and other breakable glassware onto the
slls, the best impromptu burglar darm | could think of. And wondered exactly what we were going to do
when morning came.

Or more precisely, wondered exactly where we were going to go.

Colleen wouldnt likeit, and | wasn't looking forward to telling her she would haveto leave the city she
loved, possibly for eight months, possibly longer. But | no longer saw any choicein the matter. Clearly,
someone had recognized me and subsequently deduced the existence of the telepath shield, and now that
somebody had seen the thing up close. If he decided to stedl it, then the child Colleen was carrying was
dead... because aslong as she was pregnant, Colleen'slife depended on having two functioning shields,
one acting as backup to the other; and with one of them gone an abortion would be the only safe course
of action. The migraines of the past month were abundant proof that as the fetus developed its
close-gpproach pressures would continue to increase, dmost certainly reaching lethd levelslong before
Colleen was ready to ddliver.

And | was not going to risk losing Colleen. Period.

| finished my rounds, turning off lights as | went, and trudged back through the dark to the bedroom. By
noon tomorrow we'd be gone, | decided as| lay in bed listening to the unfamiliar cresks and groans of a
strange house in an unfamiliar neighborhood. Wed take the morning to throw some essentidsinto
suitcases, and by noon we'd be on the road.

Eventualy, despite the noises, my own fatigue caught up with me, and as| drifted to deep | wondered
distantly if perhgps| might be getting alittle too paranoid.

| was not, in fact, paranoid enough. By noon tomorrow it wasfar too late.

It was nine-thirty the next morning, and | was sill trying to persuade Colleen of the necessity of running,
when the knock came on the front door.

For afrozen moment we just stared at each other. The knock came again; rising from the kitchen table, |
moved quietly to the door. "Whoisit?' | called.

The voice that answered was urbane and cam and educated. And very sure of itself. "The fact that you
have to ask that question, Mr. Ravenhall," he said, "tellsmedl | need to know. Please open the door."

| heard afootstep as Colleen came up behind me. "Dale?>what isit?"

"Trouble," | hissed back. For amoment | hesitated; but there really wasn't anything to be gained by
keeping him out. Mind scrabbling hard to come up with anew story to spin, | undid the locks and
opened the door.

There were two men standing there. One, obvioudy the man who'd spoken, was balding and
late-middle-aged, heavily wrapped up in an expensive coat and an dmost visble air of authority. The
second, standing a pace behind him, was much younger, with a coolnessto his eyesthat made me shiver.
"I think you have me confused with someone ese-" | began; but practically before I'd sarted into my
gpid the middle-aged man pulled open the storm door and walked calmly in past me, the other right
behind him. So much for that approach.

"Misslsaac." The spokesman nodded to Colleen. "Please-both of you-sit down.”



"Perhgpsyou'd liketo tate your businessfirgt,” | said in my best imitation of hauteur.

Almogt lazily, the older man turned and studied me. "Please sit down,” he repeated, emphasizing each
word just noticeably.

Silently, | stepped to Colleen's side and sat us down on the couch. My first hope, that we were dealing
with overeager reporters, was gone now without atrace. Our visitor chose achair facing us and eased
himsdf smoothly into it, hisyounger companion remaining standing behind him. “"Now, then," hesaid
briskly, looking back and forth between Colleen and me. "1 expect it'll savetime and histrionicsal around
if 1 begin by telling you what | know. First: | know that you, Miss Isaac, are pregnant; possibly by Mr.
Ravenhall here, though I'm not absolutely certain of that. Second: the child isitself telepathic-or perhaps
potentidly telepathic would be a better term; it certainly isn't doing any real mind-reading at this stage of
its development. Third: the only way you and the fetus can stand being this close together is because you
have a device plugged into the wal back there that somehow temporarily damps out your telepathic
power, which is of course aso the only reason Mr. Ravenhall can be herein thisroom with you. Now,
doesthat pretty well cover it?'

| felt cold dl over, thelie | was struggling to creste dying still-born. Or most of it, anyway. "Pretty well," |
sad camly. "Except that the machine's effects aren't temporary. They're permanent.”

He smiled indulgently. "Redly. And you'd like meto also believe that your powers of persuasion are such
that you could smply tak akiller like John Tabot Myersinto giving himsef up.”

| glanced at the man standing silently over him, the taste of defeat in my mouth. "So it wasyou | was
following?' He nodded once, still slent, and | shifted my eyes back to the other. "How did you arrange
for Myersto be there?'

Hesmiled again. "I'd like to claim credit for that, but in fact it was pure happenstance. Alex here-" he
gestured minutely toward the man standing over him-" wasredlly only trying to get you out of the way for
awhile so that another of my people could examine the device he saw you bring inside after your long day
at the hospitd "

"I hope he got agood ook before the phone call scared him away,” | said coldly.

He cocked an eyebrow a me. ™Y our anger is understandable, Mr. Ravenhall, but totally unnecessary. He
had explicit ingtructions not to tamper with the device. After dl-" he shrugged-"I'd hardly go to dl this
trouble only to lose my child."

Besde me, Colleen gtiffened. "What do you mean, your child?' | demanded.

"I mean," he said softly, "that when the baby isborn I'll be taking charge of it."

"Likehdl youwill," | said, aflash of anger hazing my vision with red. "It's Colleen's baby, and whatever
arrangements are made will be up to her."

"And her sponsors?' he asked pointedly.
| frowned. "What do her sponsors have to do with it?

Helooked a Colleen. "Y our monthly stipend, Miss I saac; the money without which you would have little



or noway of surviving. It comesfrom the Univerdty of Regina, Regina Generd Hospital, and the
Canadian Psychiatric Indtitute, correct?”

She hesitated, then nodded. "Y es."

His eyes came back to me. "And your funding, Mr. Ravenhall, comes from the Draper Fund for Basic
Medical Research and the lowa State University of Science and Technology. Correct?”

"Yourewel informed,” | told him. "What's the point?"

Hisface hardened, just alittle. "The point isthat al of that money-al of it-comesfrom me. Not from
some kindly bureaucracy or generous charity or the U.S. and Canadian taxpayers. from me. And not just
yours, but dl of your fellow telepaths aswell.”

"What are you saying, then?' Colleen asked quietly. "That you own us?"

For along moment he gazed thoughtfully at her. "I wanted to ownyou,” hesaid a last. "And if I'd
succeeded it wouldn't have been because | had to fight off the competition. Even before dl theinitid hype
and media attention had died down, all of the hard-headed redlists of thisworld had aready cometo the
conclusion that your talent was far too limited to be useful. Y ou could redlly only transmit words, which
cut out any possibility of sending technica data or drawings cross-country; you had to get within thirty
feet of your target before you could do any direct spying; and with the liberalsin thelega system
screaming about the Fifth Amendment you were reasonably useless for solving crimes.” He smiled at me.
"At least officidly. | daresay John Talbot Myersistill trying to figure out what exactly happened to him."
He sobered again. "But the most telling point of al against you wasthat, at least at the beginning, you
wereliterdly internationdly known figures. Even now, while that recognition has dipped enough for you,
Mr. Ravenhall, to walk anonymoudly into anight club in Regina, dl the truly important peoplein the world
would recognize you in an ingant."

And at lagt it hit me. "And that's why you want Colleen's baby, isnt it?" | said. "Becauseif you can keep
his existence a secret...”

"Hell be the Unknown Teepath,” hefinished for me. "And brought up to be totally loya to me.”

Dimly, | was aware that Colleen was pressing close to me; but at that moment al | wanted to do was
wrap my hands around that neck and squeeze the satisfied look off hisface. Without even thinking about
it | surged to my feet-

"Sit down, Mr. Ravenhdl,”" the man told me, hisvoice cam but abruptly icy cold. "I don't especialy need
you, you know."

| broke off in mid-stride, enough of my brain functioning again through my rage to see that his stooge
Alex had hisright hand inside his opened jacket. Just about where the business end of ashoulder holster
would be....

And then Colleen’'s hand darted up to grip minein aniron vise, and my last thought of resistance
evaporated. For now, at least. Taking adeep breath, | sat down again. "Y ou'll never get away withiit,
you know," | told him. "Colleen and | can't just disappear without someone noticing.”

He shrugged, dl affability again. "There's no reason why ether of you should have to disgppear. Miss
| saac can stay here, certainly until her condition begins to show, after which she can take avacation for a



few months and then return. Y ou, of course, will have to eventualy head back to DesMoines.”

"Oh, certainly,” | snorted. "And if | happen to meet with an accident on the way back-well, that's just the
way it goes?"

Hiseyes hardened. "I don't like being called amurderer, Mr. Ravenhdl,” he said softly. "I like even less
being cdled afool. Do you think I've spent over four million dollarsin the past ten yearsjust to throw it

away by killing you?'

Behind the haze of anger and hel plessness, asmall corner of my mind recogni zed that that was exactly the
attitude | wanted to foster in him; but at the moment | wasn't interested in listening to reason. "If you
expect some kind of future cooperation, you can forget it,”" | told him instead. "Not from me, not from
any of the others.”

"Perhaps, perhaps not,”" he said placidly. "Y ou may be surprised-some of them may be more grateful for
my assistance over the yearsthan you are. Y our late colleague Nelson Follstadt, for instance, was quite
willing to assst me with some small experiments before his untimely death.”

"Nelson wasill," Colleen said, her tone laced with contempt. "Only a bastard would take advantage of a
mean like that."

"I never claimed sainthood,” the other said with an unconcerned shrug. "And, of course, there may be
things you can do that don't require a surplus of cooperation. Sperm donor, for example-as soon as Miss
|saac ddlivers we can take that telepath suppressor apart and learn how to build others, and at that point
the number of potentia telepathsislimited only by our imagination.”

"Itl be years before you get areturn on your invesment,” Colleen reminded him. She was working hard
at keeping her voice calm and reasonable, but the hand | held was tiff with emotion. "None of us
developed our telepathy until adolescence; there's no reason why my baby should be otherwise.”

Heamiled. "I have nothing againgt long-term investments, MissIsaac. Y ou and Mr. Ravenhdl areliving
proof of that."

"Youwon't get away withit," | told him, dimly aware that I'd dready said that once thismorning. "What's
to stop usfrom calling the police down on you?'

He gave me an innocent look. ""Down on whom? 'Y ou don't even know who | am.”
"Y ou said you were funding al of us," | reminded him. "Those connections can be traced.”

"Not in ahundred years of trying," he said. "Faceit, Mr. Ravenhal, you can't sop me. Not even if you
were o foolishastotry.”

There was something in his voice that sent achill up my back. "And what's that supposed to mean? That
yourewilling to lose some of your invesment after dl?’

"I'm dwayswilling to do that if necessary,” he said coally. "But I'm actudly not referring to mysdlf at dl
here. All right; assume that you call the Mounties and relate this conversation to them. What do you
suppose they'd do?"

"Throw your butt out of the country,” | growled.



"Possbly, though | don't know what exactly they'd charge me with. And then?"
"Supposeyou tell me," | challenged.

"You know aswell as| do," he said. "Thefirst child born to atelepath?-and the first known method to
dampen telepathic abilities? Y ou and your machine would be in secret custody somewherein the
northern Y ukon within sx hours. Or in Langley, if the CIA got to you first." He looked speculatively at
Colleen. ™Y our child would disappear as soon as he was born, Miss | saac; disappear into a Military
Intelligence family, probably, so that he'd be properly prepared for the life they'd eventudly put him to.

"Which is no different than thelife you have planned for him now," she countered, her voice Htiff.

He shrugged. "Working for me he would bein the United States, transmitting private messages or testing
employees loyalty or doing alittle industrial espionage. He cocked an eyebrow. "Working for the CIA
he would bein Eastern Europe or Iran or the Soviet Union, spying on people who would most certainly
torture him to deeth if they caught him."

Colleen didn't say anything. Neither did |. There didn't seem to be anything | eft to say.

Apparently, our visitor could tell that, too. "Think about it," he said, getting up from his chair and
buttoning his coat. "Y ou ether accept what I'm offering, MissIsaac, or ese you suffer through what the
government will do to you and your child when they find out-and they will find out; don't think for a
moment you can hide it from them forever." Stepping to the door, he paused and nodded courteoudly. "I
or one of my people will bein touch. Good day to you." He pulled open the door and stepped outside.
Alex locked eyes briefly with each of us, and then he too was gone.

Andwewereaone.

With an effort | unclenched my jaw. Colleen was till pressed tightly against me; bracing mysdlf, | turned
my head to look at her. "I'm sorry, Colleen,” | said quietly.

Shelifted her eyesto mine... and even as| watched, | could see the fear and hopelessness and
near-panic in her face began to fade. Into asmmering anger. "Hewon't get my child, Dae," she sad, her
voice aflat monotonethat | found more unnerving than a scream of rage would have been. "I'll die before
Il et him have my child.”

My mind flashed to that horrible scene at Rathbun Lake, the frozen tableau of Colleen facing down Ted
Green with aknife pressed againgt her somach. "It won't cometo that,” | told her through suddenly dry
lips. "WEell find another way. | promise.”

She blinked away tears. "'l know," she whispered.

Shedidn't say it like she beieved it, but that was hardly surprising: | didn't really believe it mysdlf. If even
half of what our visitor had said was true, we were up againg frightening amounts of money and power,
and | couldn't even begin to imagine how we could hide Colleen from such power for the next eight
months

But I'd find away. | had to. More than anyone else I'd ever known, Colleen had a solid sense of what
thingsin thisworld were worth dying for; and at Rathbun Lake sheld proved she had the courage and will
to carry such convictions out.



Oneway or another, she wouldn't be giving her child up into davery.

Gordy and Cavin listened silently to my story, but even without words | could fed the anger growing
steadily in both of them-in Gordy's case, an anger that was aready hafway to full-blown fury. He can't
get away with it, Calvin said when I'd finished. If he'sredlly the one funding us, welll be ableto track him
down.

We cantry, | agreed. He didn't seem to think it likely we'd succeed.

Y eah, wdll, let's not take hisword for it, okay? Gordy said hitterly. Y ou seem to be taking dl this pretty
camly.

Only because I've had two daysto get used toiit, | told him shortly. And because Colleen and | have had
timeto think and plan. Y ou see-

| hope you didn't do your planning in the house, Gordy interrupted me. Y our lousy child-snatching-Fagin
pal probably had the place bugged.

Don't worry, we figured that, too, | assured him. We did al our discussonsin writing, most of it a night
in bed with asmdl flashlight. And we burned the papers afterwards and flushed the pieces down the
toilet.

All inthe best traditions of TV cop shows, Gordy growled.
Y ou want to listen to thisor not? The thing is, we've come to the conclusion that our Fagin pal, asyou
cdl him, isn't nearly as dl-powerful here asheld like usto believe. Whatever the size and scope of his

business or organization or whatever, he'sthrowing only atiny fraction of it our way.

Maybe that's what he wants you to believe, Calvin suggested. Maybe hel'sjust trying to lull you into a
fase sense of security.

Why? Underplaying it makes no sense-he wants us to knuckle under, remember? To give up and let him
have hisway.

Then you're reading it wrong, Gordy concluded sourly. Hed have to be anidiot not to throw in
everything he'sgot.

Whichisexactly my point, | said. Heisthrowing in everything he can; but that isn't very much.

From Calvin came asudden flash of understanding. Ah-ha, he said. Of course. He can only usethe
people he can trust completely, because everything turns on his keeping the baby's existence a secret.

At least until it'sborn, | agreed. After that he can spirit the child away, and even if the world finds out
there's an unknown telepath on the loose they still won't know what he looks like and helll be difficult or
impossible to track down. But until then, everything's got to be kept secret, or the mediawill descend on
Colleen and helll havelogt his chance.

Then that solves our problem, Gordy said. We call anews conference-

And have Colleen vanish into some secret government stronghold after dl the hysteriafadesalittle?



Gordy's surge of satisfaction faded. Maybe we can bluff him with it anyway, he suggested, more
doubtfully. Tel him that he either backs off, or we blow the whistle and the hell with the consequences.

It wouldn't work, Calvin said. Dale and Colleen have had two daysto do that, and the fact that they
didn't will imply to him that they'd rather take their chances with him than with the government.

That's what we hoped hed think, | agreed. Which iswhy we waited thislong for meto leave. To make
sure Fagin's watchdogs didn't think | was heading out somewhere to whistle up the Marines.

For you to-wait aminute, Dale, where are you?
On Trans-Canada One, heading east.

There was amoment of stunned silence. Y ou're leaving her? Gordy asked, something darkly unpleasant
bubbling beneath the surface of thewords. Just like that? Leaving her stuck all one, with maybe one of
Fagin's Neanderthal s watching the house-?

Oh, I'm sure someone's watching the house, | told him grimly. Otherwise, Colleen could just pack up the
shiedd and make arunfor it. Asitis, with the thing as bulky asit is-and with the garage unattached from
the house-anyone watching the house would see her in plenty of time to go take her by the hand and lead
her back inside.

Like | said-trapped in the house, Gordy al but snarled. Damnit dl, Dae-

And that'swhere they've finally made amistake, | cut him off. Colleen can leave Reginaany time she
wants to. Fagin doesn't know about the second shield.

Gordy's growing tirade cut off in mid-accusation. He doesn't know about it? he asked, sounding
incredulous. How on God's earth did he miss something like that?

| don't know, exactly, | admitted. Best guessisthat he smply never thought to look. Presumably hisloca
people picked up on Colleen's pregnancy while she was undergoing al those tests at the hospital and
talled us home. They would have seen me haul the line-current mode into the house, but | never got
around to taking the portable one out of Colleen'strunk that night. By morning Fagin wasin town and
giving us hisbig pitch, so of coursewejust left it whereit was.

Andit's ill there? Calvin asked.

If it weren't, | wouldn't be having this conversation, | said, and despite mysdlf felt ashiver run up my
back. Beforel |eft thismorning | took Amoss magic kernes out of the line-current shield.

Y ou what? Dale-

Gordy broke off, the texture of histhoughts more confused than anything else. Too many shocksin too
short atime, | decided, and for afew minutes| drove on in silence, listening to the background clutter
and giving them timeto assmilate dl of it. We seem to be running about two steps behind you, Dde,
Cavin sad a last. Why don't we shut up and let you give usthe rest of it.

| Sghed. There's not much moreto tell. The day after tomorrow-in the late afternoon, around
sundown-Colleen will drive off asif going to thelittle mall around the corner from her house, and will just



keep going. By then Rob Peterson will hopefully have had time to put together anew shield with the
kernds| scavenged from the old one, and I'll head west to rendezvous with her. WEII hide her
someplace where shelll be safe for the next eight months, get Scott and Lisaworking on finding an
adoption family when the time comes... and that will hopefully be thet.

Calvin seemed to mull that over; but Gordy's response was far more immediate. It won't work. Not for
long enough. God's sake, Dale, you redly think Fagin won't be able to trace her? | mean, her license
plates aone-

If you've got abetter idea, let's hear it, | snapped. Weve got between six and nine days now until the
new batteries we put in the portable shield run out, and it'll take at least half aday for usto reach our
rendezvous point. We smply don't have the timeto set up anything more elaborate.

So weve got until tomorrow night, Gordy said, histone oddly dark. Fine. Give me until then to come up
with something, okay?

| suppose | should have expected something like that, but the offer took me by surprise anyway. Calvin,
who knew Gordy better than | did, was somewhat faster on the uptake. We can't risk it, Gordy, hetold
the other. Suppose Fagin is having you watched? Or has access to airline reservation computers?

| have afriend who's a private pilot, he said stubbornly. She can fly me up there without anyone knowing
wherel've gone.

Fagin could check on theflight plan, | pointed out, fedings of resentment stirring within me. Thiswas our
war, not his-

She can fileafdseflight plan, Gordy ingsted. Shelll know how to pull something like thet off.

And then she'sin the hot seat, too, huh? 1 growled... but | could see now that it was alosing battle.
Gordy was determined to put his oar in here; with our blessing if possible, without it if necessary.

Calvin saw it, too. | don't suppose there's really any way we can stop you, he conceded. Just remember
that if you tip Colleen's hand there won't be any second chances.

Even seven hundred miles away in Spokane | could fed Gordy's shudder. I'll remember, he said softly.

There waslittle enough time to spare, and | drove straight through the day, arriving in Des Moinesjust
after onein the morning. On the way into town | stopped at a phone booth-1 wasn't about to trust my
home phone-and gave Rob Peterson acall. He was great; didn't ask any questions, just promised to be
at my house at ten with al the equipment held need to put together anew telepath shield.

Hewasthereontime, and | left him working while | returned the van to the rental agency. One of the
employees drove me home, and on theway | had him do aleisurely drive around the block. If Fagin had
anyone watching my house, | didn't pick him up. More evidence that he was running thison a
shoestring.... if, of course, | was reading the signsright. Given my recent record, | wouldn't have bet alot
onit.

It took me only acouple of hoursto pack the stuff Colleen and | would need for our getaway, and after
that | had little to do except worry. A little before noon Gordy arrived in Regina-apparently unnoticed by
Fagin's friends-and spent the afternoon poking around town on errands he wouldn't discuss with either
Cavin or me. | tried pressing him for information once or twice, but it was obvious he wasn't going to



giveme any, and by early afternoon | gave up the effort. Leaving Calvin to keep an eye on him, | settled
down to wait, dividing my attention between worrying and watching Rob work. The worrying waswhét |
did best.

I'd assumed that it would take at least aday to build the new shield when I'd set things up with Colleen;
but on that, at least, 1'd been overly pessmigtic. By five-thirty that afternoon Rob had the device
finished-a briefcase-szed one, this, instead of the bulkier model 1'd scavenged the kernels from. | told
Cavinto stand by and flicked the switch.

The background clutter-as well as Calvin's and Rob's thoughts-vanished. Getting into my car, | headed
dowly down the sireet, and within afew minutes had confirmed that it did indeed have the same haf-mile
range asthe model 1'd left with Colleen. | reported to Cavin and drove back home, watching for parked
carswith Fagin'swatchdogs sitting in them. Again, if they werethere, | couldn't spot them.

Rob was waiting just insde the door when | pulled up. "Well?' he asked eagerly. "Doesit work?"
"Likeachamp,” | told him, clapping him on the shoulder and stepping over to where the mass of wires
and chips and Amoss enigmatic kernelswas Stting on the kitchen table. Y ou did great, Rob. Especidly
given that you'd never actudly donethis before.”

He shrugged modestly. "Y eah, but remember | examined the stuffing out of the thing last month. Now if |
could just figure out how Amos made those kernelswe'd bein real business.”

| nodded and flipped the off switch-And an ingtant later my heed filled with adin of shouting. Dale! Are
you there? Dde-!

I'm here, Calvin, | said, the skin on my neck crawling. There was anote of near-panic in that
tone-What's wrong?

Gordy'sgonein, he said, and behind thewords | could visuaize clenched teeth. The minute you
confirmed the range and headed back home, he disappeared.

God in heaven-He can't do that, | said, reflexively looking at my watch. 1t would be just about sundown
in Regina, exactly the timewed planned for her to make her break... except that Gordy was twenty-four
hours early. What in hell's name does he think he's doing? Colleen won't be ready yet.

| don't know, Calvin hesitated. But | think he may be up to something desperate. He's been... redlly
brooding about this.

Which I'd been too absorbed in my own thoughts to notice? But it was too late to worry about that now.
Did hetdl you the name of his pilot friend?

Y es-Jean Forgter. Why?-you think she'sinvolved in some way?

She'sat least involved to the extent that she got him there, | reminded him grimly. 1t might be agood idea
to cdl the Reginaairport and try to warn her about Fagin's goon squad-

And with a suddenness | wasn't prepared for, Gordy was back. Calvin, Dale-listen.

| didn't get achanceto ask what it was he wanted usto listen to... but an ingtant later | got the answer
anyway. Asfrom deep inawell, | heard an angry voice. Get out here, you son of abitch. God damn



it-look what you did to my car.

| sensed Gordy being hauled al but bodily from avehicle by two men, and | strained to try to seetheir
facesthrough hiseyes. It was no use; theimages| could pull in were too week, and in the dim light of
dusk all | could see were silhouettes. But | didn't need to see them to guess who they were. Fagin's
samp wasal over them. Cute, friend-redl cute, the angry man snarled again, hissilhouette raising asif on
tiptoe to look past Gordy. What, you figured you'd give her ahead start and then catch up? Y ou lousy
son of &

Knock it off, Billy. The second man's voice was hard and cdm and authoritative, and Billy shut up.
Thereésno rea harm done. It was pretty stupid, you know, he continued, talking to Gordy now. We had
ordersto stop anyone we caught trying to take anything big out of the house-and that included garbage
men. Take alook in back, Billy-make surethe thing'sthere.

Billy's silhouette nodded and headed obediently off to the left, and as Gordy turned to watch him | saw
that they wereindeed standing beside a smdl garbage truck. Briefly, | wondered how Gordy had gotten
hold of it. Yeah, it'shere, | heard Billy call. Uh... shouldn't we be getting on the phone and getting Harry
onthetral?

What for? the other asked calmly. Shell be back. Any minute now, probably.
Y eah, but if she didn't see him crash our car-?

The other man turned to face Billy's returning figure; and once again, Billy shut up. She probably didnt,
he agreed quietly. So what?

Oh. Right. Billy nodded belated understanding. The headaches|| start up again. That'll tell her hedidn't
get avay.

And | don't think shelll missthe implications, the other agreed. He turned, and | got the feding he was
peering down the street, looking for Colleen's returning car. Though on second thought... come here;
watch thisguy for aminute.

Billy's silhouette replaced hisin front of Gordy, and he stepped over to anearby car and leaned in the
open door. He emerged with something in his hand, which he did something to and then held to the sde
of hishead. A cdlular phone, probably. Harry? Warfield. Listen. | want you to cruise south down Albert
Street to the highway-seeif our pigeon has gone off the road somewhere... No, | want you to leave her
there-of course you bring her back home, damn it; we can go back and get her car later.

Warfield reached in and hung up... and suddenly | sensed Gordy's mind tensing as he prepared for
action. Shelll be back, Warfield said, straightening up to face Gordy again. Unconscious,
maybe-probably with one hell of aheadache-but shelll be back.

No.

Theword seemed to hang in the air, and for amoment | could sense Warfield and Billy staring at him.
What do you mean, no? Warfied asked, his voice calm but with menace beneeth it.

| felt my fingernails digging into my palmsas| clenched my fistsin agonized helplessness. God, hewas
going to ruin everything-it was far too soon to spill the fact that Colleen had her own telepath shield. |
wanted to scream at him to shut up; but it wastoo late, he'd aready said too much, and sooner or later



now they'd havetherest of it. Impotent fury bubbled up insde me, turning my ssomach inside out. All my
worry and planning... and with asingle word Gordy had betrayed it dll. | said, what did you mean, 'no,’
Warfiedld demanded again, taking a step toward Gordy. | braced myself-

And Gordy took a step toward Billy, dammed hisfist into the goon's ssomach, and ran.

It was probably the sheer unexpectedness of it that et him get away with it; with the telepath shield out of
quick reach at the bottom of the garbage truck and with Colleen still well within the close-approach death
zone, Gordy had literally nowhere to run, and both his captors surely knew that. But unexpected or not,
Warfield clearly had good reflexes. Even before Gordy reached the back of thetruck | could hear the
sudden scraping of feet on pavement that showed the chase was on. Where the hell did Gordy think he
was going-?

Aningtant later | found out. Gordy skidded to an abrupt stop at the rear of the garbage truck, threw a
wild punch to Keep Warfield back-And dammed down the compression lever. The sudden growl of the
motor drowned out Warfield's startled exclamation; but Gordy's reply was only too clear. I'm taking
Colleen the one place your filthy boss can't reach us, he shouted.

Y ou stupid bastard, Warfield yelled over the grinding of the hydraulic crusher jaws. He legped forward,

grabbing Gordy by the shoulders and trying to force him away from the lever. But Gordy held his ground,
wrapping hisarms around the other.

And then the crusher hit meta, grinding away againg the angle iron holding the tel epath shield together...
and, abruptly, asif by mutual consent, both men stopped their struggling. The grinding stopped, and |
could see Warfidld's silhouette draw back in confusion. What the hell?

Gordy looked dowly back at the garbage truck, asif not believing what he was seeing. It... can't be, he
sad, and even through the tunnd effect | could hear the bewilderment in hisvoice. We agreed-if | didn't
get away-

He broke off, and | could just hear the € ectronic warbling of the car phone. Gordy glanced over that
way, and | saw Billy reach in for the phone. Get away from there, Warfield ordered Gordy abruptly,
shoving him away from the lever. Must not have busted the thing al the way-

Hey! Billy called, hisvoice odd. It'sHarry, C'mere-you gotta hear this.

Warfield took Gordy's arm and marched him toward the car. What isit?

Harry found her car, Billy said, and now | could identify the emotion in hisvoice. Disbdief. It'sdown by
thelake. Next to aspot whereit isn't dl frozen.

For along moment Warfidd just stared a him. Then, taking along stride forward, he snatched the phone
from Billy'shand.

Dae? Cavin?Y ou both listening.
With a conscious effort, | unclenched my teeth. We're both here, Gordy. What's-where's Colleen?

On her way out of towninacar | rented and |l eft at the lake, he said. Shelll meet you at the rendezvous
you st up.



Get out of there, Calvin put in, hisvoice urgent. Now. Before they remember you're till there.

Sorry, but | can't. Gordy's voice was cam... but benesth it | could fed atightness. A tightness, and the
winding up of courage; and over dl or it, astrangdy wistful sadness.

And suddenly | redlized that Gordy was preparing himsdlf to die.

Cavin'sright, | snarled. Colleen'sin the clear-get out of there.

| can't, he said again, and thistime there was an edgeto it. | have to make sure they're convinced that she
would rather die than give up her child to that kind of davery, and that once the game was up that she
would commit suicide rather than let mekill both of us. And they're not going to want me around to
tetify after that.

| bit hard a my lip, searching frantically for away to convince him... and then my brain seemed to catch,
and | cursed my stupidity. Cavin-get on the phone, | ordered. Call the Reginapolice, tell them therésa
kidnapping in progress. Where are you, Gordy?

A flicker of hope, the redlization that maybe he wouldn't have to sacrifice himself after al-The corner of
Fourteenth Avenue and Roe Street-

And suddenly Warfield spun around, his brain apparently catching, aswell. God damn it, he snarled
vicioudy, hand jabbing at Gordy. Billy-take him out. Now, damnit.

Here it comes, Gordy said, and there was no longer any tension in histone. Just a quiet acceptance.
Goodbye. Tell Colleenthat | love her-

And then ashadow swung at his head, and the image was gone.

| don't know how long | stood there, staring a nothing and listening to the silence where Gordy had
been. Gradudly, | became aware that there was ahand on my arm. Blinking my eyes against a painful
dryness, | found Rob gazing at me, histhoughts highly worried. "I'm all right,” | told him. Even to mysdif
my voice sounded dead.

Hedidn't believeit, of course. "Anything | can do to help?"

| shook my head. Cavin?

Here, Dde. I've got through to the Regina police, and they're sending a car. He hesitated. | dso told
them about Colleen's car, and hinted that we suspected suicide.

Y eah. It felt wrong, somehow, to maintain the lie; but if we didn't, then Gordy's sacrifice would have
been for nothing. Y ou think they redlized he waslying?

I'm sure they didn't, Calvin assured me. | think it just suddenly penetrated that with the shield supposedly
destroyed he could get through to us again. They couldn't afford that.

It made sense. The game waslog, asfar asthey knew, and their first priority now would be to cover
their tracks. What the hell's keeping those cops?

Takeit easy, Dde-it's only been a couple of minutes.



| Sghed. I'm sorry. | just....

| let the sentencetrail off. There redly waan't anything left to say. Dimly, through the moisture fogging my
vison | fet Rob leading meto achair, and dlowed mysdlf to be sat into it. Fagin would pay, | promised
mysdif. If | had to track him down mysdlf, and kill him with my own two hands-

Dae? The police have arrived on the scene, but there's no one there. Just the garbage truck.
Of coursetheré's no onethere, | said savagely. They wouldn't just leave him there for the cops to-

| don't know why it clicked just then. But it did... and suddenly my grief vanished into asurge of
adrenaline. He's not dead, | told Calvin. Of course he's not-what kind of anidiot am 17?

Dde, | know it's hard-

No, listen! | cut him off. Listen! They wouldn't just kill him like that-Fagin would have their heads on
poles. Hed want to question Gordy and make sure he wastdling them the truth about Colleen.

For along moment Calvin thought about that, and despite his determination not to build up false hope
could sense agrowing excitement. Y ou may be right, he agreed. In which case we should send the police
to the arport, try and head them off.

Y es-no. Wait aminute, let me think. Something Fagin had said... He knew Nelson, | told Calvin.
Probably pretty well-he mentioned once that Nelson had done some experiments for him. Maybethe Las
Vegas stuff that Amos caught onto.

Maybe, Calvin dlowed cautioudy, wondering with adistinct undercurrent of uneasiness just wherel was
headed with this. So what doesthat tell us?

| grinned humorlesdy, my lipstight enough to hurt. It tellsus, | told him, that for the first time since Nelson
tried to kill me, he's going to do something useful.

Calvin said something cautionary sounding, but I didn't wait to hear it. All my thoughts and senseswere
turned inward as | searched out that part of my personality which had come from my close-approach
with Nelson. It was dl till there, of course: the greed, the arrogance, the deception, the contempt for
mankind in genera and hisfellow telepathsin particular. Everything I'd fought so hard and for so long to
bury wasright there, just waiting againgt the barriers1'd painfully erected againgt it.

| thought about Gordy and Colleen... and let the barriersfall.

And nothing happened. Nothing at al. The Nelson part didn't surge out like poison gas under pressure;
didn't flow out like an attacking army bent on destruction; didn't gloat, didn't cheer, didn't rage. It was
just there, like nothing more or less than amemory. A dark memory, to be sure, full of pain and anger
and terror; but amemory nonetheless.

It was perhaps the greatest surprise of along day of surprises, that the very thing I'd feared so much for
so0 many monthswould in fact turn out to be so utterly powerless. Perhapsit wasjust the healing effects
of time; perhapsthat deadly confrontation at Rathbun Lake had been the killing blow, only I hadn't
redizedit.



| waswhole again.

There would be cause for quiet celebration later, perhaps, but not now. For now, Gordy's life was
hanging by athread... and that thread was somewhere in those memories of Nelson. Bracing mysdlf, |

plungedin.

Andthereit was. Cavin?| got it. Fagin's nameis Lawrence Barringer, and he's based somewherein the
LosAngelesarea

Got it, Cavin said. His emotions were masked, but it wasn't hard to guess that he was wondering what
that information had cost me. Y ou want to call the LA police, or should I?

No onescdling any police. Not yet, anyway.
What? Dae, he's got Gordy, remember?

No, he doesn't-and that's the whole point, | told him. His goons have Gordy; and they're hardly likely to
drag him to Barringer's house and dump him on the living room rug. They'll take him to some out-of-the
way place and question him there.

| felt Cavin'sshiver. Y ou think they'll... torture him?

My stomach turned, and for along moment | dug again into Nelson's memories, searching for more
details of Barringer's persondity. They werethere, dl right; but even as| sfted through them it suddenly
occurred to me that nothing | found here could be taken at face value. Colored asit al had been by
Nelson's own warped mentality, there was no way for meto sort out objective fact from wishful or even
madiciousfantasy.

But | had to try. Okay, hereit is. From what Nelson knew about Barringer he was an absol ute fanatic for
secrecy in hisactivities. Hed rather take extratime and make sure he's not being watched or monitored
than rush into something and find out later that the whole thing's been captured on tape. Given that-and
given that they'll assume weéll call the copsin-my guessisthat they'll sedate Gordy and drive him out of
town, contacting Barringer from someplace reasonably distant. Hell send a private plane for them, again
rendezvousing somewhere awvay from Regina, and fly them leisurely down to some quiet spot near Los
Angeles where they hopefully won't be disturbed. That make any senseto you?

Calvin pondered it. | suppose so, he agreed, dmost reluctantly. Thereredly isn't any rush, after dl-if
Colleen'sdive he'sgot eight monthsto track her down. Y ou think Barringer will want to bein on the

questioning?

Y es. Onthat score | had no doubt at all. Absolutely. He wouldn't trust it to anyone else, for one thing.
And that'swhere we're going to nail him.

Wonderful-except for one smal problem, Calvin pointed out heavily. Namely, we don't know wherethis
quiet spot isthat they're going to take him. Unless, he interrupted himself with a sudden surge of
excitement, your friend Bob can put Amos's old telepath-detector back together. If he can-

Sorry. I'd dready had that ides, and found the flaw in it. The kernels he would need for that are aready
being used.

In the second shield; right, Calvin said, the excitement evaporating. In that case, | don't see that we have



any choicesleft, Dale. We haveto cdl in the police and ask them to put atail on Barringer.
If we do that, | reminded him, we lose Colleen's baby to the government.

If we don't, he snarled with uncharacteristic harshness, we lose him to Barringer. Or don't you think helll
be able to make Gordy talk?

Yes, I'm sure hewill. | took adeep breath. Asamatter of fact... I'm rather counting on it.

It took Calvin nearly an hour of phoning to track down Jean Forster, Gordy's pilot friend, and ask for her
help. Five hours later, just after midnight, she called me to announce that she and her twin-engine
Beechcraft were at the Des Moines airport. An hour after that, we were airborne.

In many ways it was yet another echo of that desperate race to Reginaonly afew daysearlier, and |
found many of the same black thoughts swirling around and through my mind as we flew westward.
Suspended between [and and sky, the occasiona concentration of town and city lights below clumping
like distorted fun-house mirror images of the stars above, the sense of unredlity was even stronger than it
had been then.

Aswas the sense of desperate danger.

| died athousand desths that night. At least that many. 1'd put on agood front when sdlling thiswhole
schemeto Calvin, but | knew al too well that a hundred things could go wrong. If I'd read Barringer
wrong-if he broke his pattern and decided that speed was more important than caution-then Gordy
would bein Los Angeles and the interrogation over and done with long before we got anywhere near the
scene.

And even if everything went exactly according to plan, it could still go bad. Horribly bad.

| was able to doze a couple of those long hours away, but mostly | spent the night wide awake, staring
out the window at nothing in particular and wondering if | should just give up and abort thiswhole crazy
plan. Colleen had agood head start; with luck, perhaps we could bury ourselves so deeply that even
Barringer couldn't find us. And he surely wouldn't be stupid enough to hurt Gordy, no matter what

happened.

It was aprivate battle | fought over and over again that night; and it was Jean Forster's presence beside
me, more than anything el se, that helped me push back the temptation each timeit surfaced. From the
beginning I'd had reservations about bringing her into this, and had given in mainly because there hadn't
been any other choice; but ten minutes of sitting next to her in acramped cockpit had laid every one of
those reservations to rest. She was smart, competent, tough, and fiercely loyd to the small and sdlect
group of people she named as her friends. Just getting me thisfar had required her to litter our flight path
with ahaf dozen broken FAA regulations, and she knew full well that her license wasthe least of what
shewas putting at risk tonight.

In many ways she reminded me of Colleen... and it wasn't hard to guess what both of them would say if |
suggested abandoning Gordy now.

And so we headed west, swinging abit northward to avoid getting too close to Cavin in Pueblo. We
stopped once for refueling at afield Jean knew outside of Grand Junction... and finally, with local sunrise
il haf an hour away, we camein sght of the sea of lightsthat was Los Angeles.



For afew minutes-afew long, long minutes-there was nothing. | sat watching the city lights, swesting as|
strained for a contact and fought back the fears and terrors swirling around me. We'd gambled, and wed
logt. Barringer had held the interrogation in Canada, or had flown Gordy here five hours ago, or had
samply killed him to cover histracks. Jean eased the plane a bit to the left, heading southwest toward the
southern edge of the city-

And | fdt it. Tenuous, weak, dmost imagined; but definitely there. The touch of another tel epathic mind.
Gordy.

Cdvin? Cavin, wake up.

Here, Dale, Calvin replied with an dertness that showed he hadn't been adeep. What isit?

I've got him. And he's ill unconscious.

| could fed Cavin's cautious relief. Which meansthey haven't sarted on him yet. | hope.

Yeah. Me, too. Muscles| hadn't even redlized were tight were starting to relax. We'd gambled, and wed
won. Barringer had gone with the leisurely, secure approach, after al, and we'd beaten him to the punch.
Have you heard from Raob yet, by the way?

Five minutes ago, as amatter of fact, Cavin said. He made it to Colleen's hideout and gave her the
second shield, and she's on her way to wherever it isyou two planned for her to go. | didn't want to
wakeyou if you weretrying to deep.

So Colleen, at least, was safe. One down, oneto go. | took adeep breath-

Andinasdgngleingtant the musclestightened again. "Oh, my God," | whispered.

At least | thought I'd whispered it. Jean heard anyway. "What?" she snapped.

| forced my teeth to unclench. "He got stronger. Much too strong, much too fast. They're waking him
up.”

Takeit easy, Cavin sad, glacidly cam. It's bound to take them afew minutesto bring him up to where
he can answer questions for them.

"Y ou want meto radio the police?" Jean caled.

"Cantyet," | told her, willing some of Cavin'scam to flow into me. "We gtill don't know where heis.”
Gordy?1 cdled. Gordy, can you hear me?

There was no response... but even as| strained | could tell our direction was correct. He was
somewhere south of Los Angeles, and we were now heading straight toward him.

Straight toward him. As Nelson had flown straight toward me....
| shook my head to clear it. "Weregoingin,” | called to Jean. ™Y ou remember the plan?’

She nodded. "Y ou want bdt or arm?"



"Bdt," | sad, reaching over to hook the fingers of my left hand into her belt. I'd rather have held her arm,
but | couldn't trust myself not to tug it the wrong direction at acritical moment. Already | could fed the
pressure building in my mind aswe flew toward Gordy.

Toward Gordy... and toward the theoretical twenty-mile limit that would kill us both. In, & the
Beechcraft's current speed, something like twenty minutes.

The pressure was growing steadily stronger, its edges becoming tinged with ared haze | remembered al
too vividly. The fuzziness that was Gordy's unconscious mind was becoming ever clearer, and | could fed
the first wisps of pain as the surfaces of our minds began to merge....

Dae? Cavin'sthought was dim and faraway, ascream amost lost in ahurricane. Can you hear me?
Dde?

| could hear him-just barely-but | couldn't answer. My mind was bending now, molding itself against
Gordy's even as his bent against mine. Setting my teeth together, | fought againgt the pain, hunting amid
the din of two minds clashing for theinformation | desperately needed. The darknessin Gordy's mind
seemed to belifting; with al my strength | tried to reach through it. To search beyond him-

And with a suddenness that made me gasp, | had it. Four men stood around him, one of them leaning
closeto hisface. Reaching through Gordy's mind was a blaze of pain; fighting it back, | pressed harder.
Through the man's eyes| saw Gordy, lying motionless on an ambulance-type stretcher; through hisears|
heard the sounds of distant surf and even more distant traffic. And through his mind-

"Oc-Oceandde," | gasped. "They'rein... Oceansde.”

Dimly, | felt ahand shaking my shoulder, heard avoice shouting in my ear. "-address? Come on,
Dae-give methe address.”

| pulled the street and house number from the other's mind and choked them out; and then the pain was
too much, and | fell back. Gordy's mind was growing clearer by the minute-

"Gordon Sears," avoice sad into my mind-into Gordy's mind. "Can you hear me?"

A moment of silence. | wondered vaguely if Gordy, half adeep ashe was, could fed thepain | was
feding. Wondered if it would keep him from answering, or would instead go the other way, sapping any
strength he might have to resst them. "Y es," Gordy answered, the word coming first through his mind and
then through hisears.

And then through my ears, as| repeated it doud? Maybe. | couldn't tell for sure.

"Good," the voice came again through Gordy's mind. "Listen to me, Gordon-listen closely. | will ask you
some questions and you will answer them. Y ou will tell me the truth; because I'm your friend, and I'm

Colleen Isaac'sfriend, and her life depends on your telling me the truth. Do you understand that?"

"Yes," Gordy said again. Hisvoice was dreamy, just like hismind. | wondered what kind of drug they'd
used on him, but | wastoo afraid of the pain to touch the stranger through Gordy's mind again.

"Excdlent, Gordy," thevoice said. "Then tel me where Colleen Isaacis”



| could fed Gordy's mind fighting againgt the drug. "Gordy?" the voice asked again; and thistime there
was ahard edgetoit. "Gordy, whereis Colleen Isaac? Where is she?'

| could fed hismind wesakening. Helplessin the drug's grip....

But Gordy's mind was not hisaone anymore... and | had none of their poison in my body. "She'sdead,”
| murmured, and heard the echo in my mind as Gordy's mouth obediently repested the words. " She
died... inRegina. Inthelake. To... save me."

"She's not dead!" a new voice shouted. Barringer's voice. " She can't be dead, damn it-she can't be.
Whereisshe?'

"She'sdead,” | said again, and an involuntary sob escaped our lips. The pain was ared haze over our
mind, and | felt our fingerstrembling in Jean's belt. We could let go, and she would pull up and take us
away from the pain. But it was gill too soon. Still too soon.

Barringer was screaming something else, but we could hardly hear him. All around uswas the din of two
minds wrenching against each other.... "She's dead,” we said once more. "She told me... she would rather
die than lose her baby to... anyone."

And suddenly the screaming was gone. Wetried to listen through the noise, to hear what was going on;
but the noise was too loud. The noise, and the pain....

"Dde?Ddée!"

| blinked; blinked again as | redlized there weretearsin my eyes. That voice... and the pain was amost
gone. And it was only me. "Wha-?" | croaked. There was no echo.... "Jean?"

"It'sokay, Dae," shesaid, and | could hear the dmost limp relief in her voice. "God, for awhile | thought
we were going to lose you. To lose both of you.”

Abruptly, | redized my fingerswere still wedged in her belt. "Where are we? Wait a minute-we can't
leave"

"It's okay-it's okay," she soothed me. "The cops are there. Nailed Barringer and his goons red-handed.
Soon asthey radioed that they'd got him, | took off." She leaned forward to frown at me, and | heard the
questionin her mind. "ls-| mean, did it work?"

| took a deep breath. "He should be fing," | told her, answering the question shed wanted to ask. We
were heading east, now, heading back home. Aheed, the sky over the mountains was red with the
gpproaching sunrise.

And thelong night was over.

"It'snot the Hilton," Colleen said, waving ahand around the two-room cabin, "but it'shome."

"For the next few months at least,” | agreed, looking out the window at the snow-covered mountains and
trying hard not to think of how isolated she was going to be out here. "Certainly agreat oot to get away
fromital.”

"Thereé'sroom for two," shesaid.



| turned to see her gazing a me, her forehead wrinkled with concern. "Thanks, but | can't,” | told her. "If
| disappeared for too long someone would start to wonder if you really weren't dead, after all. 1t would
be ashameto blow a perfectly good lielike that.”

"Certainly not after al the effort you and Gordy put intoit.”" She smiled, but the smile didn't touch her
eyes. "l don't think I'll ever be able to thank you for what you did for me. When you risked-"

"Coalleen." | turned to face her and took her handsin mine. "It's over. Okay? Over and done with, and
both Gordy and | arefine. Redlly."

"But the flashbacks"

"Will go away,” | reminded her. "Remember, I've been through this once before. Nelson's attack isn't
much more than a bad memory now, and he and | got much closer together than Gordy and | did."

She nodded. Squeezing my hands, she let go and stepped over to Stare out one of the windows. "l just...
it'sgtll going to weigh on my conscience, Dale. Nether of you isgoing to ever be quite the same again,
and al because of me. I'm sorry if that sounds silly, but that's how | fed.”

"Doesnt sound slly at dl," | assured her. "Tdl me, Colleen: who isthat baby you're carrying?”
Sheturned to frown at me. "What do you mean?"

"Well, he's part you and part me, right? | mean, that's where he came from.”

Thefrown was il there. "I don't understand what you'redriving at."

| Sghed. "Weredl unique, Colleen, but at the same time most of who we are ultimately comesfrom
other people. Not just our parents genes-dl of us, dl our lives, are continualy influenced by those
around us. Our poalitics are molded by paliticians and commentators, our tastes are influenced by our job
or gationin life... and were forever exchanging styles and traits and interests and catch phrases with our
friends." | shrugged. "It just happened that with Nelson and Gordy | got an accelerated version of the
process."

She thought about that for amoment. "What about Barringer?* she asked.

Which meant the subject was closed, &t least for now. Which was fine with me. | knew shed think about
it, and eventudly redlize | wasright. "He's going to be far too busy treading lega water to bother usfor
awhile" | told her. "There are half adozen charges pending, up to and including kidnapping, and when
the locas are done with him Canadas waiting to take their shot.”

"But if they know Gordy was taken from Regina-?" She threw me aquestioning look.

| nodded, adightly sour tastein my mouth. "There redlly wasn't any way to hide the existence of the
shidd from them any longer. The Regina police retrieved what was |eft of the one Gordy crushed in the
garbage truck, and the simple fact that you two were together proved that you'd had some way to beat
the close-gpproach limits."

"Thendl thiswasfor nothing.



| put my arm around her shoulders. "Not in the least. We saved you and our child from being snatched
away into someform of davery, didn't we?Y ou cdl that nothing?'

"No, of course not. But-" She shook her head.

"It would have been nice if we could have kept the shield a secret,” | conceded gently. "But to be
perfectly honest, Gordy and | would have had to be foolsto risk our livesfor amachine. It's the people
inthisworld that are important, Colleen-don't forget that. Not that a person as caring asyou areis ever
likely to. Must bewhy | love you so much.

"And speaking of love and people,” | added briskly, squeezing her shoulders and stepping away, "grab
your coat. I've got asurprisefor you.

Sheblinked at me, sniffling back sometears. "What kind of surprise?’

"A niceone," | assured her, picking my own coat off the couch. "Something | sumbled on more or less
by accident on the way in. Come on-and don't forget your hat and mittens.”

We bundled up, and | led the way out into the frosty mountain air. In front of the cabin the snow-packed
dirt road doped gently upward, peaking at a cut in the mountains before doping down toward the small
mountain village afew milesaway. | led us along the road for afew minutes; and suddenly Colleen,
huffing along a step behind me, grabbed my arm. "Wait aminute, Dae, we can't go any farther. The edge
of the shidd-"

"Isright there," | pointed at a pair of branches sticking up out of the snow beside the road ten yards
ahead. "Just don't pass the sticksthere... and say hi to Calvin for me."

She stared at me. "What are you talking about? The shield's edge isn't sharp enough for me to do that."

"Agreed,” | nodded. "One shied's edgeisn't that sharp. But if you put two of them in line about afoot
apart-we can mark the spots on your floor when we get back-and kind of lean forward, just alittle, it
turns out that you can stick your head far enough out for you to have limited communication without the
baby knowing athing about it. Go ahead-I tried it on the way in, and Cavin'swaiting.”

She didn't say anything; just threw her arms around me and hugged me close for aminute. Then,
graightening, she walked tentatively toward my markers, head and shoulders hunched dightly forward.

And then, abruptly, she stopped... and | thought I'd never seen such alook of purejoy.

Therewas still along road ahead of her, and much of it would be hard. But at least now she wouldn't
haveto travel it done.

For amoment | watched her. Then, shivering with the cold, | turned away. There was, I'd noticed, apile
of boards stacked in the rear of the cabin, aswell asacompletetool kit, a spare deeping pad, and an
extraColeman heater. With alittle judicious hammering and some careful positioning, | ought to be able
to put together quite acozy little shelter for her up at the edge of the shidd. | had the distinct feding sheld
be spending alot of time out here over the next few months.

| walked back to the cabin, and got to work.

THE PEACEFUL MAN



Bombshells come in small packages these days. | stared down at the ordersin my hand, not believing
what | saw, as my heed filled with the sound of crumbling plans. "What isthis, Colonel?1 can't go to
Fakwade. I'm due to ship out for the Academy on Friday."

Colond Lleshi shrugged uncomfortably. "I'm sorry, Lieutenant Hillery, but my own orderswere explicit:
'One Enforcer Brigade plus attached alien psychologists to be sent to Falkwade immediately. I've pulled
the Eighteenth Enforcers off R and R and scraped together enough men to bring them back up to combat
strength, but you're al I've got in the way of psychologists. Besides, | know you've done some reading
on the Falki natives. So you're at least familiar with the Situation. Anyway, 1've relayed your new orders
back to Earth; if the Academy wants to get you reassigned back to them, they've got aweek to get word
back here."

"They won't try. I'm not vitally needed there, and teaching positions are low on the priority list.” |
glowered at the orders. "What do they need me on Falkwade for, anyway? The contact team there is
bound to haveits own Al-psychs.”

"I don't know," Lleshi said. "But except for the Enforcer security groups, the contact teamismainly
civilian. Perhapsthey need apsychologist with amilitary viewpoint.”

"Oh, great. What's happened-the fighting broken into afull-sca e brush war?' The very thought made my
hands swest.

"Y ou'rethe scholar around here, Lieutenant,” Lleshi said. | winced dightly. To him, I knew, the word
"scholar” dso implied passiveness, impractica theories, and lack of fighting spirit-the sort of things he
congdered most unmilitary. "A list of rlevant computer files has been ddlivered to your
quarters-everything we've got available on Falkwade and its natives can be dug out of there. Good thing
you're dready packed; I'm sure you'll be able to use the extratime. Dismissed.”

And that was that-my whole life rotated ninety degreesfor at least ayear by the stroke of astylus. Giving
Lleshi my most deprecatory salute, | turned and I €ft.

| didn't find out just how hard Lleshi had had to scramble to beef up the Eighteenth Enforcers until we
assembled at the trangport ship for preflight instructionsand | got my first ook at theroster. Fully a
quarter of the eighty-four officers and men had been transplanted into the brigade to replace thoselost in
the fighting on Rhodes. That wasn't good; acombat unit, especialy onethat has been in actua warfare,
builds up a hefty camaraderie, and newcomersinvariably meet with suspicion or even hodtility. With my
trained psychologist'seye, | could pick out the new men just by looking at them; their uneasinesswas
very gpparent. | hoped the two-week trip to Falkwade would be long enough for them to be integrated
into the group.

Magor Tait Eldjarn's preflight talk was nicely designed to ease the fears of men just recently returned from
combat. He emphasized the primitive state of Falki culture and wesgponry and the fact that the village
where they would be stationed was safe from attack. He wound up with aflourish of optimistic platitudes
and called for questions,

For amoment there was silence. Then one of the men in the first rank raised his hand. " Corpord Saiko,
gr," hesaid in aheavily accented voice. "l have one, Sir.”

I'd noticed Saiko right away, of course. On an absolute scale he wasn't particularly small-alittle shorter
than average height, perhaps, with adender build-but against the more massive physiques of the rest of



the brigade, he seemed amost childlike. His smooth, Orienta face dso stood out of the crowd, itslack
of racid mix marking him as an Earthman. He was clearly anewcomer, and | could tell the others hadn't
quitefigured him out yet.

Eldjarn nodded. "Go ahead, Corpord."

"Sir, has anyone tried to negotiate with the Falkwade natives, to find out why they object to our
presence?’

Eldjarn blinked in surprise a Saiko's question but recovered quickly. "Not all the Falkren are against us,”
he said. "The femaes, who control the villages, accept both the contact team and the minera exploration
groups asfriends.”

Fromwhat I'd reed, the Falki females were closer to neutral on the subject, but | didn't say anything.
Eldjarn went on. "It'sonly the neuters out in the hills and woodlands who are trying to kick up aguerrilla
wa."

"Yes, g, but has anyone tried talking with them?" Saiko perssted. " There may be no need to fight.”

In the silence that followed, someone snickered, and | could see both disgust and amusement flicker
acrossthe Enforcers faces. Eldjarn kept his own expression neutrd. "We're Enforcers, we fight. Talking
isfor the feeble and the diplomats. Any other questions, Corpora?

"No, sr." Saiko'sface didn't change, but | felt astab of pain for him. Enforcers were not noted for
sengitivity or compassion, and | knew Saiko would be the butt of some very low humor dl the way to
Falkwade.

"All right, then," Eldjarn said. "'Eighteenth Enforcers. prepare to board.”

| wasn't wrong. Before we were even off the ground, Saiko had been given hisfirst Enforcer nickname:
Love-and-kisses.

Enforcers, the élite policemen of the Starguard, like to keep in fighting trim, and our transport had been
furnished with thisin mind. One of the cargo holds was equipped as a gym/combat room; another
boasted a s muhol ographic shooting range where one could hone one's marksmanship without putting
needle dents in any bulkheads. Other training and practice equipment was distributed around the

passenger areas.

None of thiswas of any persona interest to me. So | stayed pretty much in my quarters, reading and
working from the mountain of materia 1'd brought with me. It wasn't until the fourth day of thetrip that |
hed my firgt vigtor.

It was Saiko. "Excuse me, Lieutenant Hillery," he said, stlanding at the door. "I wonder if | might talk to
you for amoment.”

"Sure, Saiko, comeonin,” | waited until he was seated before continuing. "How are you doing?'
"Fine, dr. | wanted to ask you afew questions about the Falkren, if | may."

| covered my surprise; I'd expected him to want help on persona problems. " Sure. What do you want to
know?'



"Wadll, sr, I'veread the materid we were provided, and it seemsto have someinconsstenciesinit. Are
there three Falki sexes or just two?"'

| nodded; I'd noted the inadequacy of the official handouts and was working hard to turn out a better set.
"Good question, and it depends on how you look at it. Whilethere areredly just male and femae
Fakren, the maes periodicaly undergo hormona changesthat leave them sexless. We call these neuters;
and whilethey are, in agross physiological sense, identica to the maes, their emotional and social
makeup is completely different. Whether or not they should count as athird gender is till being debated.”

"l s2e" Saiko said dowly, "I think. But the reports said the maeslived in the villages with the females.
They only didike humansin their neuter state?!

"How the malesfed about usisredly irrdevant because they're completely under the control of the
femaes, who are tolerating us a the moment.”

"I'm not sure | understand.”

"Okay." | hunched forward dightly in my chair, feding my professorial Sdetaking over. "Herésthe Falki
setup. Thefemdesdl livein thevillagesthat are scattered over the mgor land masses. With them live the
males, who handle dl the heavy work-building, hauling, some farming-while the femaes have babies, do
lighter work, and give dl the orders. The males are completely subservient-aslong asthey'remade. The
minute they change to neuter-and the change apparently only takes minutes-they can't be ordered around
any more by thefemales. They immediately leave the village and join up with the neuterswho livein the
surrounding area. We don't know the socia structure of that group yet, but it's clear that they have one,
because things get done. The neutersdo all the hunting, fishing, lumbering-anything that needsto be done
outside the village proper, ddivering the goods to males a arendezvous point near the village border and
getting grain and clothing in return. If the village needs to move, the neuters blaze thetrail and act asa
moving screen while the males and femalestravel. And, of course, they do any fighting that needsto be
done."

"And when they go back to being male?’

"They returnto thevillage."

Saiko stroked hislip thoughtfully. "Interesting. It makes sense to protect those who are breeding, both
femae and mae, as much aspossble. A most unusua expression of oneness, with this periodic changing

of roles

"Y ou mean the way the females dominate the males but not the neuters? | suppose that does make for a
certain symmetry.”

He fixed me suddenly with a curious gaze. "Why do you insgst on seeing it in terms of domination and
submission? Couldn't it smply be that the Falkren recognize their interdependence and take the roles
which dlow their surviva and growth?

| floundered for agood five seconds on that one. "1 suppose I'm anthropomorphizing,” | said at last.
"Most human societies run aong power/authority lines. So | guess we have an automatic tendency to
assume diens behave that way, too."

"l see" There was an odd note of disappointment in Saiko's tone.



"Y ou disagree?' | probed.

"Wedll... | don't think that isthe best way for even humansto look at the universe. It leads to unnecessary
conflict.”

He hesitated, unblinking eyes gauging my reaction. | knew that ook and the thoughts behind it; my own
rather nonmilitary personality had made me an oddball of sorts even among other Starguard scientists.
The search for akindred spirit could be along and painful one. "Go ahead,” | encouraged him.

"If I think in terms of dominance and submission, then | must consider myself as separate from the rest of
the universe,” Saiko said. "'In other words, if | consider you to be outside of me, then | cantry to
dominate you. This sets up conflict between us.

"If instead | consider you to be actualy another part of me, then | won't fight you, because we don't fight
oursalves. I'll try to help you, try to let you have your way as much as possible. Y ou see? The conflictis
now gone."

"Yes" | said carefully. I'd heard of that philosophy before. Orientd in origin, it was largely in the clutches
of various mydtica cultsthese days, at least out in the Colonies. "It's an interesting concept, but | think it's
abit risky. Humanity has certainly had more wars than we've needed, but it may be better sometimesto
err on that side than to be too pacifist and get trampled. Y ou see, with your philosophy theresvery little
you can do in theway of sdlf-defense.”

Saiko shrugged. "1 could point out that an overly aggressive policy aso hasits dangers. What if you run
into a powerful force which you provoke to an unnecessary conflict, for example?'

"True," | admitted. "But at least you're reedy for the war when it comes. If you're unable or unwilling to
hit back, you won't survive." | could hardly believe | had wound up on this Side of the argument. Saiko
must be even less a swashbuckler than | was, | decided.

"There are waysto defend yoursalf without injuring your opponent,” Saiko said, smiling faintly.

"Sure-forcefidds. If you ever invent one let me know. Incidentdly, if you don't gpprove of combat, what
areyou doing in an Enforcer Brigade?"

"The Eighteenth needed another ordnance tech and | was available. On the other hand, where better to
pesk againg conflict than where the conflict dready exists?' His smile vanished and he grew serious.
"Tdl me, Sir, have negatiations been tried with the Falkren?”

| waved at my computer terminal and the pile of hard-copy records besideit. "All theinformation I've got
sayswevetried taking with dl three sexes. The maes don't seem to count at dl. Thefemaesarewilling
for the mineral exploration teamsto poke around in exchange for the gifts we give them, but they have no
authority outside the villages. The neuters have flatly refused to let us on their turf, and when armed teams
go out anyway, they shoot crossbow bolts a them. Even using their best ambush and guerillatactics, the
casuaties are running about twenty to one against them, but they il refuse to even discusstheissue.
Although with the Falki socid system as genetically based asit is, I'm not suretalk would help anyway."

"Perhapsit'sapoint of honor,” Saiko murmured.

"Perhaps." Honor, I'd heard, was supposed to be important to the Oriental mind. | wondered if Saiko



realized how dishonorable it looked to the other Enforcersfor him to meekly accept the nickname they'd
pinned on him.

Either Saiko was thinking along the same lines or something in my face tipped him off, and he gave mea
haf-smile. "Honor isan internd quality, Lieutenant. It doesn't rely on the perceptions of others." He stood
up and sauted. "Thank you for your time, Sir. | must leave now."

"I'm glad you stopped by, Saiko. Fedl freeto drop back any time."
"Yes, dar." Moving with quiet grace, he left the room.

Down deep, | sensed I'd just flunked atest-but, then again, he wasn't the kindred spirit | was seeking,
ether. Sighing, | got back to my work.

Theincident in the Enforcers mess happened two dayslater, and it was smple luck that put me there at
the right time. | waslooking for one of the noncoms and had dropped in on the chance he was having
lunch. Hewasn't there, but as | turned to leave a bellow from across the room made me spin around.
"Hey, Love-and-kissed" agravelly voice shouted. "Y ou, Saiko! Get back here!"

Saiko, who had been carrying histray toward an empty table, turned as a behemoth of a man rose afew
paces behind him. | recognized the man ingtantly: Sergeant Cabrd, universaly known asMoose. And for
good reason. "Yes?' Saiko said.

"Y ou made me spill my drink on my tray," Moose accused.

Saiko shook hishead. "I didn't touch you when | passed. It might have been someone dse.”
"Never mind the excuses. Get over here and clean it up. And then go get me another drink.”
Saiko shook his head. "1t was not my fault,” he said, and turned to go.

Moose was reputed to have a short fuse even at the best of times-and thiswasn't one of them. Saiko's
blunt refusal was barely out of his mouth when M oose legped across the intervening distance and caught
Sako'supper amin apainful-looking grip. "Damniit, | said cleanit up!" He yanked, pulling Saiko
toward him-

And with astupendous crash, Moose hit the floor two meters avay.

The snickering which had started at Saiko's expense vanished like beer at a picnic, leaving the whole
room in stunned silence. Moose rolled to his feet and turned back to face Saiko, his face a dangerous
shade of red. "Damn you," he said softly. ™Y ou're gonnaregret that." And then he charged.

Saiko set down histray, which had by some miracle survived thefirst clash, and waited. Moose launched
apunch that should have sent Saiko across the room; instead, the smaller man leaned aside, caught the
arm and spun around... and, somehow, Moose was again on the floor.

Saiko stood aside and waited... and M oose proceeded to prove his nickname didn't just refer to hissize.
He got up and tried again, thistime throwing two fast savage kicks and a punch in rapid succession.
Saiko evaded both kicks and again caught the punching fist. With abrief intertwining of arms, Moose
again hit the deck. Thistime Saiko went down into a crouch next to him; and, though the tables blocked
my view, | could hear M oose swearing and struggling to get up.



Just about then | suddenly broke out of my fascinated paralysis. "Ten-HUT!" | shouted.

Therewas aloud scramble of chairsasall the Enforcers shot to their feet. The two combatants were a
second behind the others and | beckoned them forward. Moosg, | noted, was panting somewhat and
massaging hisright wrigt, but was otherwise unmarked. Saiko wasn't even bregthing hard.

Technicaly, | wasn't in the brigade's chain of command. So, short of squedling on them to Mgor Eldjarn,
therewaslittle | could do inway of punishment. So | gave them both a stern warning about saving their
strength for the Falkren, told Saiko to report to my quarterslater, and let everyone go back to lunch.
Saiko showed up half an hour later. "Y ou wanted to see me, Sir?"

"At ease, Saiko, and have a seat.”

Hedid s0. "Sir, | must gpologize for my part in the fight-"

"Forget it. He deserved what he got. But | wanted to ask you-what the blazes you were using on him?"

"It'scalled Aikido, sir. It'san ancient Japanese martid art which uses an opponent's strength and
movementsagang him."

"Likejujitsu?' | knew that Enforcer training included asmattering of that.

"In someways. Aikido is" he hesitated-"gentler, | suppose. We don't attempt to block an attack with
our own strength, but to evade the blow, alowing it to continue and then joining with the movement and
redirecting it. An Aikidoka, you see, seeks to subdue his opponent without harming him. Most other
martia arts, including jujitsu, strive to defeat the opponent with more forceful and potentialy damaging
methods."

A memory clicked. "Is Aikido what you meant when you talked about defense without injury?"

He nodded. "Asyou pointed out, Sir, the philosophy of peace and oneness would quickly dieout if its
followers could not protect themselves. It is said that a master of Aikido isuntouchable, no matter how
many men atack him."

"Areyou amaster?'

Saiko dropped his gaze to the floor and smiled faintly. "I have studied the art for seventeen years. The
founder of Aikido, Morihel Uyeshiba, spent over forty yearsin practice and dways considered himself
merely astudent.”

The legendary Orienta patience, | thought wryly-something modern man could use alot more of. A little
less hurried impatience might save usalot of fighting on worldslike Falkwade. "1 understand.”

"Will thet bedl, Sr?"
"Yes. You can go now."

| saw Saiko off and on during the rest of the trip, though he never cameto my quarters again to talk. He
gtill seemed to have no real friends among the other Enforcers, but their generd attitude was considerably



more respectful toward him than it had been earlier. Enforcer nicknames, once given, tend to stick. So |
noted with some amusement that "L ove-and-kisses' Saiko was tacitly changed to the less obvioudy
insulting "L.K." Saiko. It wasasmall step, but Saiko seemed satisfied.

We landed in groups of twelve, viashuittle, at the edge of the village where the contact team had set up
shop two years ago. The landing pad was surrounded by an earthwork barrier manned by heavily armed
Enforcers-for protection, | wastold, against sniping from the forest that pressed against the village on two
sdes. Apparently the village itself was off-limits for attack, but the neuters considered the pad itsdlf fair

game.

Maor Eldjarn and | werein the first shuttle down and were driven immediately to the contact team's
prefab, looking out of place among the interwoven-branch huts of the village's four hundred-odd Falkren
and the seventy humans who now resided here. Severd of the natives-each one the Sze of Moose
Cabra and reasonably human-looking-could be seen working at various tasks.

"I'm glad to have you here," Colondl David Sherwood, the contact team's commander, said when the
military formalities were out of the way. "Wevelost four men in the past two days aone, dl but onefrom
villagers down the coast. Fresh Enforcers should help morae abit.”

"| thought the villages were safe" Eldjarn said, frowning.

"The villages are, yes. But we can't Sit around al day doing nothing. We send out an average of three
survey teamsaday viaaircar. Almost the minute they land anywhere there are neuters running at them
with those long knives of theirs and shooting those damn crossbows. It doesn't matter how far we are
from here, ether-the word seems to have gotten out to the whole planet. Even clansthat usualy fight
each other are willing to join forces againgt us." Sherwood shook his head. "We use scatterguns,
exploders, and even heavy lasers on them, kill them by the dozens-and they ill keep coming. Don't they
understand that they can't beat us, that we have the whip hand on this planet?"

Saiko's words about dominance and conflict flashed briefly through my mind. "Perhapsthey refuseto be
dominated by us."

Eldjarn snorted. "How do you 'refuse’ to be dominated?’

"By fighting back," | told him. "The neuters must know that you can't kill too many of them without losing
whatever good will you have among the femaes.”

"Lieutenant Hillary isright,” Sherwood admitted. "Killing neutersis eventudly equivaent to killing males,
and the femaeswon't put up with too much of that. We don't dare kill except in salf-defense, and even
that's dangerous. The neuters have both time and numbers on their sde.”

"Have you tried to find out why the neuters don't want us around?’ | asked.

"They shoot at anyone who triesto go out and talk to them. About al we can do istalk to the males, try
to get them to take truce offers out there when they change to neuter. So far it hasn't worked; we don't
know why. Dr. Ariyoshi, our dien psychologi<t, suggested the memory of what we said to them might not
survive the change. So weve been trying to catch one of them right after the change, before he can leave
the village, and drum in someingtructions. So far they've gotten out too quickly for us. All of Ariyoshi's
noteswill be available to you-I hope you can make something out of them. The doctor himself chosethis
time to come down with some vira infection. He was flown off-planet last week for trestment.”
Sherwood seemed to consider it apersona insult that Ariyoshi had gotten sick. "Corpora Snyder



outsde will take you to Ariyoshi's hut; you might aswell bunk there for now. Study the stuff he's done
and work out somekind of plan to stop the neuter harassment of us. This has been going on for dmost
two years, and I'm getting tired of it. Results, Lieutenant-1 want results.”

"Yes, gar. I'll dowhat | can.”

It took me nearly aweek to go through the material Ariyoshi had collected-he hadn't organized it for
someone elseto use, and | had to do alot of digging-and whileit wasinteresting, | didn't get any brilliant
ideasfromit. For obvious reasons most of his studies covered only the maes and femaes and their
interrelationship. It was fascinating reading; humanity hasfew martriarcha cultures|eft, and none where
the females so completely dominate the males. But littleif any of it gave me any clues about even the
basics of neuter psychology, let donewhat sort of threats or inducements might stop their attacks. While
Ariyoshi had been convinced that athread of consciousness ran through the male/neuter change, held
been unable to determine how much memory or persondity was transferred along thisthread.

| was mulling over the problem one evening as| sat outside Ariyoshi's hut Spping anative drink that was
reminiscent of strong limeade. In front of me was asmall open area on the edge of the village where some
of the male Falkren liked to relax after their day'slabors. Fifty or so were here this particular evening,

and the dtill air wasfull of both their scent and their quiet conversation. Only one other human wasvisble.
Saiko, sitting cross-legged on the far side of the open space, wastaking earnestly to alarge male.

| watched with only mild interest. Saiko, I'd heard, was spending much of his off-duty time trying to sdll
his philosophy to as many of the Falkren maes as he could corner. To meit was obviousthat he was
trying to implant the teachingsin the hope that they would survive through the change; to the rest of the
Enforcersthe wholeidea of preaching peace to the peaceful was both amusing and demeaning, and once
again Saiko wasthe butt of jokes and scorn. After what had looked like the first steps back toward peer
acceptance on the transport, | was discouraged by thisreturn to pariah status, especidly since |l saw little
hope for his project. Most of the Falkren of this village understood English by now, though they were not
properly equipped to spesk it, but Ariyoshi's notes made it clear that they were totdly uninterested in
anything human except for the gifts we gave them.

| supposethat if 1'd been paying more attention | would have seen the change coming; certainly Ariyoshi's
notes had described the syndrome in sufficient detail. Asit was, | was as startled as Saiko when the Falki
he was talking to abruptly scooped up asmal stool and hurled it straight at the seated Enforcer.

Saiko's reflexes were excellent, but even so the stool caught hisleft arm as he threw himsdlf to theright.
Hewas on hisfeet in another second, just in time to catch the-now-neuter Falki's lunge. Ducking under
the first swinging arm, he caught the the other arm, twisted-and was hurled to the ground.

| gaped, and even as | jumped to my feet and yanked my scattergun from its holster, | understood what
had happened. Saiko's Aikido tricks were designed for human anatomy. Falki muscles, joints, and bodily
dimensions were subtly different-enough o, clearly, that Aikido was usdless againg the natives. And
Saiko wasn't wearing his scattergun. Cursing under my bregth, | ran forward through the crowd of
Fakren who weretrying to get out of the way of the fighting. But by thetime | had aclear shot it wastoo
late. Saiko was back on hisfeet and the neuter was grabbing for him-far too close for my mediocre
marksmanship. By dl the rulesthis shouldn't be happening at dl; | wasadmost surethey were dill inthe
village proper, where the neuters weren't supposed to fight us. But there were no femaes hereto claim
authority, or maybe the neuter knew better than | how the zigzag boundary redly ran. Whatever the
reason, Saiko wasin big trouble, and he would have to take one morefall before | could help him.

The neuter caught Saiko's left arm and pulled him close. Saiko reached up with hisright hand, dipped



dightly and pivoted-and suddenly the neuter was bending forward at the waist, Saiko holding hisarm at
thewrist and elbow. The Falki roared and lashed backwards with afoot; Saiko let go and danced back
out of theway. Spinning around, the neuter legped again... and thistime he was the one who hit the
ground. He jumped up, lunged, and was thrown, and | lowered my scattergun. Apparently, Saiko had
figured out how to handle the Falki anatomy, and if he was performing with lessthan hisusud grace, the
resultswere no lessimpressive. All | had to do now waswait until the neuter had al the fight knocked
out of him and Colond Sherwood would have the freshly changed neuter he wanted.

It took another half-dozen throws before the Falki finally gave up. He lay on hisback, his sidesworking
like bellows, and stared up at Saiko. | stepped forward. "Good work, Saiko,” | said. Shifting my
attention to the neuter, | gestured with my scattergun. " Get up.”

"What are you going to do with him, Sir?" Saiko asked.

"The colond wantsto try giving aneuter some messages to take out to the others,” | explained. "Thisis
the first one we've been ableto catch.”

Saiko shook hishead. "'l don't think hell st ill for it, sir. Hell fight if you try to hold him, and helll either
kill someone or bekilled himsdlf. It would be better to let him leave.”

| looked at Saiko, then back down at the neuter. 1t was the kind of concern | would have expected from
Saiko, but it also made a certain amount of sense. Already the Falki was bregthing easier, and | doubted
that anyone but Saiko could handle him without killing or maiming him-a fine messenger hed make then.
One more neuter out there wouldn't increase our danger noticeably... and maybe some of Saiko's
message of peace had gotten through. And, besides, there was one other possibility that had just
occurred to methat madeit afair gamble. "All right," | said dowly. "He can go."

"Thank you, sr." To the dien: "Leave quickly, before others come.”

His eyes on Saiko, the neuter carefully rose to hisfeet. For amoment he stared at the Enforcer... and
then he was moving into the growing darkness toward the forest.

From the village behind us agroup of Enforcers ran up, weapons at the ready. "What's going on here?"
their sergeant demanded.

| took adeep breath. "Come on, Saiko, let's go talk to the colond.”

Colonel Sherwood was absolutdly furious.

"Damnit, Lieutenant, | should have you court-martialed,” he stormed at me. "L etting that Falki go was
tantamount to disobeying adirect order. More importantly, it may ultimately cost some of my men their

lives"

| Kept my eyesfixed directly ahead of me asthe verbd flash flood swept around me. | dared not look to
see how Saiko, at my sde, was taking this. Fortunately-1 suppose-most of the flak was directed at me.

Finaly, Sherwood ran out of invective. "Y ou have any explanation to give for your irresponsible
behavior?' he growled.

"Yes, gr," | saidinascamavoiceas| could manage. "It occurred to me that the Falkren neuters may
not acknowledge our superiority because we use unfair weapons against them.”



"That doesn't make any sense.”

"Excuse me, gir, but it does. Our weapons are not us, they're merely our tools. Since the Falki society is
genetically based, the neuter pecking order ismost likely determined by toolless attributes. strength or
fighting ability, probably. If the neuters consder an unarmed Falki superior to an unarmed human, they
may refuse to submit to us even though with our weapons we can cut them to ribbons. This sort of thing
has been seen before; in the natives of Bellias, for instance....”

| trailed off as Sherwood stalked to a bookshelf and returned with alabeled cassette. He held it up
inches from my face. "Report for the week June 8 through 14," he identified it unnecessarily. "On
Thursday of that week an Enforcer karate expert named Sergeant Zawadowski caught and fought with a
neuter just outsde the village.

Infull Sght of at least haf adozen neuter snipers he disarmed the Falki and beat him silly. The neuter had
to undergo medica trestment in the village for dmost amonth before he could leave again. He currently
seemsto bein charge of the northern flank of snipers-our sentries spot him occasiondly among the trees.
The plastic arm cast we gave him isvery distinctive." He tossed the cassette on hisdesk and glared at
me. "Didn't Ariyoshi's notesrefer to theincident?”

My mouth felt very dry, and my whole career flashed before my eyes. "l... must have missed that,” |
managed.

"Redlly. Well, to make sure you have enough time to do your work properly, you're confined to quarters
until further notice.” The colond shifted hisglareto Saiko. "And for your part in thisyou're relieved of
duty for oneday."

"Yes, dr," Saiko said evenly.
"That'sdl; dismissed.”

Ariyoshi's notes did indeed mention that incident, | discovered two hours later; the report covered half a
pagein afilel'd only skimmed. | felt like afool-and not least because I'd let Saiko's philosophy of peace
influence my decison. Restraint wasfinein its place, but my career was on theline here, and | couldn't
afford to be trigger-shy any more. | would get Sherwood the newly changed neuter he wanted, one way
or another. If Saiko agreed to help, fine; if not, the neuter was going to get hurt. It wasthat smple.

The darm klaxons went off just after dawn the next morning, jarring me out of deep deep. Rolling out of
bed, | pulled on my pants and boots and snatched up my tunic and gunbelt. The darm had meanwhile
changed tone and was giving out a steady dot-dash-dash: Morse for W. Ducking out the hut door, | took
aquick glance around me and then headed west.

About haf the off-duty personnel were aready at the village perimeter when | arrived. Ahead of uswas
an asounding sight: a hundred meters away, standing just this side of the forest, was aline of armed
neuters, crossbows lowered but ready. Picking their way across the small grain field between us and the
forest were three figures: two neuters and a human.

Saiko.

Colonel Sherwood must have been only seconds ahead of me, because one of the Enforcer sentrieswas
dtill giving hisexplanation as | approached them.



"-just stood there as the other two came forward. That one-Saiko-has been coming out here before
dawn the last few days-meditating, or something-and one of the neuters beckoned to him. He seemed to
recognize the Falki, because suddenly he said 'he must have understood what | wastdling him!" and
handed me his scattergun. Before | realized what he was doing, hed walked out there to meet them.
Garciahit the darm about then. We couldn't shoot without hitting Saiko, and-well, the others haven't
attacked us."

Sherwood nodded and filled hislungs. "Saiko!" he roared. " Get back herel”

Saiko stopped and turned, his escort doing likewise. "I'm sorry, Colond, but thisistoo important. | think
they must be willing to spesk of peace with me.”

"What? Why you?' Sherwood caled, but Saiko had aready turned his back and resumed walking.

| stepped to the colond's sde. "He bdlieves dl lifein the universeisinterrelated and should try to be at
peacewith itsdlf,” | explained. "He's apparently been talking to the village males about it; one of those
walking with him looks like the male that changed yesterday. Maybe you should let him go to them.”

"Like hdl I'm not going to sit here and let one of my men be kidnapped-even amystica idiot." Sherwood
glanced around him. "Garcia, Daniels-go out there and bring him back."

Two Enforcers started forward-and the crossbows abruptly came up.
| wasn't thefirst to seeit, but | wasthe first to say something. "Hold it!" | snapped. "Back off. Carefully.”

The two men took a step backwards, and once again the neuters lowered their weapons. Sherwood
turned to me, glowering. Strangely enough, he wasn't angry at my countermanding of hisorders. "So
that'show it is, eh? They want Saiko, and only him-and are ready to start something that'll get them
daughtered if wetry anything ese.”

"Y ou can't openfire, Colonel," Mgor Eldjarn, standing on Sherwood's other side, said. "I count a
hundred twenty-nine neuters out there-that's nearly the village's entire complement. The femaeswould go
crazy if wekilled dl of them."

"I know that!" Sherwood snapped. "Hamedon! Cadl the pad and have them send up a spotter car. | want
Saiko tracked if they take him into the forest.”

"Corpora Saiko can take care of himsdlf," Eldjarn murmured. | silently seconded him; nevertheless, my
heart was pounding by the time Saiko reached the forest.

| had dready noticed that the line of neuters resembled aflattened normal curve; that is, the Falkren on
the two ends were the smallest, with the Sizesincreasing toward the center, where the largest Falki | had
ever seen was standing. It wasto this neuter that Saiko was led. The neuter stepped forward as the two
escorting Falkren moved off to elther Side, returning to what were evidently their placesin theline. Saiko
bowed to the large neuter, and through the dead silence that had descended | could just hear hiswords:
"| greet you, honorable Sir-"

The neuter handed his crossbow to the Falki next to him and charged.

Saiko had aready seen one Falki surprise attack, and he was alot nimbler when not sitting down. Hefdll



to hisright, rolling on acurved but rigid arm back to hisfeet, easily evading the attack.

"Please sop," he sad, hisvoice controlled but showing signs of agitation. "Thereisno reason for

fighting.”

The Falki charged again; again Saiko dodged, still trying to talk peace to his opponent. | expected the
Fdki to try another charge, but he apparently was out of patience. He bellowed something in hisown
language, and the next three largest neuters handed off their weapons and stepped forward.

All around me was the soft sound of cloth on flesh as scatterguns wereraised. | wasn't aware I'd drawn
my own weapon until Colond Sherwood's hand grasped my arm, forcing the muzzle down. "Hold your
fire" he ordered, frigidly cam. "We gill can't shoot them."

Thefour neuters formed abox around Saiko, who had given up talking and now waited silently in an
agile-looking stance. At some unseen signdl, his attackers moved forward.

Saiko moved, too, stepping away from the center of the square so that the Falkren would not all reach
him at the sametime. The closest neuter swung at his head; Saiko grabbed the arm, pivoted in acircle,
and dropped the Falki on his back. Two others reached him simultaneoudly; Saiko pushed oneinto the
other and took advantage of their momentary entanglement to send the fourth attacker flying. By then the
first Falki wasback inthefray....

Sherwood was muttering something incredul ous under his bregth. Even |, who'd seen Saiko in action
twice before, was impressed-1 hadn't expected Aikido to be useful against more than one opponent a a
time. Thefight went on and on... and, suddenly, the largest Falki bellowed something.

The other attackersfroze. Sowly, they straightened or got to their feet and returned to their placesin line.
The big one stood facing Saiko in silence for amoment; then he, too, returned to theline. Asif onsignd,
the neuters al turned and disappeared back into the forest.

Saiko watched them go. Then he started back toward the village, a puzzled and worried expression on
hisface.

Colond Sherwood turned to me. "All right, Lieutenant, what wasthat al about?

A growing suspicion was gnawing at me. "I'm not sure, sir,” | said. "But I've got anidea. | suggest you
send apatrol into the forest in-oh, say an hour or so, with instructions not to shoot unlessin extreme
danger. If they aren't attacked, | think we may have the solution to the neuter trouble for you.”
Sherwood gave me along, measuring look. "Daniels | want six men ready for patrol duty in one hour.”
The patrol was not attacked.

The twelve-passenger shuttle was a speck in the blue Falkwade sky. "One more and then it's our turn,”
Magor Eldjarn remarked, shading his eyes as he watched for one of the other two shuttles to appear. "I
gl can't bedieveit. A week ago the neuters were trying to kill anyone who stepped outside the village,
and now they're so cooperative Colond Sherwood doesn't even need us any more. Here comes the

shuttle”" Helowered hisgaze to me. "Are you going to loosen up and tel my why they changed?'

"Didn't the colond explainit?’ | asked, somewhat mechanically; my thoughts were e sewhere.



"No. He said he doesn't like repesating someone e sg's theories until he'swilling to believe them himsdif.
And Saiko's been even lesstalkative than usud lately; hewon't talk about it at al."

"That's because he understands what's happened.” And is blaming himsdf for it, | added silently.
"Gresat. So how about |etting mein on thejoke?”

| Sghed. "It'sanything but ajoke, Sr. Y ou remember that | suggested the neuters might be refusing to
acknowledge our superiority over them?| wasright. Shooting them simply brought out their own combat
ingtincts; they saw us asjust another kind of threat to be resisted, the same way neuters have fought
threststo therr villagesfor millennia

"And then Saiko came along. He fought one of the neuters, who went and told the others, and Saiko was
invited to what amounted to a showdown with the chief neuter.”

"And Saiko won," Eldjarn nodded. "But we've been winning fights againgt the neutersfor two years. Was
it because Saiko was so much smaller than they were?!

"Not at al. But Saiko was using Aikido, anondestructive form of combat. He didn't tear them up with
scattergun fire or break bones with karate kicks. He defeated them without hurting them.”

ll&?l

"Don't you see? Dominance without injury is precisay the relaionship of the femaestothemdesina
Fdki village. Asmaesthey have to submit to that; gpparently they have to do so as neuters, too, if
someoneis able to take the proper role.”

Eldjarn was|ooking bewildered. "Y ou mean they think were femaes?!

"No, of course not. But the pattern is the same, and patterns are very important in genetically governed
behavior. In this case the pattern is even stronger because it's reinforced every time the neuter changes
back to mae-he doesn't outgrow or discard it at any point in life. Saiko'striggered whatever instinct or
state of mind goes with the pattern, and | don't think the neuters have any real choicein their response.
Aslong as no one shoots at them again, they should remain submissiveto us™"

That lagt, at least, Eldjarn understood completely. "Well, that's great. Soon as we can get some more of
those martid-arts guysin to show their stuff at some of the other villages, we should have dl the territory
we need to work with." He chuckled. "It'sfitting, you know, that it should be old Love-and-kisses Saiko
who wound up finaly bringing peaceto the planet.”

"Yes," | said shortly and turned away. It was no usetrying to explain Saiko'sfedingsto Eldjarn; his
dominance-oriented military mind would find Saiko even more incomprehensble than the Falkren. He
wouldn't understand that Saiko's goad was peace with dignity and honor for al sides, not the peace of
complete capitulation. He wouldn't understand the shame Saiko fdlt at having used his"gentl€" martia
art-however unknowingly-to provide abeachhead for human domination over aplanetful of inteligent
beings. And he would never understand what disgrace and loss of face could mean to Saiko's sense of
honor.

And yet, despite dl this, Saiko's philosophy of peace remained unshaken. | had talked to him often this
past week, and through dl hispain | had never seen even aglimpse of cynicism or despair or disbdlief in
the path he had chosen. A philosophy that strong, it seemed to me, was worth careful study-and my



interest was not purely on aprofessond level. Tomorrow morning, at 0600 sharp, Saiko isgoing to give
memy fird traning in Aikido.

| am looking forward to it.
THE EVIDENCE OF THINGSNOT SEEN
Omens.

There are men in space today who'll tell you, in dl gpparent sincerity, that every major star ship disaster
is preceded by an omen of onekind or another. | suppose most of those who say that don't really believe
it, but I have seen crewers walk off aship haf an hour before launch because they thought arash of
snafusin the countdown checks meant the ship would disappear into a cascade point somewherein the
near future. Supergtitious nonsense, of course, and | can prove it-because the day the Aura Dancer lifted
for thelast timewas just as smooth and trouble-free as polished teflene.

| mean that; and for astruggling tramp starmer like the Dancer that'saminor miracledl initsaf.
Wilkinson and Sargjis had the cargo stowed away twenty minutes ahead of schedule, Matoperan a
complete check of the Dancer's sysems without finding asingle malfunction that Barojas overly stuffy
tower controllers could frown at; and Matope's success meant Tobbar was available to welcome our
handful of passengers aboard, atask which traditiondly falsto aship's captain but which I've dmost
aways successfully avoided. About the only thing that could remotely have been considered aproblem
wasthat AlanaKeal, my second-in-command, nearly missed the boat.

She buzzed in about fifteen minutes before our scheduled lift, and | do mean buzzed. All theworry and
guilt on her face couldn't mask the fact that sheld just been through some very serious celebrating with
some old friends and was running a good two points above cruise velocity. "Sorry I'm late, Pdll," she
gpologized with the dight breathlessness of having come from the hatchway to the bridge at a dead run.
"Did you haveto drop usin thelift pattern?’

"No, | was going to give you ancther five minutes before | called the tower, | told her asshedid into her
char.

"They'd have had your head,” she said, keying for a systems check. "Y ou're supposed to give them
twenty minutes notice of adeay.

"Lifeistough dl over," | shrugged, watching her fingers skate over the keys. For amoment | considered
telling her al the pre-lift checks had been done, but changed my mind. Alanawas the serious type who
ingsted on pulling her own share of theload, and there was no point making her fedl any worse about her
tardiness. Not that she wasredlly feding bad now, but it would eventually catch up with her. "So... how
did the Angelwing take the news that they had anew captain?'

She laughed, asparkling splash of sound we heard al too seldom aboard ship. "The funny thing isthat
they really do have one. Old Captain Azizi'sfindly retired, and Lenn Grandy's been promoted.”

"Ah." The namewas vaguely familiar; one of Alanasfdlow junior officers during the year sheld been on
the Angelwing. "I presume you compared notes on which of you got the captaincy first?"

"Oh, wetried, but we ran into the usua Ssmultaneity problems. He probably madeit first, though.”

"WEell, | bet you look better in the captain's uniform than he does.”



She glanced asmile up a me. "Why, thank you, Pal. Maybe sometime thistrip you can stay with me
during a cascade point and see for yoursdlf.”

Right then | decided she was unfit to be poking around the Dancer's bridge controls. Going through a
cascade point doneis about as much fun as an untreated double hangover; doing it with someone dseis
evenworse. "Well see about that,” | told her. "But for now you are going to your cabin until whatever
Grandy and hisfdlow clock-watchers were plying you with wears off."

"They're not clock-watchers-Cunard's just very touchy about keeping their liners on schedule,” she
protested. But she obediently got to her feet and headed for the door. "Just remember, I've got first
cascade point duty in four hours."

"WEell seeif youreuptoit,” | caled after her, alinethat permitted meto be basically honest while till
avoiding an argument. Physically, shed certainly be up to doing the point by then. But emotionaly-

Emotiondly, shewould gtill be carrying the warm glow of the celébration and the triumph of a" captaincy™
which, though purdly imaginary, wasin another sensevery red.

And | had no intention of |etting cascade point duty ruin that for her quite so quickly.
Four hours|ater | was done on the bridge, and ready for the first cascade point.

The Dancer was quiet. All her sensors and control surfaces had been shut down, al eectronicsincluding
the computer put into neutral/standby mode. The crewers and passengers were shut down, too, the
deepers Kate Epstein had administered guaranteeing they would dl doze blissfully unaware through the
point. They were ready, the Dancer was ready; and postponing the inevitable gained nothing for anyone.

Lifting the safety cover, | twisted the field generator knob... and watched as the cascade pattern began to
fill up theroom.

Someone early in the Colloton Drive's history, 1'd once heard, had described the experience asbeing like
that of watching some exotic and rapid-growing crystal, and theréd been times| could seeit myself on
amog that high of anintdlectud leve. Thefirst four imagesthat gppeared an arm'slength away were
quickly joined by the next s, perfectly digned with them, and then by the third and fourth and so on,
until | was at the center of an ever-expanding horizontal cross of images.

Images, of course, of me.

Land-bound philosophers and scientists till had lively arguments asto what the effect "redlly" was and
what theimages "redly" represented, but most of uswho saw them regularly had long since cometo our
own conclusions, minusthe fine details. The Colloton Drive puts usinto adifferent kind of space... and
somehow it links us through to other redlities. Theimages stretching four ways toward infinity were hints
of what | would be doing in each of those universes.

In other words, what my lifewould be like if each of my major decisions had gone the other way.
| spent amoment looking down the line, focusing on each of the semi-transparent imagesin turn. Four

figures away, conspicuous among the jumpsuits and coverdls on either Sde of it, was an image of mysdlf
inthe gold and white of agtar liner captain.



| didn't regret the decision I'd made ayear earlier that had lost me that universe, but the image ill
sometimes raised areflexive lump into my throat. | had the Dancer-my ship, not some bureaucracy's-and
| was stisfied with my position... but there was still something siren-song impressive about the idea of
being aliner captain.

And if anyone aboard ship had had any doubts about that, the living proof would be taking over for me
as soon as this cascade point was past.

Reaching to the smal section of control board that till showed lights, | activated the Dancer's flywhed!.
The humwas clearly audible in the sillence, and | shifted my gaze to the mirror that showed thelong
gyroscope needle st into the ceiling above my head. Slowly, asthe flywhed built up speed, the needle
began to move. The computer printout by my elbow told me the Dancer needed arotation of three point
two degrees to make the four point four light-years we needed for thisjump. It was annoying to have to
endure a cascade point for such relatively small gain-the distance traveled when we left Colloton space
went up rapidly with the size of the yaw angle the ship had rotated through-but there was nothing | could
do about it. The configuration of masses, gdactic magnetic field, and adozen other factors meant that the
first leg of the BarojalEarth run was dways this short. And it was accounted for in our-as usud-tight
schedule. So | just leaned back in my chair, did what | could to ease the induced tension that would turn
into ablack depression when we returned to norma space, and thought about Alana. Alana, and her
phantom captaincy.

It had been on the last cascade point coming in to Baroja that she'd first seen the gold-and-white uniform
in her own cascade image pattern, tucked in there among the handful of first- and second-officer dress
whites that represented the range of possibilities had she stayed with the Angelwing. She'd caught the
sgnificance immediately, and the resulting ego-boost had very nearly gotten her through the point's
aftermath without any depression at dl. Sheld left the liner four years back for reasons sheld apparently
never regretted, which put the new image into the resllm of pleasant surprise rather than that of missed
opportunity. A confirmation of her skills, because had she stayed aboard the liner, she, not Lenn Grandy,
would be captain today.

Or s0 the theory went. None of uswho believed it had ever come up with away to proveit.

The gyro needle was cregping toward the three-degree mark now. Another minute and I'd shut the
flywhed down, letting momentum carry the Dancer the rest of theway. A conjugate inversion bilinear
conforma mapping something something, the mathemeticians called the whole thing: aone-to-one
mapping between rotationa motion in Colloton space and linear trandation in norma space. Theorists
loved the whole notion-elegant, they called it. Of course, they never had to suffer the drive's side effects.

But then, neither did most anyone €l se these days. The Aker-Ming Autotorque had replaced the
old-fashioned manua approach to cascade maneuvers aboard every ship that could afford the gadgets.
The Angelwing could do so; the Dancer and | could not. | wondered, with the first hint of cascade point
depression, whether Alanawould spend her own next point regretting her decision to join up with me.

Three point one degrees. | flipped the gyro off and, for no particular reason, turned my attention back to
my cascade pattern.

The ship was Hill rotating, and so theimages were il doing their dow dance, a strange ka eidoscopic
thing that moved the different images around within each branch of the cross. A shiver went up my back
as | watched: that complex interweaving had saved my life once, but the memory served mainly to remind
me of how close I'd come to death on that trip. Automaticaly, my eyes sought out the pattern's blank
spots, those half-dozen gaps where no image existed. In those six possibleredities| had died... and |



would never know what the decision had been that had doomed me.

Or whether | might yet make the samefatal choicein this, therea universe. Shivering again, | turned my
eyesresolutely away.

The gyro needle had amost stopped. | watched it closely, fedling afresh the sensation of death quietly
waiting by my shoulder. If | brought the Dancer out of Colloton space beforeits rotation had completely
stopped, our atoms would wind up spread out over amillion kilometers of space.

But the spin lock holding the fidld switch in place worked with its usual perfection, releasing the switch to
my control only when the ship was as close to sationary as made no difference. | flipped the field off and
watched my cascade images disappear in reverse order; and then | drew a shuddering breath as my eyes
filled with tears and cascade point depression hit like awhite-capped bresker, dragging me under. |
reactivated the Dancer's systems and, dumping in my set, settled down to ride out the Siege.

By dinnertime two hourslater the ship and crew were long back to normal, and the passengers were
showing signsof life, aswell.

Or at least some of them were. | reached the dining room to find aremarkably small crowd: three of our
eight passengers plus Alana, Tobbar, and Matope. They were grouped around one of the two tables,
with two seatsto spare. "Good evening, al," | said, coming forward.

"Ah-Captain," Alanasaid, alook of surpriseflicking across her face before she could catchit. 'l was just
explaining that you probably wouldn't be able to make it down here for dinner.”

A fair enough assumption, if not entirdy true: | usualy managed to find a plausible reason to avoid these
get-togethers. But a chance comment Tobbar had made when reporting the passengers were all aboard
had made me curious, and I'd decided to drop by and see the phenomenon for myself. "I probably won't
be ableto stay very long," | said doud to Alanaand thetable at large. "But I'd hoped at least to be able
to personally welcome our passengers aboard.” | cocked an eyebrow at Tobbar.

Hetook the cue. "Captain Pall Durriken, may | present three of our passengers. Mr. Hays Trent, Mr.
Kiln Eiser, and Mr. Rollin Orlandis.”

Trent and Eiser were youngish men, with what seemed to be very athletic bodies under their business
auits and smiles that somehow didn't reach their eyes. | said hello and turned my attention to Orlandis...
and found that Tobbar had been right.

Orlandis didn't belong on aship like the Dancer.

That much | got in my first quick glance; but as my brain switched to logic mode to try and back up that
intuitive impression, | redlized it wasn't nearly as obvious a conclusion as|'d thought. His suit, which had
seemed too expensively cut for atramp starmer passenger, turned out to be merely asmall jump above
the outfits Trent and Eiser were wearing, not much more than twice what | could afford mysdlf. Hisring
and watch looked new but ordinary enough; his vaguely amused |ook no worse than others 1'd seen
directed the Dancer'sway. But something about the man still felt wrong.

| apparently hesitated too long, and the conversationa ball was plucked negtly from my hands. "Good
evening, Captain Durriken," Orlandis said, giving me an easy, not-quite-condescending smile. Hisvoice
was quiet and measured, with the fedl of someone used to being listened to. "First Officer Keal has been
explaining theinsand outs of the AuraDancer to us, and | must say it sounds like afascinating craft.



Would you be able to spare her abit later in the journey for aguided tour? Say, tomorrow or the next
day?’

The question was put so reasonably it seemed impossible not to Ssmply say yes. But my speech center
had long-standing orders on thistopic. "Actualy, Mr. Orlandis, Mr. Leeds and Dr. Epstein usudly handle
passenger tours. If you'd like-"

"I'd prefer Ms. Kedl."

For amoment my tongue tangled around itself with confusion. Orlandis hadn't raised hisvoice, hadn't so
much as cocked an eyebrow, but suddenly | fdt likeachild... or an underling.

And if there was anything guaranteed to pull my control rodsit was someone pushing me around who
didn't have the right to do so. | was ungluing my tongue to say something approximating that when Alana
jumped in. "If you don't mind, Captain,” shesaid, "I have no objectionsto showing Mr. Orlandis around
during my off-duty hours."

| looked away from Orlandiss steady gazeto find Alanastaring just asintently at me, ahint of pleadingin
her expression. Don't anger the passengers. With asupreme effort of will | gavein. "Very well, | said,
turning back to Mr. Orlandis. "Y ou and Ms. Keal may make your own arrangements on this. Please bear
in mind that her work schedule may need to change on short notice; shipslike the Aura Dancer are
amost by definition dways short of handsto do the necessary work."

He nodded once, asmple acknowledgment without any detectable trace of triumph to it. He was used to
being obeyed; pure and smple. "It will be, what, another five days until the next cascade maneuver?'

"About that," | told him, wishing obscurely that | could rattle off the precisetimeto him, in days, hours,
and minutes. "Y ou'll have plenty of warning; don't worry."

"l wasn't. Will the food be much longer?!

| glanced at Tobbar, who had presumably been there when they all submitted their orders. "Another
minute or two; no more,” hetold Orlandis. "Our autochef is getting abit old and sometimes takesitstime
filling orders™

"These things happen,” Orlandis said equably. "Captain, | don't believe you've ordered yet.”

Aninvitation to an entire evening of cat-eat-mouse sparring? Perhaps; but if it was, | was going to take
the coward'sway out. "I'm sorry; but as| said, | won't be ableto stay,” | told him, getting to my feet.
"There's some work on the bridge | need to attend to. Please enjoy your dinner, and | expect I'll be
talking with you al again soon.”

"Perhaps under more relaxed conditions,” Orlandis said. "Good evening, Captain.”

| turned, and as| did so the autochef beeped its announcement that dinner wasfindly ready. Assured
that they all had something more interesting than me to occupy their attention, | made my escape.

| went to the bridge, kicked Pascal out-it was his shift, but he had some maintenance work on the
computer he wanted to do anyway-and pulled a copy of the cargo manifest. Just for something to do,
actudly... but when Alanastopped in an hour later | was till studying it. "Dinner over dready?' | asked
her asshedid into her chair and swiveled it to face me.



"Moreor less" shesad, eying me closdly. "Orlandis and Tobbar are going hard at adiscusson on
governmenta theory. | get the impression Orlandis knows alot about the subject.”

"Good-maybe well findly find out if Tobbar does, then."

She smiled. Tobbar could talk at length on practically any subject, and most of us on the Dancer had long
snce given up trying to figure out which ones he was smply wool-pulling us on. "Hell probably lose
whether he does or not," she said. "l aso get theimpression Orlandisisin the habit of winning his
aguments”

| grunted. "Y ou noticed that, did you?'

"Comeon, Pal-it'sno big ded if | play tour guide for acouple of hours. I've doneit before, you know."

"It'sthe principle of thething," | told her ftiffly. "Passengers don't give aship's captain orders.”

Her eyebrowsrose at that. "He never ordered you to let me show him around. Y ou could have said no
anywheredong theline”

"After you cut the landing skids out from under me?' | retorted. "Come on, now-I couldn't very well fight
both of you."

"And you shouldn't fight with passengersat adl," she shot back. "'l wastrying to give you adignified way
out; if you're hot about that, take it out on me, not him. But bear in mind | was doing you abig favor in
there

"How do you figure that?'

She flashed an impish smile. "He could have asked you to show him around.”

| held onto my frown for another second before giving up and grudging her atwisted smilein return. "'l
can't win anything today, can 17" | muttered, only half joking. "Oh, al right, | oweyou one. If Orlandis

was bound and determined to cause me trouble he missed his biggest chance.

"I don't think that was what he was up to," she demurred thoughtfully. "1 think he'sjust used to the very
best of everything.”

"Then the change here should do him good,” | snorted.
She gave me anow, now sort of look and waved a the manifest in front of me. "Trouble with the cargo?’

"Not redly.” | shook my head, glad to have a change of topic. "Just trying to figure out why we've
suddenly attracted new customers.”

"What do you mean?"

"Wl | didn't noticeit before, but nearly a quarter of our cargo spaceis being taken up by four large
crates coming from two companies we've never done businesswith.”

She got out of her seat and peered over my shoulder. "Huh. Are we the only ship heading between



Bargjaand Earth at the moment? If they need to get the cargo thereright away that might explainit.”

And aso explain why someone like Orlandis would stoop to our level? " Maybe, but that seems unlikely.
Didn't you say the Angelwing was even going to Earth thistrip?”

"Yes, but by way of Lorraine. They won't arrive until amonth after we do.”
| sighed. "Well, | supposeit's not impossible. Seems pretty odd, though.”

"Maybe| can poke around the question with Orlandistomorrow,” Alanasuggested. "He'sa
bus nessman; he ought to know about shipping schedulesand dl.”

"What busnessishein?'

Her forehead furrowed. "Now that you mentionit, | don't think he ever actudly said," shetold me dowly.
"Though | got theimpression it was something important.”

"He ought to be on acommercid liner if he'sthat rich," | grumbled.
"Unless" shesaid quietly, "he's afraid of people.”

| looked up at her, feding my stomach tighten reflexively. Alanahad made practically asecond career for
herself years back as amender of bruised spirits and broken wings, had overdosed on the loss and pain
that nearly always seemed to come with thejob; and was only in the last year or so taking her first
tentative steps out from behind the self-erected barriers. If Orlandis was aboard because he was
psychologically unable to mingle with the masses of people on astandard liner, then she probably had
enough of achallengeto last her therest of thetrip. "Well, if heishe's picked alousy placeto hide," |
growled. "Not much red privacy on this abatross.”

She touched my shoulder gently. "Don't worry about me," she said. "Orlandis doesn't scare me.”

"Um," | said brilliantly, and for amoment we were both silent. Then she took atired-sounding breath and
stepped toward the door.

"I'd better head downstairs and get some deep,” she said. "Y ou ought to do the same, you know-and it is
Pascal's shift.”

"Inaminute” | told her. "Goodnight."

" 'Night."

Sheleft, and with asigh | called back to the computer room and told Pascd to finish whatever he was
doing and get back to the bridge. It wasn't any business of mineif Alanawanted to play emotiona
counselor on her own time. It wasn't my business whatever she did with her own time. Shewasdl grown
up and fully in charge of her life.

Pascd arrived, and | headed down to my cabin. Eventualy, | went to deep.

| spent the next five days walking around on mental tiptoe, waiting for trouble of one type or another to

spark between Alanaand Orlandis. But dl | got for my trouble was the mental equivaent of Srained
arches. | saw them only once mysdlf asthey passed through the engine room, and to al appearancestheir



relationship was running on astrictly proper crewer/passenger level. Certainly Alanawaswell on top of
things, | had ample opportunity to chat with her between our bridge shiftsand a occasiond mealsinthe
duty mess, and she showed no strain that | could detect.

| also got to meet the rest of the passengers as they found their space legs and dribbled one by one out of
their cabins. No big dedl, as usud; they ran the Dancers usua range of semi-scruffy to reasonably
respectable, their occupations mainly in the academic or lower-middle business sectors. | suppose my
magor reaction to the whole bunch was relief that there weren't any more like Orlandis among them.

Meanwhile, with the ship largdly running itself, | spent acouple of duty periodstrying to make some
sense out of the mysterious first-time clients represented so heavily in our cargo holds. But our computer
records had limited information on business and financia arcana, and my attemptsto trace through parent
firms, holding companies, managing directorates, and so forth al ended quickly with zero results.
Eventudly, | concluded that word of mouth must have been kinder to the Dancer than | redlized. Either
that, or we redlly were the only ship that had been heading straight to Earth.

And then the Dancer came up on its second scheduled cascade maneuver out from Bargja... a maneuver
| will never forget aslong asl live.

It was Alanasturn to handle the point; and | wasn't yet entirely out of the mind-numbing deeper sate
when | pried my eyes open to find her gtting on the edge of my bed, one hand shaking my arm astears
rolled down her cheeks. "Whaswron'?" | durred, trying to at least St up but finding my body in worse
shape than even my brain was. "Lana-whaswron'?'

Her face was filled with horror and pain and hopel essness as she fixed blurry eyes on me-a cascade
depression times athousand. "Oh, Pdll," she managed to get out between sobs. "It's gone-the Angelwing
isgone. And-and | died withit."

And with that the storm broke again... and she buried her face in my shoulder, sobbing like she would
never stop.

| held her closeto mefor nearly an hour, until her mind and body were Smply too exhausted to cry any
more. And only then did | findly find out exactly what had happened... and if it wasn't quite as
nerve-chilling as her seeing her own degth, it was plenty bad enough.

"I'd started the Dancer's rotation,” she said, her voice trembling with emotiond fatigue and the echoes of
her horror. | was watching the cascade images, thinking about Aker-Ming Autotorques and wondering
whether I'd trust one even if we had it... and | waslooking &t theimage of me asthe Angelwing's captain
when it-when it just disappeared. There's nothing there now but another gap.”

In my mind'seye | watched it happen... and nearly started crying myself. I'd known people who'd been
forced to watch helplessly asaloved one died; had seen the way atraumallike that could make a person
abag of broken glass. And to seeit, in effect, happen to yoursdlf...

| tried to find words of comfort to say, but without success. So | just continued to hold her, and after a
minute she spoke again. "They are dead, aren't they? All the people aboard the Angelwing?’

"l don't know," | said honestly. "Maybe not. Maybeit just means you would have made some mistake if
you'd been in command. | mean-maybe your friend Lenn did something else and the ship's okay."

"I've been trying to think of some way a captain could get killed without the rest of the ship dying, too,”



shesad, gill talking into my shoulder. "But the Angelwing's aliner-Cunard liner, yet. It'sgot failsafeson
thefailsafes, the best medica facilitiesyou can get-"

Shetrailed off. Unfortunately, she wasright. | was plenty familiar with liner facilities mysdf, and there
were damn few accidents that could conceivably happen that the medics aboard couldn't handle. "Could
you tell what your image was doing?' | asked her. "1 mean... did it look in pain or Sck or anything?'

"l don't think so. It wasjudt... there... like al the others." She took a deep breath and findly pulled away
from me. Her face looked terrible, al red eyesand pain. "I guess I'd better get back upstairs. | haven't
computed postion or-"

"Never mind al that,” | told her. "I can do it after we get you in bed and have Kate give you a sedative.”

"No, I'm okay." She attempted asmile that didn't even come close and got to her feet. "Redly. Thanks
for theligening ear.”

| stood up, too. "I'll help you to your cabin.” Shetried to argue, but her heart clearly wasn't up to even
that much effort. Five minutes later Kate Epstein was tucking a blanket under her chin and making the
soothing sort of sounds doctors traditionaly make while waiting for their potionsto take effect. | hung
around in the background until Alanas eyes began to glaze over, and then headed to the bridge. By the
time I'd finished the position check and cleaned up the various odds and ends of the maneuver therest of
the crewerswere starting to call in to find out what the hell had happened to Alana. | told the story twice,
then just gave up and pulled everyonein on the crew intercom hookup for onefind rendition. They were
as shocked as I'd been, and equally at aloss asto anything we could do to help her. | got two offersto
relieve me on the bridge, turned down both of them, and sent them all back to whatever they'd been
doing.

Weadl sort of limped along at haf speed for acouple of days after that. Alana spent thefirst oneaonein
her cabin before venturing out to return to duty, claiming she was recovered enough to function asfirst
officer again. | pretended to believe her and juggled her back into the shift schedule... and as| kept a
closeeye on her, | decided sheredly was up toit. In retrospect, | suppose, | shouldn't have been al that
surprised; anyone who mended other peopl€'s traumas for a hobby would have to come equipped with a
high degree of emotiona toughness.

| wasn't nearly so tough, though; and if 1'd thought | was, | found out otherwise when | came off the
bridge on the third day to find Orlandis waiting for me on the command deck.

"Good afternoon, Captain,” he said smoothly. "I wonder if | might speak to you for amoment.”

"Mr. Orlandis" | nodded, staying civil with asupreme effort. "Thisareais off-limitsto passengers.”

"Yes, | know. Asl said, though, | wanted to have aquiet word with you."

| glanced down the hall. Near the spira stair leading down to the passenger deck | could see either Eiser
or Trent-I couldn't tell which of the two passengersit was-reading the little cartoons Pascd liked to put
up by the computer room door. It never failed, | thought with aflash of disgust: let one passenger wander
where he wasn't supposed to, and pretty soon you'd find the rest following. Two-legged sheep, the
wholelot of them. "We can talk down in the lounge,” | told Orlandis shortly.

"Or perhapsaswewak," he said, sarting leisurely toward the stairway.



| took two long strides and settled into step beside him, aready wondering if there was somelegd or at
least practica way to block off that tair. "If there's a problem with service or accomodations-"

"Then Leedsisthe man to see. No, Captain, thisis something quite different. | was wondering about the
rumors circulating about something happening to Ms. Ked during the last cascade maneuver.”

My murderous thoughts toward the passengers switched to murderous thoughts toward the crew. The
onesingle order I'd issued on thiswas that the passengers were not to get even awhiff of what had
happened. "I'm not sure what you'rereferring to,” | said carefully. "Ms. Keal had adightly more
traumatic reaction than usud to the cascade point, but she's certainly up and about now."

Facing forward with my eyeslocked on Eiser ahead, | could till tell Orlandiswas smiling. " Come now,
Captain, we don't have to play these games. | assure you anything you tell me will go no further.”

A greet confidence-builder, if I'd ever heard one. Still, even walking dowly, we were getting within
earshot of Eiser, and if one person with arumor was bad, two would be even worse. " Suppose you tell
me what exactly you've heard,” | suggested, for lack of abetter idea.

"I heard she saw something terriblein her cascade images,” Orlandis said. " Something that indicated a
ship-possibly even the Aura Dancer-was going to be destroyed.”

| groaned inwardly, making anote to personally strangle whoever had let thismangled verson dip. "The
AuraDancer isin no danger whatsoever," | told Orlandis. "Another liner may have suffered damage-"

"Or been destroyed?”

"Or even been destroyed,” | snarled. "But that's dl strictly conjecture. Do you know anything about
cascade images?”

"Some of the theory, but I've never seen them mysdif.”

"Well, then you at least know that the images represent possibilities, not redities. What Ms. Ked saw
may or may not have anything to do with thered universe.”

"But regardless, the Aura Dancer itsdf isnot in danger?”
"Noneat dl."
Orlandis nodded. "'l see. Thank you for putting my mind at ease.”

Theideaof hismind being any more at ease than it dways seemed to be anyway wasfaintly ludicrous,
but | wasn't in the mood to appreciate the irony. Wed reached Eiser now and | told him briefly that he
didn't belong up here. Hisimmediate and highly embarrassed apology nearly made up for Orlandisslack
of same, and | felt alittle better as | watched the two of them go down the stairway. Following, | made
surethe " Off Limitsto Passengers' sign wasindeed still prominently posted, and then headed back
upstairsto the bridge.

Alanadtill didn't have dl of her fire back, but she was as firm and adamant as she could be without it.
"No, | certainly did not tell Orlandis anything,” she said when 1'd described my little confrontation with the
man. "l wastold you'd given orders not to spread it about.”



"l did," | growled, dready making amentd list of the next likely suspects. Orlandis didn't have the same
access to most of them that he had to Alana, but obvioudy that hadn't mattered to someone. Sargjis,
possi bly-he talked as much as any other two aboard. Leeds and Kate Epstein? They were reasonably
discreset, but they worked most directly with the passengers and Orlandis could be pretty overwhelming-

"Just forget it, Pdll," Alanasighed.
"Forget what?'

"Raining fire on anyone's head. So the passengers know-big deal. Aslong astheres no panic, | can
handle any extra stares and whispers. Whoever spilled probably fedls bad enough asit is.

| took adeep breath, let it out dowly. She wasright, of course. Asusud. "Oh, dl right." | tried another
breath and was more or less back to normal. ™Y ou going to do acheck of my caculationsfor the next

point?'

"Already started.” Shelicked her lipsand looked up a me. "I'd like to do thisone, Pdll, if you don't
mind."

"Just to prove you can handleit?' | shook my head. "Thanks, but it's my turn.”

"But | fill oweyou one-"

"Then welll settlethingslater inthetrip,” | told her firmly. "You're not up to it yet."

"If I'm not up to it now, when will | be?"

"All right, then; I'm not up to letting you do it. Okay?!

She glared a mefor aminute, but then the brief spark faded. "Okay," she Sighed. "If youre going to
makeit an order."

"l am," | nodded, knowing at that point that | had indeed made the correct decision. If she wasn't strong
enough to argue with me, she dmogt certainly wasn't strong enough to handle a cascade maneuver. " Just
make sure| got al the numbers entered properly. Tak to you later.”

| 1eft, trying not to fedl like an overprotective mother. | would handle the next cascade maneuver, whether
it bothered her pride or not.

And asit turned out, it was probably agood thing | did.

Bedow methe flywhed was humming itsfamiliar drone, and in four directions the cascade images had
begun their intricate saraband. Among them, like departed dance partners whose places no one had
dared to take, the ix dark gaps wove in and out aswell. Always, their presence was noticeable; today, it
was amost overwheming. Gaps... flaws... voids-mortality underlined. | wondered how | would fed to
see one of my own images wink out like Alanahad... wondered if I'd be able to handle the shock as well
asshe had.

| doubted it. I'd had my share of nightmares about losing the Dancer; had come close to actualy doing so
on at least one occasion. To know that, even in another redlity, | was capable of killing mysdf, my crew,
and my passengers through some foolish decision wasn't something | was prepared to face.



And right about then dl the rdlaysin my brain went click together, and | stared at the gapsin the pattern
as suddenly everything that had made sense five days ago ceased to do so.

| finished the maneuver on sheer brain stem reflex, and five minutes afterward was in Alanas cabin. It
took me another fifteen to shake her adequately awake, by which time most of my depression had
passed.

"Pdl?" she asked, concern beginning to show through the fog.

"Relax,” | told her. "I think | may have good newsfor you. Maybe. Tell me, wasit only your captain's
image that vanished? None of the onesaround it?"

"Uh-huh. Why?"

Shewould have gotten it in aminute, but | was too impatient to wait for her to wake up dl theway.
"Because the two or three on either side of the captain'simage were of you as a subordinate officer on
the Angelwing. Y ou see? If the ship had died those should have disappeared, too."

Her eyeswidened asit findly penetrated. "Then... the Angdwing's ill dl right?*

"It hasto be. Look, consecutive cascade images are usudly pretty similar, right? So whatever happened
to the captain should a so have happened to the first officer next to it in the pattern. Only it didnt,
because the captain's gone but the first officer's still there. With you not in command, apparently, the ship
comes out okay-and you're not in command. QED."

She closed her eyes and seemed to dump into her mattress. "It'sdl right," she murmured.

| squeezed her hand and got to my feet. " Just thought you'd like to know. Got to get back to the bridge
now, check our position. Seeyou later.”

| didn't wait for the rumor mill thistime, but went ahead and broadcast the news on the crew intercom as
soon as the deeperswore off. | can't say that there was any grest jubilation, but the easing of the generd
tension level wasdmost immediatdy evident. They stopped tiptoeing in Alanas presence and got alittle
of their usud vigor back, and within aday 1'd even heard an off-handed reference to the shortest
captaincy on record. | came down abit on that one-it was till atraumatic experience from Alana's
perspective, after al-but in generd | was satisfied with the results of my surpriseingght. Little thingslike
that were what made a captain fed hewas doing hisjob.

| got to bask in that self-generated glow for two days more... and then the whole thing started to unravel.
It was Pascdl, predictably, who wasfirst to tug on the thread. | wasrelieving him on the bridge, and he
had given me the norma no-changes report, when suddenly his eyestook on an dl-too-familiar faravay
look. "Captain, I've been thinking about the Angelwing,” He announced.

"Yes?' | sad with quiet resgnation.

"Yes, gr. I've been trying to think of an accident that could possibly occur that could kill the captain and
noonedse”

| suppressed the un-captainly urgeto tell him to shut up. Pasca was famous for coming up with the most



thoroughly bug-brained theoriesimaginable... and | redly didn't want to hear anything more about the
Angdwing. But if | could let Alanacry on my shoulder, | figured | could at least hear Pascd out. "We
don't know no one ésewould have been killed,” | reminded him, choosing my tenses carefully. It had not
happened, after dl. "Just that if Alanahadn't been in command she wouldn't have been killed."

Hewaved the distinction aside. "Regardless, S, the point remains that liners are most as obsessive
about safety asthey are about staying on schedule. In the three hundred or so years of commercia star
travel thereve been only sx hundred single deaths aboard commercid carriers; and ninety-five percent of
those have been due to persond hedlth failings-coronaries, apoplexy; that sort of thing. Almost dl of
those were passengers, of course.”

| nodded: liner companies keep their employees hedlth under embarrassingly tight scrutiny. "What about
the other thirty-odd deeths?'

"Direct violence. Murder, in one degree or another.”

| thought about the politics you get in any large company, and the fact we were till talking abstract
might-have-beens didn't affect the shiver that went down my back. "Are you suggesting she would have
been murdered if sheld been made captain?’

Pasca shrugged. "Possibly, but | don't think it wasthat. Statigtically, it's much more likely that she would
have died from one of the two multiple-degth causes. Quite afew thousand have gone that way. Now-"

"Whereld you get al thesefigures, anyway?' | interrupted. ™Y ou're not wasting library space with this
suff, areyou?'

Helooked surprised. "It'sdl from the Worlds Standard Deluxe you bought for uslast year.”

| ground my teeth. 1'd picked up the encyclopediaoriginally asatool for settling shipboard arguments.
Obvioudy, | hadn't been thinking about Pasca at thetime. "All right, then, let's have the rest of it. What
are these two multiple-death causes?"

"Oneisthe complete destruction or disgppearance of the ship,” Pascal said. "Usudlly disappearance,
presumably from failure of the Colloton field generator during cascade maneuver. Seldom proved, of

course.”

"Right." Whether a ship disgppeared completely down some unknown galactic rabbit hole or spread itself
over afew million kilometers of its path weren't results you could reedily distinguish. "And number two?"

"Large-scae accident. Engine room plasmaexplosion, flywhed breakup-thingslike that."

| gnawed at theinsde of my cheek. "Neither of those ought to affect the captain,” | pointed out, with
more enthusasm than | felt. Thelogical corner this conversation was directing us toward had alot of
unpleasant thoughtslurking iniit. "What sort of accident could affect aliner's bridge?”

Pascal sighed. "'l don't know, yet. That'sthe part I'm still working on.”

"Well, work on it down below," | grunted. "And let's not spring this one on anyone esefor awhile.”

He dhrugged. "Yes, ar. If youings.”



| forced my brain and fingersto go through my standard check-out routine after he left, confirming that
the Dancer and her systems were functioning properly. But when that task was over there wasllittle left to
do but sit back, watch the displays and status boards, and think.

Mostly, | thought about Pasca's theory.

The figures themsd ves could be checked out easily enough, but | had no reason to doubt them. Pasca's
research was usually good; it wasin the conclusonsthat he usudly clarnked up. So assuming his
numbers, | was|eft with three possible cases.

Case One: afresk accident or sickness. | didn't redlly believein thefirst and definitely didn't believein the
second. | watched my crewers hedth as closdly asthe commercid linesdid, and it was virtualy
impossiblefor alife-threatening condition to dip through afull examination without making at least ahint
of its presence known. Alanawasin far too good a shape smply to drop over dead. Regardless, my
duty in response to Case One: no action. The Angelwing was proceeding on itsway with itsfirgt officer in
command, and we'd eventually learn the detalls.

Case Two: Colloton fidd faillure. Maybe only if Alanahad been captain, though that was dso ahard
scenario to set up. Case Two response: again, no action. If the Angelwing's field had gone, it wasfar too
late to do anything now.

And Case Three: amagjor accident that had killed the captain and possibly crippled the ship. My
response...?

My response should beto turn tail, make hell-bent back for Baroja, and raise the darm. With an early
enough jump, the ship might be saved.

| ran through the logic five times, and got stuck at that same spot each time. Returning to Barojawould
throw the Dancer's own schedule completely out the lock, and the resulting flurry of penaty-clause clams
could bring us flaming out of orbit for good. For the guarantee I'd save some livesit would probably be
worth the risk. But without any such certainty... and here | found Case Four staring mein the face: an
unexplained cascade point event and Pasca's fertile imagination teaming up to create a giant wad of
nothing.

Themore | thought about it, the more Case Four seemed thelikdliest. To get information like Pascal was
assuming out of the cascade images you had to assume that they were able to coupleto thered universe
and that they were able to respond to changesin the universe instantaneoudy and that Alana's captaincy
was the only significant difference between us and that particular might-have-been. None of those
assumptions sounded likely, et done orthodox. If | bankrupted the Dancer and made afool of mysdf for
nothing, never forgiving myself would be the kindest of possible responses.

But if Case Threewsas, in fact, correct...

It took me an hour to conclude findly that there was no logica way out of the deadlock, and another
half-hour to decide that, as matters stood, the evidence wastoo frothy to justify risking our financia
integrity. At that point, it took a mere five minutes to decide it would be best if no one else even heard
about the theory.

A good, rationd decision, and one | probably could have lived with. Unfortunately, asit turned out, |
made it nearly an hour too late.



I'd put the Angelwing out of my mind-with some difficulty, I'll admit-and waslooking over the plotsfor
our three upcoming cascade points when Alana came charging onto the bridge. "Pascd tells me the
Angelwing may be crippled,” she said without preamble. "What are we going to do?’

"Wring Pascal's neck, for starters,” | growled. "'l ordered him not to tell anyone.”

"He didn't-well, not redly," she said, coming to stand next to my chair. "I picked up onan
under-the-bresth comment he made and forced it out of him."

"Likeforcing agtar to give off light. He's worse than Sargjis when he locks onto something.”

"I told him it would be dl right, Pall-please don't make alega action out of it. So now what are we going
to do about the Angelwing,?"

"What do you suggest? | asked.

She seemed taken aback. "That we head to the nearest port and get a patrol rescue squad out there, of
course.”

"And what do we tell them when they ask how we know the ship'sin trouble?"
"Wetdl them-" She broke off, suddenly recognizing the problem. "Wdll, wetell them thetruth, | guess.”
"Youthink they'll ligen?"

Her uncertainties began to edgeinto anger. "Pal, what's the matter with you? There may be people out
therewho'll dieif they don't get help right away."

"Or who may not die; or who may not be out there at dl. And before you get mad, just listento mea
minute”

| gave her acondensed version of the mental gymnastics I'd gone through earlier. Somehow, the
arguments didn't sound nearly as persuasive when listed aoud. Not to me, and certainly not to her. "And
what if you'rewrong?' she asked quietly when I'd finished. "Y ou could be, you know. Maybethisisa
perfectly norma aspect of the Colloton Drive that's just never been noticed before.”

"And what if it wasreally just wishful thinking?"

That was not what | had meant to say, or at least not the way 1'd meant to say it. But all the good
intentions in the universe couldn't soften the shock that appeared on Alanas face like a handprint after a
dap. "Pdl... you think | want the Angelwing to die?"

"No, of coursenot,” | told her, wishing | could bite off my tongue. "I just meant that maybe asa-oh, |
don't know; ajustification, | suppose-that maybe to justify giving up your position there your
subconscious might have... done some editing.”

Her smile had an edge of permafrogt to it. "Y ou're the one who's dways had problems with cascade
images, not me. If the mind could edit them out a will, don't you think yourswould have done so long
ago?' Shedidn't wait for an answer, but headed back to the door. "If proof iswhat you're looking for,
then that's damn well what you're going to get,” she said over her shoulder.



"Alana" | cdled. But too late; she was aready out the door. For along minute | stared at the displays,
swearing whole-heartedly under my breeth. Suddenly, with afew badly arranged words, 1'd changed the
whole character of thisissue. No longer was it smply atheoretica question of whether therewasaship
in danger out there; now it'd become atest of Alana's psychological hedth and my trust in her.

And that meant the option of smply dropping the whole thing was no longer available. I'd seen Alanain
thiskind of mood before, and she wouldn't rest until she'd dug up some proof, real or otherwise, to show
both of usthat she wasn't imagining things. Asa strongly empathic and emotionaly-oriented person, she
apparently needed to prove occasiondly that her brain worked aswell as anyone el se's.

Which very likely meant that whatever she came up with, | was going to have to pretend to believe her.

| swore again and punched up alist of our current cargo contracts, keying for the pendty clause sections.
It was as bad as I'd expected it to be-if we hit Earth that |ate the Dancer would be years paying off the
pendties. Assuming our creditorslet usfly againat al.

| was about athird through when | hit thefirst anomaly, and by that time my mood had deteriorated so
far that | did what | would normaly have found impossibleto do: | called Wilkinson up on the crew
intercom and actudly ydled a him.

Good old solid unflappable Wilkinson, he just sat there quietly and absorbed it for the two minutesiit
took meto run down, never so much asraising hisvoicein protest. | wished afterwards that he had; |
might havefdt lesslike afool if hed cut me off sooner. "Theres nothing missing from that contract,
Cap'n," hesaid cdmly when | finaly gave him a chance to respond. "That's exactly how it came aboard.”

"That'sridiculous,” | snorted. "No pendty clause, no secondary routing or credit arrangements-thisthing
lookslike it was thrown together over someone's lunch hour.”

"Yeah, | noticed that," Wilkinson nodded. "All the crates from our two firg-timer clients are the same
way."

"You'rekidding." | hadn't reached the others yet, but now | caled up their listings, to find that Wilkinson
had actually understated the case abit. Not only were dl the contracts deficient, they were deficient in
exactly the same aress. "Are you sure you were redly dedling with people from these companies?” |

asked. "Harmax Industries practically invented Baroja's e ectronics business-you can't tell me they don't
know how to write a shipping contract.”

"The papers had the proper letterheads and ID grain. And the fund transfers were done properly.”

"But you didn't run afull confirmation check?'

"Didn't think it was necessary, with the shipping fee dready in our account. Besides, with the deds cut as
late as they were | probably wouldn't have been able to get a check through the hierarchy and back in
time"

| remembered now Wilkinson's telling me our cargo space had findly been filled, barely two days before
our scheduled lift. What | hadn't realized-"All four of those big crates were contracted the same day?!

"Plusone smdl onethat'sin the Ming-meta shield. That one's Harmax, too."

With, | quickly discovered, the same amateur contract... and by now my anger and frustration had given



way to another emotion entirely. A cold, unpleasant one... "Y ou, uh-you have any ideawhat'sinside any
of them?' | asked carefully.

"Indudtrid equipment, the manifest says.”
Which told us exactly nothing. Asit was probably meant to.

And suddenly | began to fed nervous. Nervous enough to try something both unethical and highly illegd.
"Wilkinson," | said dowly, "do you think you could get those crates opened enough for usto take alook
insde? And then sedl them again undetectably?'

"WEell... | could open them, sure. But closing them up, probably not.”

"It doesn't matter that much. Meet mein the number three hold right away, with whatever toolsyoull

"Yes, gr," he said. Breaking the connection, | gave the status boards one last check and headed out the
door, trying not to show the anxiety | felt. Pasca hadn't been able to come up with any reasonable
accident on the bridge that could result in the captain’s desth, and in my own hours of thinking about it |
hadn't found any possibilities, either. But there was one scenario that could easily explainiit.

Sabotage.

We opened thefirst of the huge crates as carefully asif it were loaded with loose eggs... and to my great
relief found nothing resembling abomb insde. What we did find wasfar more unlikely.

"What the hell?" | growled as we peered down through the plastic datting Wilkinson had opened.
"What's Harmax doing shipping space yachts around?"

"It'sjust the nose, Cap'n," Wilkinson pointed out, playing hislight around the back of the vaguely conica
shape. "Maybe bout-oh, bout athird of aship.”

"A third?' There werefour crates, plusthe oneinsdethe shied... and my somach was sarting to chum
agan. "Let'stake alook indde the others.

Heturned out to be correct. Two of the other crates contained the mid and aft sections of the yacht, with
what looked to me like a compl ete quick-connect system at the edges. The fourth crate contained an
impressive st of tools, including welding equipment and several SkyHook gravetic hoidts.

It also contained asmdl, flat flywhed!.

Theimplications of the latter were clear, but neither Wilkinson nor | redly believed it. We had to open
the box in the Ming-metal shield to confirm that it did, indeed, contain two Aker-Ming Autotorques
before either of uswould admit out loud that we had aminiature star ship aboard the Dancer.

"It'scrazy," Wilkinson grunted as we set about resealing the crates. "No one builds shipsthat sze for
intergtelar travel. Costs too much to put a Colloton Drive aboard, for sarters.”

"Could it beanew design lifeboat?' | suggested. "Y ou could probably squeeze ten or twelve people
aboard the thing if you redlly worked at it. Lord knows the passenger lines have been begging for a
Colloton-equipped lifeboat long enough.”



"And they'll continueto beg for one," he said. "Matope could tell you why you get the size congtraints you
do, but I know thismuch.” He rapped the plastic we were working on with his hammer for emphass.
"Thislittle boat here probably cost as much as a top-of-the-line passenger ship.”

| glared down at the plastic, trying to make sense of it. "Could it be anew, cheaper desgn Harmax is
sending to Earth as ademonstrator model? For contract bids?"

"Why send awhole boat?" Wilkinson countered. " The specs or computer trials would be adequate.
Besdes-sent it with us?'

| sighed and gave up. "Okay, so thereisn't alogical explanation. Well write Harmax aletter when we get
to Earth and ask them about it."

Wilkinson cleared histhroat. " Speaking of unexplained phenomena... | understand we may be diverting
back to Baroja soon.”

| clenched my jaw momentarily. "I get one guess asto where that idea came from?”

"Shetalked to mefor a couple of minutes about the Angelwing maybe being in trouble, just before you
caled with your questions about these shipments,” Wilkinson said, looking as close to embarrassed as1'd
ever seen him. "And since you were asking about penalty clauses, | assumed you'd decided she was
right.”

"What do you think?" | asked him.

He shrugged. "I never was good at that kind of decision, Cap'n. Maybe you should ask one of the others
if you want advice. They've probably heard about it by now."

Sometimes | wondered why | ever bothered with the crew intercom. "Thanks, but avote won't be
necessary. If you'l finish up here, | need to get back to the bridge."

| started the computer cal culating the run back to Baroja and then used the main intercom to set up a
meeting with the passengersin haf an hour. | expected Alanawould check in with me before then, and |
wasright.

"Were going back?' she asked quietly, again coming over to stland beside my chair instead of ditting
down.

"Yeah," | told her, keeping my voice as matter-of-fact as possible. "It looks like we might possibly be
carrying some stolen property aboard, and | think it'sworth looking into.” | explained about the sectioned
yacht and the oddly deficient papersonit. "Whether it's some rich man'stoy or abreakthrough

prototype, it doesn't belong on atramp starmer,” | concluded.

"Unlessthere's some perfectly reasonable possibility weve overlooked,” she said. "Though... | supposeit
gtill gives you agood enough excuse to go back.

Her unspoken sentence hung heavy in the air for amoment, and eventudly | gavein and answered it. "It's
not that | doubt your belief in what you saw,” | told her. "It'sjust that... | don't want to look like afodl,
Alana. And | especiadly don't want to lase my ship while looking like afool.”



"l understand. Dignity isvery important to you." Shetouched my shoulder gently. "Thanksfor... indulging
me on this. What can | do to help?’

| glanced at my watch. "Y ou can start by remembering everything you can about the Angelwing-her
routines, her facilities, her crew, and especidly everything you know about Lenn Grandy. We're going to
have to present the patrol rescue squad with a plausible accident scenario if we want to get them
moving."

"I haven't been thinking about much eselately,” she said dryly. "When do you want to listen?”

"In about fifteen minutes” | said, unstrapping and getting to my feet. "I've got to go to the lounge and give
the passengers the exciting news. I'm sure they'll be just thrilled.”

Stunned would have been a closer prediction. Stunned, followed by worried and angry in about equal
proportions. For no particular reason | skipped the whole thing about the yacht in our hold, giving them
instead the ship-in-danger reason for our course change. Fortunately, | suppose, no one seemed to know
enough about interstellar communi cation to ask embarrassing questions about how we knew the
Angdwing wasin trouble, though | was kept busy answering more mundane questions of scheduling,
delays, fud and provision reserves, and so forth. The whole thing took nearly twice the fifteen minutesi'd
promised Alana, and it was with awet-noodle kind of relief that | finaly bid them good day and escaped
from thelounge.

Or dmost escaped. I'd madeit barely ten meters down the halway when Orlandis caught up. "A word
with you, Captain?' he said, faling into step besde me.

| kept walking. "If it's brief. Therésalot of work to be done in rerouting the ship."
"l understand. Tell me, do you redly believethis Angelwing isin trouble?"

"I wouldn't bedisrupting dl of our liveslikethisif I didn't,” | told him shortly. It was a pretty stupid
question.

"Um. Captain... | need to get to Earth as soon as possible. It'swhy | chose the Aura Dancer, in fact; you
werethe most direct carrier. It ssemsto me that we're very near the midpoint of our trip right now-isthat
correct?"

"Moreor less. Intime, at least, which | presumeiswhat you care about.”

"Yes. All right, then, why can't we Smply continue on to Earth and dert the patrol there?

"That should be obvious." Evento you, | added slently. "The Angelwing will bewithin avery few
light-years of Baroja. Getting the message from Earth back to Barojawould add aminimum of three
more weeksto thetwo it'll take usto get things going anyway."

Wetook acouple more stepsin silence, and then Orlandis cleared histhroat. "I understand linersare
legdly required to keep athree months emergency-ration supply of food on hand. Three extraweeks
shouldn't befatal to them... and | could make it worth your while to continue on to Earth.”

| snorted. "I doubt that very much, Mr. Orlandis.”

"No? The Aura Dancer is currently running several sizesble debts"



He overshot astep as | abruptly stopped and turned smoothly to face him. "How the hell do you have
access to the Dancer'sfinances?' | snarled. "That'slegally privileged information-"

"Except to the companies handling those finances,” he put in calmly.
Therest of my speech evaporated. "And what one do you work for?"

"I don't work for any of them," he said with afaint tinge of disdain. "But | have extensvefinancia
interestsin various companies and ingtitutions, including four to whom you owe money. Shdl | quote you
names and account numbers?”'

"Uh... yeah, why not."

He proceeded to do so, and | felt the universetilt gently around me. Even getting such information
illegally required alot of money, and it dowly dawned on me that | was facing aman who could probably
buy Cunard Linesanew Angewing if he wanted to without unduly straining his resources. "And you're
offering to cancel my debtsif we get you to Earth right away? | asked him carefully.

He smiled. "When you're talking potentia millions, afew thousandsto get you out of debt aren't redlly
ggnificant. Yes, I'm offering that... and perhaps some extra compensation besides."

Out of debt. The words echoed through my brain. To be finally out of our dowly deepening hole...
Which would be of no comfort at al to the Angelwing's dead. Or to Alana.

| took adeep breath. "I can't mordly justify those extrathree weeks of delay,” | told Orlandis. "But
maybe we can compromise. Have you ever heard of Shlomo Pass?*

Hefrowned dightly. "I don't think so."

"Wl it's sort of an in-joke among star ship pilots. It'sjust a section of space between Earth and Cetiki
that happensto be very 'smooth'-that is, easy to calculate cascade maneuversfrom. A lot of shipsuseit,
and not only for that particular run.

"Now, it'll take us three cascade maneuversto get back to Baroja anyway, and we can probably make
thefirst of those to Shlomo Pass. Getting in position for the next one would take a couple of days, and if
during that time we get within communication distance of aship bound for Baroja, | can have them report
on the Angelwing while we turn around and make for Earth. Y ou'd lose-oh, a maximum of five days,
probably closer to three. Would that be enough to salvage whatever deal you need to get back for?!

Orlandis pursed hislips and then nodded. "Yes, | believeit would. And if you don't find such aship-?"
"We continue to Bargja."

His eyes searched my face, and | had the sudden, uncomfortable feding of being aside of beef up for
gppraisal. But if held been planning to raise his offer, he gpparently changed hismind. "Very well. |
certainly understand your position. Let's both hope you find a cooperative ship. Good day."

He nodded and stepped past me, heading back toward the passenger areas. | continued on toward the
bridge, resisting the urge to turn and watch him go. Whether heredlized it or not, in five minutes of



conversation the man had just about doubled the confusion level surrounding thiswhole affair. The
confusion and, with his bribe offer, the pressure | was feding. Grumbling under my breeth, | tried not to
stomp and wished I'd followed my origina coward'sinclination to let Alanaor Tobbar givethe
passengers the news.

Andyet...

I've been told more than once that | work best under pressure. Work and think. And it wasas | was
climbing the circular air to the command deck that thefirst piecesfindly sarted faling tentatively
together....

Alanawas gill waiting when | reached the bridge. "1 was wondering if you'd gotten logt," she greeted me,
searching my face unobtrusively asif for fresh traumatic scars. " Someone make afuss?'

"It was actudly more of an offer.” | gave her a sketch of Orlandiss proposal and my counter to it,
watching the emotions shift across her eyesas| did so.

"And what are you going to do when Shiomo Pass turns out to be empty?' she asked when I'd finished.
"Pessmig.”

"Redig. | know Shlomo aswell asyou do-it isn't exactly the grand switching station you make it sound
like"

"In that case we go back to Barojaoursaves," | growled. "How many timestoday am | going to haveto
say that?'

"Sorry." She shook her head. " Sorry for everything, Pall-thiswhole messismy fault.”

"Let'sworry about assgning blame after the fallout's decayed about a hdf-life, okay? For now let's
concentrate on the Angelwing."

"Yeah." Shetook adeep breath. "Where do you want me to begin?"

The intercom beeped before | could answer: Kate Epstein, down in the passenger section. " Captain, do
you know were Alanais?’

"I'mright here, Kate," Alanaspoke up. "It'sMr. Orlandis, right?"
"Y es. He says you'd promised him a chess rematch this afternoon.”
"I know; I'd completely forgotten. Listen, would you make gpologies for me, and-

"No, go ahead,” | interrupted her. "Thistak isn't dl that urgent-we're asolid day away from even the first
cascade point back.”

llBlJt_ll
"No butsabout it," | said firmly. Another piece of the puzzle had clicked into place-maybe-and suddenly

it was highly desirable to have Alanaand Orlandis off in aquiet corner. Away from the rest of us. "L ook,
tell you what I'll do: I'll stay here with you through the first part of your shift and we can talk about the



Angdwing then. Fair enough?”

She hesitated asecond, asif seeing there was something hidden behind my words. But then she nodded.
"All right. That's... uh... aout two hours. If | can beat Orlandisfast enough I'll be here sooner.”

"Fne Havefun."

| watched her leave, and gave her enough time to meet Orlandis and get into their game. Then | got on
the crew intercom. It took afew minutes, but eventually | had the seven other crewerstied into the circuit
with me. "l suppose you've heard rumors by now about a course change back to Baroja," | told them. "I
want to open the floor to discussion... but before | do, one very important question.” | took a deep
breath. "After Alanasaw her cascade image captain disappear, | asked you al to keep what had
happened away from the passengers. If one of you let it dip anyway, | need to know that. | have no
interest in placing blame or in punishment, but that information isvital to what we do next. Understand?
All right, then: anyone?'

My crewers havether fair share of problems, but I'll give them thismuch: every last one of them is
unflinchingly honest. And one by one, they thought it through and declared themselves innocent of even
discussng it within passenger earshot.

| turned them to the Bargjaissue then, and for awhile the pros and cons, facts and figures flew back and
forth fredy. But | didn't redly hear mogt of it. My mind was on another subject entirely... one that was
dowly beginning to twist my guts.

Orlandis had accosted me three days after the event with clear knowledge of Alanas cascade point
vison. But he hadn't found out about it from anyone aboard. Was he tel epathic? Hardly. A good guesser
and judge of body language? That could have given him only areading on the crewers tension level, not
any of the details.

Then had he somehow known the Angelwing was headed for disaster?

Sabotage. The word repeated itself over and over in my head. A man who could buy aship if he needed
to get to Earth in ahurry, and yet he'd chosen instead to travel on the Dancer. Whosefirgt officer just
happened to have once been an officer on the Angelwing.

Had he known what would happen to Alana's cascade pattern? Known, or guessed, or intuited? And if
he hed, what did confirmation of the Angelwing's disaster gain him?

| couldn't imagine. But | knew it was necessary for him to go to Earth to make it worth hiswhile. HEd as
much as admitted that when he risked exposing himself as wealthy enough to make his bribe offer
believable.

Wedlthy enough to afford the pocket star ship down in our hold?

Perhaps... and that thought sent afresh shiver down my back. If that was Orlandisss, then he didn't
actually need the Dancer to get where he needed to go.

Abruptly, | redlized conversation had ceased. "Any other comments?' | asked. "All right, then. Again, this
issueis not to be discussed with the passengers. Y ou get any questions or complaints, you buck them to
me. Understood?'



They assured me they did, and we broke the multiple connection. | went back to thinking; and when
Alanaarrived ninety minuteslater | was il a it. Y ou beat him?' | asked as she settled into her sedt.

"Uh-huh. Shall we get garted?”
"Whenever you're ready."

"Okay. Let's gtart with Lenn Grandy. He'salot like me in many ways-an old-fashioned type who doesn't
redly trust wizard gadgetry like the Aker-Ming Autotorgue...”

Shetalked nonstop for over an hour, and | listened in silence the entire time. More than once |
considered telling her my suspicions about Orlandis, but each time | fought down the urge. Alanawas
smart and capable... but she was adso amender of bruised souls, awoman who empathized with and
cared for people. What would her reaction be to finding out she'd been associating with apossible
murderer?

| couldn't risk it. For once, | was on my own.

Shlomo Passwas, from atheoretica viewpoint, afascinating anomaly in the sky: and, from a practica
viewpoint, aboon for calculation-weary travelers. For nearly aquarter light-year in any direction the
magnetic, gravitational, and ion vector fields were extremdly flat, which meant you could cdculatea
cascade maneuver severd hours ahead of time without worrying too much about fluctuation errors
sending you to hdll and gone off your intended target point. There dso wasn't asingle sizegble body for
fivelight-yearsto clarnk you up, and on top of that it was a convenient spot for at least fifteen interstellar
runs. All indl, if therewas any spot in degp space you were hafway likely to run into another ship,
Shlomo wasit.

Unless, apparently, you were the Aura Dancer.
We spent two days traversing a section of the Pass, and never once picked up signs of anyone ese.

"I've got the calculations for the next point,” Pascal announced as | came onto the bridge on that fina
day. "That is, if you gtill want to head out in three hours.”

| nodded and took the printout in silence. A full sixteen light-years back toward Baroja-Pasca had taken
good advantage of Shlomo's benevolence. "Looksfine" | said. "Okay, I'll take over now."

"Yes, gr. Uh... Captain? I've been thinking some more about the Angelwing. | think | may have anidea
of what could have happened.”

Think, may, could. With qudifierslike that, this one ought to beared gem. "Let's heer it," | grunted.

Hewaved hishand in the genera direction of the Colloton fidld switch. "Even with an Aker-Ming actualy
doing the work, aliner's supposed to have an officer on the bridge during cascade maneuvers. Right?'

"Right. Hesusudly in light deep State, but heisthere.
"Okay, then. Suppose the Colloton generator somehow created an electrical feedback aong the control

cable to the bridge-shorted out, maybe, and sent line current along the wires as it was shutting down. An
Aker-Ming couldn't take that-it'd likely vaporize its globd lattice and explode.”



And stting right next to it would have been the deegping captain? "Have you talked to Sargjis about this?!
| asked.

"Well... he saysit isn't possible to get line current to the control cable,” Pascd admitted. "But who knows
about freek accidentslike that? And he did say an Aker-Ming will explodeif you put that much power to
it

"Um. Okay, well, you head below and work out the details. If you come up with a plausible feedback
mechanism well talk some more about it."

"Sure. Seeyou later, Captain.”

| settled down into my seat and ran through the checkout routine... but even as my fingers kept
themsalves busy, my eyes kept straying to the Colloton field switch. In some ways Pasca was a curioudy
naive man; he could theorize an incredible tangle of assumptions about the universe a large while missing
entirdy thefactor of Smple, human evil.

Y ou didn't need line current across the Aker-Ming Autotorque when abomb would work equally well.

| reached over to the crew intercom, keyed for the engine room where Tobbar had just come on duty.
"Everything normal back there?' | asked when he answered.

"Yes, gr. No problems at al.”
"Good. Tobbar, you once told me that Orlandis didn't belong on the Dancer. Why not?'

"He'stoo rich and important,” was the prompt reply. " Probably rich enough to own his own ship; at least
rich enough to charter a decent one.”

"But how do you know?"

"Because he takstoo dowly."

| blinked. "Say again?'

"Hetakstoo dowly. Y ou see, Captain, when you're important enough you don't have to talk fast-people
will take whatever time's necessary to hear you out. It'sthose of us at the bottom of the socia heap who
have to get our thoughts out quickly before everyone waks awvay.”

| thought back over the few brief conversations I'd had with Orlandis, and damned if Tobbar wasn't right.
Precise, carefully measured speech-and a very clear sense that you would stand patiently by until he'd
finished. "Any chance he could be faking it?" | asked Tobbar.

He shrugged. "I doubt it. It he weretrying to pass himself off asthe original nabob of borscht he should
have put some more money into his clothes and jewelry. If he were smart enough to change his speech

pattern, he should have been smart enough to think of obvious detailslike that.”

| gritted my teeth. "Y eah. Okay, thanks. Well be doing our next point in about three hours, so you can
gtart securing things whenever you're ready.”

"YS, s‘ r_"



| broke the connection and scowled at the Colloton field switch for afew minutes. Okay: so Orlandis
was rich. And the yacht in our hold was certainly expensive; it was hard to avoid the inference that the
two went together. So let's see: Orlandis had sabotaged the Angelwing by unknown means and for
unknown purpose, then signed aboard the Dancer in hopes of getting confirmation of his success. A
sudden thought occurred to me, and | called up the passenger manifest. Y es: Orlandis had booked
passage four days after our arrival on Baroja; two days after Alanasfirgt get-together with her old
Angewing friends. With agood enough information network, then, he would have had enough timeto
hear about her cascade point "captaincy™ and make his plans.

So far, so good... except that none of that yet explained the yacht. Unless Orlandis didn't want word of
the Angdwing's distress getting out until it wastoo late. Which meant €liminating the Dancer.

Steady, Durriken, steedly, | told mysdlf asalump rose to about the middle of my windpipe. Think it out.

Would getting rid of usredlly do thetrick? If we didn't raise the darm the first hint of trouble would be
when the Angelwing failed to show up at Lorraine. Twenty-eight days after her departure from Bargja;
nearly that snce her accident. | hadn't been joking earlier about Cunard's clock-watching reputation: on a
given run their ships always took the exact same number of cascade points, each of an exactly specified
length, with the real-gpace intervals between them equaly well defined. Given that, the Lorraine office
probably wouldn't et the ship be more than two or three days overdue before sounding the darm... and
when they did, they would have only those four precisely demarcated real-space areas to search.

Except that from the timing of Alanals cascade point event we knew that the disaster had occurred on
one end or the other of the Angelwing'sfirst maneuver... which meant it was either afew hours out from
Baroja-and presumably aready rescued-or € se nine point two light-years out toward Lorraine. To reach
that spot, the L orraine searchers would require another three weeks. Totd time: lessthan eight weeks.
Eadly within the three months the Angelwing should be able to survive.

| shook my head, trying to clear it. Themore | tried to track through the logic, the more confused |
became and the more the loose ends threatened to grow up my deeves. If Orlandis was trying to destroy
the Angelwing, hewas doing alousy job of it. If he wasnt, then none of thismade any sense at dl.

Unlessthe accident itself was what he needed, fatdities or lack of them being irrdevant. The accident,
and getting quickly to Earth. Wdll, if that waswhat it took to make him fed happy, then | was perfectly
happy to oblige. Keying the main intercom to genera broadcast, | flipped it on. "Good morning,
everyone, thisis Captain Durriken,” | said into the mike. "'In just under three hours Dr. Epstein will be
administering your deepersfor the Aura Dancer's next cascade maneuver. Y ou will be pleased to know
that we've changed course once again and will be continuing on to Earth as scheduled. A few minutes
ago | was able to contact another ship bound for Baroja, and so the rescue mission | told you about will
be handled without any need for usto go back. Thank you for your patience, and I'm glad things have
worked out thisway. Enjoy your day; Captain out."

| switched off the intercom and picked up the printout Pascd had left me. If Orlandiswanted to play
games, fine. | could play games, too. Maybe sometime in the next few days1'd figure out what exactly
was going on here. Preferably before we actudly arrived at Baroja.

Desgth and taxes are fill the only two items universally acknowledged asinevitable; but on my own
persond list a post-cascade vidt from Orlandis was running a pretty closethird. Correctly, asit turned
out; and as| came down the spird stair to the passenger deck at the end of my shift | found him waiting.
At least thistime held had the grace to stay where he belonged.



"I just wanted to thank you for your assistance and cooperation, Captain,” he said as| stepped around
the stairway railing. "And | wanted also to assure you that my end of the arrangement will be carried out
as soon as we reach Earth.”

"Thank you, Mr. Orlandis," | said gravely. "1 hope your own business ded will be successful.”

"It should be," he nodded. "In fact, if you could alow me access to the ship's communication equipment
oncewerewithin range, | could practicaly guaranteeit.”

"Well... well see, but it should be dl right. | don't suppose thisdedl isanything | could get in on?!

His smile wasn't quite condescending, but it was pretty damn close. "I'm afraid not, Captain. Not unless
you have ahundred million in investment capita availableto you. Tel me, what do you think happened to

the Angewing?'
The abrupt change in subject threw me off guard. "The-uh-what do you mean?' | sammered at |last.
"Y ou know-the accident you believe happened to it. What do you think went wrong?'

My mind went blank. With my suspicions about Orlandis, I'd been fighting to avoid even thinking about
the Angelwing in his presence, lest he pick up something odd in my attitude. To have him ask sucha
point-blank question wasthe last thing I'd expected... and with no plausible story prepared | had only
onerecourse. "Well, I'm not sure. But my computer expert thinksit may have been afield generator
feedback...

| spun out Pascal's whole theory for him, working hard to make it sound plausible. | must have
succeeded, because when | finished he nodded. "I see. Interesting. Would ablast of that sort actudly be
enough to disable aship that big?"

| shrugged. "The exploding Autotorque, probably not. But remember that the field generator would also
have been ruined, and if the damage was extensive enough it might be beyond repair.”

"L eaving the ship helpless somewhere out in degp space,” he nodded.

"Exactly nine point two light-years out, if they were on Cunard Lines sandard BarojaLorrainerun,” |
said, obscurdy glad | could quote him the exact number. "And of course they would have blown out a
cloud of highspeed distress buoys as soon asthey knew they werein trouble, so the rescue shipswon't
have to get closer than maybe five light-hoursto find them."

"Sounds like you've worked al of thisthrough quite well,” Orlandis said. "l trust the patrol rescue squads
will be equaly astute. How long now before we land?*

"Uh-" 1 tried to remember how long it usualy took from Shlomo Pass to Earth. " Should take three more
cascade maneuvers, unless conditions have changed drastically in the past year or so. Which it may
have-the Barnard's Star system can be apain. Say, ten or eleven more days.

"l see. Thank you, Captain; I'll et you get on with your business now."

"Thank you," | said automatically as he turned and walked away. Scowling to myself, | headed the other
way and escaped to the solitude of my cabin. There | threw myself down on my bed and roundly cursed



Orlandis and the power he had to make mefed like one of hismenias. For along moment | serioudy
congdered going to the man and telling him that we were headed for Baroja, and that if he wanted to go
to Earth he could jolly well put together hisfancy yacht, load histwo Autotorques aboard, and leave.

Two Autotorques?
| stared a the celling for along, chilling moment. Then | got back up and I€ft, forcing mysdlf not to run.

Matope was lounging in front of the main engine room status board when | got there afew minutes later
with the canvas duffd bag I'd brought up from One Hold. "Everything under control and quiet, Captain,”

he reported, eying the bag.
"Good," | told him, "because I've got work for you. Come here.”

Hefollowed me back to the work table; and even with my periphera vison | clearly saw his mouth fall
open as| carefully withdrew thefirst of the two Aker-Ming Autotorques. "Captain! Whered that come
from?'

"Same placethisonedid,” | said ascamly as| could. "A box marked Harmax Industriesin our
Ming-metd shidd."

He looked at mewith the kind of expression he usudly reserved for sudden, unexpected problemswith
the Dancers engines. "Captain-"

"I want you to take them gpart,” | interrupted him brusquely. "1 think one of them might be rigged to
destroy a Colloton generator.”

He stared at me for along minute, gradually getting hisface back together. Then, without aword, he
picked up the two Autotorques and carried them over to the scale. One, it turned out, weighed nearly a
hundred grams more than the other. Taking the heavier one back to the bench, he spread out histools
and got to work.

I'd never seen the ingde of an Autotorque before, and it was only as Matope dowly moved down the
table, leaving anesat line of components and fagtenersin his path, that | began to understand exactly why
the things were so damned expensive. About halfway into the disassembly it suddenly occurred to me
that we would probably have to take both Autotorques apart in order to find out why the first was
heavier, because whatever the extracomponent wasit could probably crawl out and bite either of us
without our recognizing it as spurious. The thought added one more twist to the wringer around my
stomach: wewerein plenty of trouble right now without having two Autotorques belonging to someone
else that we couldn't put back together again.

But that worry, a least, turned out to be unnecessary. Five minutes later, Matope carefully did out the
delicate global lattice and there, wedged in where it obvioudy didn't belong, was our culprit: atiny
mechanical timer and a heavy-duty sodium-bromine battery with attached capacitor.

"Wel?" | asked after Matope had spent afew minutes poking around the battery and its environs. "What
doesit do?'

Hefingered his screwdriver thoughtfully. "Hard to say exactly, Captain, but it lookslikeit's supposed to
feed extra current into the lattice. Contact points here and here-see?"



| thought about Pasca's theory. "Which would vaporize it and make it explode?"

He gave me an odd look. "I doubt it. Even with the capacitor the power surge should warp or melt the
lattice ingtead of flash-vaporizing it. Even at mid-maneuver, when the lattice isalready ashot asit ever
normdly gets."

My eyes drifted to the timer. "Mid-maneuver. And what happensif the lattice melts?!

He ran some numbers on his caculator. "Hard to say. If the voltage peak is strong enough, it could
discharge across the sefeties into the Colloton generator control cable here. No, wait a minute-there must
surely be asurge protector to ground out dangerous pulseslike that.”

He poked around for another haf hour before finaly giving up. If thered ever been asurge ground line, it
wasn't there now. And at that point there didn't seem to be any conclusion available except theonel'd
aready cometo: this Autotorque had been designed to kill its ship.

If the control circuitry gets hit with that kind of voltage spike, you'll probably lose at |east acouple of the
major coils before it can be drained off to ground,” Matope explained. Hisvoice was as calm and dry as
aways, but the hand gripping his screwdriver showed white knuckles. "There's afeedback line that
would kick in the emergency braking system for the flywhed , though, and even with the generator ruined
there's enough hysteresisto hold the ship in Colloton space for at least afew seconds.”

"Long enough for the ship to stop?"*

He hesitated, then shook hishead. "Not if the flywheel and ship were already rotating at top speed. A
liner just hastoo much inertiato stop that fast.”

And an ingtant later, both it and the device that had killed it would be disassociated atoms. | thought
about that for along minute, until | suddenly realized Matope was looking at me with an air of
expectation. "All right,” | said dowly. "Let's take the batteries and timer out and put the rest back
together."

"And after that?"

"I'll put them back in their box in the shield and... figure out then what to do.”

It took longer to reassemble the Autotorque than it had taken to pull it gpart, and | was fedling extremely
nervous by the time | headed back to the hold. But my temporary theft had apparently gone unnoticed,
and within afew minutes everything was back to norma. Five minutes after thet, | wasflat on my back
on my bed, staring a the cabin celling and wondering what the hell | was going to do.

Because suddenly the whole game had changed. Again. 1t'd started out as a freak event, moved on to
become alogica puzzle, and then to aquestion of financid risk versus Good Samaritanship and the need
to back Alanaup in her fears about the Angelwing. But now the stakes had abruptly gone up... because
there was only one reason | could think of for that gimmicked Autotorque to be aboard.

Orlandiswas planning the same fate for the Dancer as held planned for the Angelwing.

And | was out of my depth. Completely. Logica problems| could tackle; equipment problems| could



turn Matope and Tobbar loose on... but thiswas a Situation of human invention, and | didn't havea
handle on any of it. What did Orlandis ultimately hopeto gain, for starters? Had the Dancer been
doomed from the start, or was that decision still open?-and if o, what action of minewaslikdly to push it
the wrong way? Orlandis thought we were going to Earth... or had he seen through my smple stratagem?
Andif | couldn't figure out the answersto any of those, how could | possibly savedl of our lives?

Alana. | needed Alana-needed her insight, her knowledge of people, her sengtivity-
Her sengtivity.

Sowly, | withdrew the hand that had been reaching for the intercom. Through design or accident,
Orlandis had continued to spend afair amount of time with her even after held gotten his confirmation of
the Angelwing disagter. | didn't know how Alanawas starting to view him, but even if shewere merdly
being friendly as part of acrewer'snorma duty toward the passengers| still couldn't risk it. What
learning the truth would do to her...

"All right, damnit,” | snarled abruptly a the cailing. "I'll figureit al out by mysdf.”

And for starters, I'd figure out what exactly-exactly-had happened to the Angelwing. Becauseif shed
been fitted with adoomsday Autotorque likethe onein our hold, it was clear the thing had failed inits
task. Only the captain in Alands cascade pattern had died, which meant the Angelwing hadn't
disntegrated. So... why?

Thetimer had malfunctioned. If the generator had been fried too soon or too late, the ship could have
possibly stopped rotating in time. Which would have |ft it disabled near one end or the other of its
real-space trandation.

But why then would the captain have died?

The overload device in toto had failed. Not enough power to ruin the generator at al, though possibly
enough to change the |attice voltage balance and consequently foul that particular maneuver. Again,
though, the captain should have come out of it dive.

| thought about everything Alana had told me about Lenn Grandy. From the old school, she'd described
him, uncomfortable with wizard gadgets like the Autotorque. Could he have positioned himself close
enough to the device during the maneuver to have somehow taken alethd shock from it while he dept?

Or could he even have been awake?
Awake.

It was asif someone had suddenly turned on the air-conditioning to my overheated brain. Of
course-Grandy had elected to remain awake during the maneuver, trading the pain of cascade point
depression for the assurance his Autotorque was indeed performing properly. 1t was something | could
eadly visudize Alanadoing in that pogtion, especidly with her captain's gold barely out of its box.

So | now had akey pieceto what had at least partialy thwarted Orlandis's sabotage... a piece that
Orlandis very possibly did not have.

Did thet redly help me? At the moment | couldn't think how, but it was agood fedling regardiessto bea
step ahead of Orlandisin at least one aspect of this mess. Whatever theoretical knowledge he had about



the Colloton Drive and cascade points, he had no first-hand experience with them. If there was any
further information about the Angelwing's fate to be squeezed out of Alanas cascade pattern, | had a
better shot of getting it than he did.

Useful information from cascade images. With dl the other thoughts crowding my mind these days|
hadn't really paid much attention to the shock wave thiswas going to send through the academic brain
trusts. Theideathat the cascade images were imaginary or purely psychologica wasgoing to dieonits
feet, and dl of uswho'd aways known better could finally thumb our collectivelip a them. And yet, the
sheer scope of it was staggering. 1'd heard once that collapsing stars sent out adjusting ripplesinto the
generd gravitationd field; what we had here was the same sort of effect, but on an apparently
ingantaneous time scae. Even granted the obvious limitations of what sort of information could be
conveyed, someone somewhere would find away to take advantage of it.

Assuming we stayed diveto report it.

Gritting my teeth, | brought my mind back to the immediate problem at hand. So Lenn Grandy had been
awake during the fatal cascade maneuver; had figured out what had happened and interrupted
proceedingsin timeto save his ship. Possbly by unintentionally replacing the Autotorque's missng
voltage surge drain, drawing enough of the extra current through his own body to dow the Colloton
generator destruction those extra few critical seconds. In which case... the Angelwing could be literdly
anywhere dong aline nine point two light-yearslong.

Héll in abubble-pack.

No wonder Orlandis had been so phlegmatic about the idea of sending arescue mission out after the
Angdwing. Even if the searchers thought to ook in the space that would normally have been bypassed,
their chances of finding anything there would be virtudly non-existent. Even asingle light-year-hdll, a
single light-month-was just too much territory to cover, Colloton Drive or no. Somehow, we had to
narrow that range down to something managesable.

And al we had to do that with were Alana's cascade images.
Or... perhaps Alana herself.

| thought about it for several minutes, and the longer | looked at the ideathe nuttier it sounded. Aside
from the fact that its chances of proving anything were dimmer than my credit rating, it might very well
drive awedge between Alana and me, might finally precipitate her departure from the Dancer.

| didn't want that. 1'd grown accustomed to having someone with Alanas competence besde mein al the
big and little emergenciesthat are part of atramp starmer'slife. To lose both her presence and her
friendship-and I'd lose both if | lost elther. Were the lives of abunch of rich strangers1'd never met worth
therisk?

They would beworth it to Alana. That much | knew for sure... and | was willing to defer to her better
judgment on such matters.

Rolling onto my side, | poked at the intercom. It took afew seconds, but eventualy Pascal woke up and
answered. "Yes?' he said, yawning audibly.

"I need you to work up aspecia program for the astrogate,” | told him. "One that'll show our position as
what it would be if we were on our way to Earth.”



"What do you mean, 'if?" he asked. "I thought we were headed for Earth.”

"Weregoing to Bargja," | said. "The passengers weren't-aren't-supposed to know, and to make sure not
even ahint leaks out | don't want the other crewersto know, ether.”

"Not even Alana?'

"Especidly not her. That'swho thetrick astrogate'sfor."”

Therewas along pause, and | could just about hear hiswhedls spinning as he tried to come up with a
theory to explain thisone. Well, he could just stew; | wasn't in much of an explaining mood. “I'll do the
cdculationsfor the next maneuver,” | continued, "but since shelll be the one actudly doing the point shell
undoubtedly want to double-check the numbers. | want the computer gimicked so that hers come out
identical to mine, even though her input will be different. Can you do that?"

"Uh... yessir, | guessso. Uh..."

"You'l get afull explanation after it'sdl over,” | Sghed. "For now, just doit. And do not let anyone
know. Anyone. Clear?'

He cleared histhroat. "Yes, Captain.”

"All right. Y our next shift's early enough to start, | guess, so go ahead back to bed. Sorry | woke you."
"Sall right. Good night; or whatever."

For awonder, he did manage to keep it quiet. By the end of his next shift he had the fake astrogate
program in place, and he spent the first few minutes of mine showing me how to bypass the facade to get
back to the computer. Twenty-eight hours after that, Matope and | had the rest of the propsin place.
And then there was nothing |ft to do but worry.

Six hourslater, it wastime.

"Kate reports al the passengers have had their deepers,” Alanareported as she came onto the bridge.
"What'sthis| hear about the air-conditioning up here not working?'

"Matope'sfiddling with the dectrodtatic precipitatorsin the ventsagain,” | told her, striving for calm. "I've
got dl the doors locked open, though, so you shouldn't have any problems with stuffiness.”

"Okay." She peered at me asshe sat down. "You dl right?"

"Sure. Why?'

"Y ou seem jumpy.” She scanned the printout I'd made for the upcoming maneuver, then activated the
computer for her own check. | held my breath... but Pasca had done his job right. Alanawatched the
numbers come up, compared them carefully to mine, and nodded. "L ooks good,” she announced.
"Shouldn't you be getting below? There's only about fifteen minutesto go.”

"I've got my deeper right here," | told her, patting a pocket. | did, too, though | didn't intend to takeit.



"Seeyou laer."

| left the bridge and headed aft toward the spiral stair... but | didn't go down it. Pascal's computer room
branched off to my left; | dipped inside and squeezed into the console chair. Two objects awaited me
there: amulti-event mechanica stopwatch, and a strap-on eyepiece connected to an optica fiber bundle
snaking into the air system vent. Putting the strap over my head. | adjusted the eyepiece... and there,
seated just as 1'd left her, was Alana.

Shewas dready shutting down the ship's systems, protecting everything eectronic against the enhanced
electron tunnding effects Colloton space created. Feeling uncomfortably like avoyeur, | watched her
count down the seconds... and with an abrupt, amost angry gesture, she turned on thefield.

My first four cascade images appeared, but | paid no attention to them. Finger ready on the stopwatch
button, | kept my eyes on Alana. For amoment she gazed down the line of images, her face unreadable
but-1 thought-oddly calm. Then, straightening up, she turned on the Dancer's flywhed. Benegsth me, | felt
the rumble begin as | pushed the stopwatch button. Itsticking was soft, but clearly audible over the
flywhed's hum. Mechanica clock devicesarelikethat-al of them, including the one Matope and | had
taken from the letha Autotorque and hidden in the bridge control pandl. The big question was, wasiit
loud enough? Holding my bresth, | watched Alana.

And it was clear within a handful of seconds that she did, indeed, hear it. Her head turned back and
forth, afrown of concentration spreading across her face as she tried to locate the unfamiliar sound. For
amoment her eyes paused on the proper section of the pand two meters away-the same distance,
according to her layout of the Angelwing's bridge, that the Autotorque mounting socket would be from
the duty officer's chair. Her lips compressed to atight line, she stood up-

And nearly fell on her face.

| winced in sympathetic pain, remembering the last time I'd tried to move around with a Colloton field on.
Even while sitting till, vertigo was anormal cascade point side effect; actudly trying to go somewhere
just about tripled the sensation. Alana pulled hersdf to her knees, staggered dmost to the floor again...
and with ahissed word | was glad | couldn't hear, she grabbed the edge of the control pandl, raised
hersdf up again, and dapped a the flywhed switch.

And thereit was, the whole explanation: smple, yet so contrary to acaptain'snorma ingrained
preoccupation with staying on schedule that | hadn't really considered it. Aborting a cascade maneuver
could add severd daysto aship'strip time-adelay that would cause confusion and anger at every stop
for at least therest of itsrun. But Lenn Grandy had reportedly been alot like Alana... and unlike me, she
had little fear of looking foolish. Grandy had heard an out-of-place sound, had been unable to hunt it
down through the Colloton field's effect... and so had smply turned the damned generator off and to hell
with the consequences.

And with those factsin hand | knew whereto look for the Angelwing.

| amost forgot to key my stopwatch, but | did so without |osing more than a second or two. The amount
of time Alanahad taken to react to the timer'sticking... though | now redlized that number was only
useful, not absolutely vitd. The flywhed hum faded into silence, and Alanawaited with hand poised
above the generator switch, eyes darting back and forth between the mirrored gyroscope needle and the
areawhere the Autotorque's timer was hidden. Around me, the cascade images interweaving dowed...
cameto astop...



Alanahit the switch, and our patterns began disappearing. Pulling off the eyepiece, | forced mysdf to my
feet and staggered to the door. By the time the last four images were gone | was hafway down the
hdlway.

She had the proper pand cover open and was reaching inside when | ssumbled in. "Pal?" she croaked,
cascade depression dready beginning to etch linesin her face. "Pall, theré's astrange sound coming
from-" She stopped abruptly, jerking her hand back, asthe timer gave the snap of a spring-loaded switch
and thenfell Slent.

| clicked my stopwatch; and with the booby-trap'stota time setting, | had the last number | needed. "It's
dl right," | told Alana, stepping forward and putting my arms awkwardly around her. It'sdl right. The
Dancer'snot in danger. I'm sorry, AlanaI'm sorry. But it wasthe only way | could think of-"

And then our tears began to flow, and we sat down together, letting our tenson and emotiona pain drain
avay.

And ahdf hour later, feding like the lowest form of vermin on twenty planets, | told her what 1'd done.
Andwhy.

The bridge door did open, and | turned as Orlandis stepped inside. "Captain,” he nodded, looking a bit
woozy ill from the after-effects of his deeper. ™Y ou asked to see me?”

"Yes" Leedswas till standing in the doorway; | caught his eye and nodded, and he disappeared.
"Weve got just one more cascade maneuver until planetfall,” | continued as Orlandis stepped to the other
console chair and sank into it. "Y ou'd said you wanted to send a message when we were within range,
and | thought thiswould be agood timeto talk about it."

"| understood the next maneuver was severd daysaway,” he said.

"Actudly, well probably be ready within twenty-four hoursor less,” | told him. "Though that may put you
on arather tight schedule. Reassembling your little star ship, | mean.”

Orlandiswas good, al right. No jerking of the head; no widening of mouth or eyes;, just adight hardening
of hisentire expression to show that al my suspicions about him had indeed beenright. "What star shipis
that?' he asked gently.

"The one you smuggled aboard under falsified contract papers-papers you apparently made up yourself,
and you should have risked hiring an expert to do them for you. The onethat'sin five boxes below,
counting the two Aker-Ming Autotorquesin our Ming-metd shield. The one you plan to escape on after
killing al of usand then setting up the Dancer to disintegrate itsdlf. That star ship.”

He pursed hislips. "Y ou seem to know agreat ded about the private cargo in your hold," he said, "which
I'm sure various port authorities would be rather upset by. But your accusations are completely
ludicrous.”

"Arethey?" | countered, fighting hard against Orlandiss aura of authority. "Well, perhgps we should leave
those for later then, and move onto more technical ground. Do you want to know why your sabotage of
the Angdwing falled?'

"I had nothing to do with the Angelwing's sabotage,” he said. | remained silent, and after amoment he
snorted. "All right. Asamatter of intellectua curiosity, go ahead and tell me what happened.”



"It's very Smple. The captain chose to stay awake through the ship'sfirst cascade point out of Baroja,
which left him able to hear theticking of thetimer in their rigged Autotorque. He aborted the maneuver,
which meant the ship was no longer rotating when the power surgetried to fry the Colloton generator.
Which in turn left the ship stranded somewhere out in space where no one would think to look."

"Except you, of course.”

| nodded, swallowing. "Except us, yes. Isthat why you're planning to kill al of us? Because we know
wherethe Angelwing isand can link it to you?"

"| told you before, | had nothing to do with the Angelwing's sabotage.”
"Then how did you know enough to ask about Alana's cascade images?’ | shot back.

"Oh, I knew the sabotage was being planned,” he said with adight shrug. "It was set up asan
nation attempt by an underworld group against one of the ship's passengers.”

"If you knew-?"

"Why didn't | tell anyone?Why should I?1'm not in charge of Cunard Lines security. My jobisthe
making of money-and it occurred to me that there would be adistinct dip in Cunard's stock if and when
the Angelwing wasindeed logt."

"Y ou knew, did you," | snarled, some of my anger venting itself in heavy sarcasm. ™Y ou knew about the
attempt, you knew how it was going to be done, you knew where and how to get hold of akiller
Autotorque yourself. Y ou didn't just know-you were an accessory before the fact.”

Again, he shrugged. "A legd digtinction only. Impossibleto prove, of course.”

| stared at him. The man was even more cold-blooded than I'd imagined. "That'sit, then. Y ou'd let an
entire shipload of people diefor alousy bit of pocket money."

"It'shardly that," he said coolly. "By sdling my stock in Cunard-dowly, of course, over the next couple of
months-I'll make enough to buy back a controlling sharein thelinewhen pricesfal.”

"And to get those two months head start you bought passage on the Dancer."

Heamiled. "It was eadly the most ridiculousthing I'd ever heard in my life, and | nearly fired one of my
ideapeoplejust for suggesting it. But everyone agreed it would be worth atry, and | began to be
intrigued by the possihilities. Besides, with fate having put you and Ms. Kedl in my path a theright time,
how could | resst? After dl, dl it would cost would be afew weeks aboard thisflying dum.”

| brigtled. "Plus the chance of having your whole scheme unraveled.”

His smile remained as he locked eyeswith me. "It wasfor that possibility,” he said softly, "that | brought
my own ship."

A shiver went up my back. In hisown, quietly confident way, Orlandis had just sentenced the Dancer to
death. "Well, | hope you enjoy thetrip," | said ascasudly as| could. "Going to be arather long haul for
you, though. Unless you just want to hop down to Baroja and start the whole trip over.”



His amile vanished. "What are you taking about?'

"Oh, didn't I mention it? The planetfall well be making with the next point will be back to Baroja. Were
currently gtting just about point zero eight light-years out. About alight-month, if you care.

Hislip curled. "So you didn't find anyone in Shlomo Pass to send a message with. | suspected as much
when Ms. Ked began avoiding meright after the last cascade point. 1'd hoped you weren't actudly
foolish enough to legp on your white horse and come out looking for the Angelwing.”

"Not looking, Orlandis" | corrected. "Finding.”

He stared a mein disbelief, and in the momentary silence | leaned forward and flipped on the radio
gpesker. Clearly audible over the background static came the zhuUUP zhuUUP zhuUUP of adistress
buoy. "We picked up the first signd right after we turned off the Colloton field an hour ago,” | told him
quietly. "Our estimate of their position turns out to have been no more than alight-hour or two off, and
we hit our target position pretty accurately, too. Another fifteen minutes or so and well be close enough
to raise them with our comm laser.”

He glanced quickly at the bridge viewport, asif he thought held actualy be ableto seetheliner. "Bt...
how-7?"

"How did we know? Simple. There was redlly only one place they could be." | reached over and turned
off the radio, then hit the switches that put the control systems and computer into neutra/standby. ™Y ou
see,”" | continued, "we had your duplicate of the rigged Autotorque to study and we knew quite alot
about the Angewing. And we had Alana."

Orlandis's eyes swung back to me, and | could see by their expression that hed suddenly realized what
our being in communication with the Angelwing would mean. His right hand dipped into histunic pocket,
emerging with atiny summoner. "I'm afraid | can't dlow you to talk with them,” he said softly. "Y ou
understand.”

"Of course,” | nodded. "Y ou're welcometo try and stop me." And with that, | flipped open the Colloton
generator safety cover and twisted the Knob.

Orlandis actualy gasped asthefirst cascade images gppeared around us. "What the hell-?"

"Oh, were not going anywhere," | assured him. "Aslong as the Dancer doesn't rotate well come back
out in more or lessthe same position we left. But | wastdling you how we found the Angelwing. Y our
assassin friends didn't reckon on Captain Grandy's being awake during the maneuver-and they certainly
didn't expect him to shut down the flywhed before the Autotorque had time to blow the generator. We
knew Alanawould have been killed if she'd been there instead of Grandy, SO we set up asimilar test last
cascade point to see how shed react, and she did so exactly as|'vejust said. QED."

"Pretty far-fetched assumption,” Orlandis said with some difficulty. He threw aquick glance at the bridge
door, then resumed his apprehensive gaze at his cascade pattern.

"Perhaps," | admitted. "But he had to have brought the ship to ahalt before the timer wound down, else
al of Alanas Angelwing cascade images would have vanished. Y ou following dl this?'

He nodded, a short jerk of hishead. Again, his eyes darted to the door.



"And findly, theredly critica factor: we found out how the Autotorque was supposed to destroy the
Colloton generator and how long itstimer was set for. Once we knew the ship itself was safe, there were
only two possihilities: one, that Grandy had gotten the Autotorque out of the circuit in timeto protect the
generator-possibly being eectrocuted himsdlf in the process, as Alanawould have been-or two, that he'd
started to take it out, got eectrocuted, and till lost the generator. Only in the second case would the
Angelwing be stranded. So al we had to do then was figure out how far the ship would have rotated in
the time available, remembering that Grandy had to rev the flywhed up, rev it back down, and get the
Colloton field shut off just before thetime ran out. That's a pretty tight scenario, and with the relatively
smd| distances you get with small rotation anglesit let us cdculate precisdy how far the Angelwing had
gotten. Turnsout we wereright."

Orlandiswas starting to breathe heavily asthe claustrophobic effect of aroomful of cascadeimages
finally appeared to be getting to him. "Y ou've been very clever,” he said, looking again &t the door. "But
you can't talk to the Angelwing from Colloton space.”

"True, but therell be enough time for that later.” | waved toward the door. "And incidentdly, | wouldn't
expect your two bodyguards to show up any time soon. They'll be lucky if they don't break their necks
faling down the stairs. If they manageto get that far.”

Orlandis stared a me, the uneasiness on hisface giving way rapidly to fury. "What-?"

"Eiser and Trent, of course. Once we redlized how rich you were, we noticed that one or the other of
them aways seemed to be hanging around you somewhere in the background. No, cascade point vertigo
will have them well out of the game by now. If you want to slop me, you'll haveto do it yourself.”

"Damn you-" Orlandisthrust himself out of his seet toward me, hands outstretched like killing weapons
even as he piled headfirg into the floor. He staggered to his knees, lunged another half meter before
faling again. | stayed where | was as he gathered himself for another try... and as he rose up and crawled
forward | let my anger boil up within me; my anger a what hed done to the Angelwing and planned to
do to the Dancer. He reached out an unsteady hand, clutched at my Ieft knee... and with my right foot |
kicked him ashard as | could. Heflipped over backwards, hitting his head on the padded seat held just
left, and lay ill.

Fifteen minutes later, when | judged it was safe enough, | turned off the Colloton generator and went out
hunting. Eiser and Trent were easy to find, lying unconscious on the floor halfway from the sairsto the
bridge. Close, but not too bad: their tiny gunswere till at the bottom of the stairs, where they'd
apparently been dropped.

And ahaf hour later | wastaking to an extremely relieved duty officer on the Angelwing.

What with al the éectronic equipment that got snged by my unscheduled cascade point, the Dancer was
in pretty poor shape by the time we rendezvoused with the Angelwing. But Matope and Tobbar were
able to make running repairs, and with the computer intact none of us was especialy worried about
making the short trip back to Baroja. If worse came to worst, we still had that little backup in our hold.

The passengers were somewhat more troubled. They started out furious at having had to actually
experience a cascade point; shifted to astonished and only dightly less angry to find we were nowhere
near Earth; and findly turned to shock at finding out the truth about Orlandis and company. | decided not
to strain them further with pessmistic reports of the Dancer's spaceworthiness, but dropped our three
prisoners off with the Angelwing for safekeeping and headed to Barojato whistle up the cavary.



Through dl of it Alanawas very professond, never bringing up her fedlings about the whole incident and
my handling of it, but doing her part to ensure that the Dancer made it through in one piece. But her
underlying tenson was plain; and | therefore wasn't really surprised when she came to my cabin two
hours after we were safely down on Barojato discuss her resignation.

"It won't be the Dancer without you," | told her when sheld explained her errand. | tried to keep my
voice steady and emotionless; just another bit of business, however unpleasant and depressing, that | had
to handle. | didn't succeed very well.

"That'sa... anice compliment,” she said, no better than I'd been at hiding her emotionson this. "I've
enjoyed working with you, Pdl-with al of you. But it seemsto betimeto move on.”

| Sghed, wondering what | should do. Offer her some inducement-any inducement-to stay? Get down on
my knees and beg? Or should | smply acknowledge that she was capable of making her own decisions
and let her walk out with our individua dignitiesintact?"Y ou'll be badly missed,” | said at last. Even now,
| redlized, with such aloss staring mein theface, | couldn't take the risk of losing my dignity in front of
her. Of looking foolish. ™Y ou know more about dealing with people than | ever will. | don't suppose...
don't suppose there's anything | can say that would change your mind?"

She shook her head minutdly, tears glistening in her eyes. "It'samatter of trust, Pdl. Trust, and aredistic
evauation of my strengths aswell as my weaknesses. If you can't make that evaluation by now, then |
don't think you'll ever be ableto.”

| took a deep breath. "Alana, look... I'm sorry | put you through the hoop-I really am. | supposeif I'd
thought it out alittle better I might have been able to piece together what had happened without having
you reenact it. But | was stuck, and we were running out of time."

"Y ou could have cometo me." Her voice was quietly accusing. "Y ou didn't know from the beginning that
you'd need to reenact things, so there wasn't any good reason to keep me in the dark about Orlandis.
Trust, Pal-you trusted Wilkinson with part of it, and Matope, and even Pascal. But me you completely
"But | had to. Y ou were spending time with Orlandis-|ots of time-"

"And you didn't think | could handle the knowledge that he might have killed Lenn Grandy? What did
you think you were going to do, keep me in the dark forever? Just because I'm able to get closeto
people doesn't mean | lack emotional strength-"

"Who said it did?' | interrupted, frowning. "Good God, Alana-you've got more degp-down toughness
than the rest of us put together. | know that."

It was her turn to frown. "Then... why didn't you tell me?”

"Because you were closeto Orlandis, like | said... and dl your other qualities asde, you're alousy
actress.”

Her mouth fell open acrack. "Y ou mean... al you were worried about was Orlandis getting tipped off?*

"Of course”



She licked her lips. "Oh. Well. Uh-" She stopped, looking acutely uncomfortable.

With our individud dignitiesintact, | reminded mysdf. "If youd liketojoin up,” | said, ascasudly as|
could around the lump in my throat, "we just hgppen to have an opening in the first officer's position.”

It wasan old, old line... but for dl that, it worked. "Sold," she said with the first smilel'd seen on her in
days. "Thank you, sir. | hear the Aura Dancer's agood ship to serve on.”

But of courseit wasn't the Dancer we shipped out on three months later. Thered been just too much
ship-wide damage to be worth repairing, at least in the opinion of the Cunard Lines officials assgned to
handle our reward for saving the Angelwing. Like so many people spending other people€'s money, they
opted for the smpler if more expensve approach.

Certainly I'm not complaining. The Daydreamer is abeauty of a ship, with the most up-to-date equipment
Cunard's money could buy... including the necessary mounting socket for an Aker-Ming Autotorque.

An Autotorque which is currently gill inits shipping box in our Ming-metd shidd. | figurewéll haul it out
and useit one of these days, but strangely enough, neither Alananor | isin any particular hurry to do so.
For dl the stress and trouble cascade images have brought into our lives... well, | guessit just wouldn't be
like the old Dancer without them.

GUARDIAN ANGEL

Seldom in the history of the world had there been a success story like that of J. Thaddeus Draut. Bornin
the middle of the twenty-first century in the Cleveland dums-which had resisted a century's worth of
eradication efforts-he had fought and struggled hisway to the very top. Not an inventive or even
particularly brilliant man by nature, he had instead the rare ability to inspire those who were so gifted.

The"overnight” success of his modest engineering firm came after twelve years of work and sweet on
what came to be known as the Kuntz-Sinn force beam. The force beam had applicationsin every field
from medicine to construction to aeronautics, and it put Draut Enterprisesin the top ten of the Fortune
1000. When Draut's scientists came up with phased force beams, which could deliver dl their power to a
sngle point, the industrid world went crazy; and when theinitia dust settled the corporation was number
one. Draut himsdalf waswiddy considered to be the richest man on Earth, a stlatement which ranked with
that of the world being round: not strictly true, but close enough for practica purposes.

Unlike many wedlthy men, Draut had no desire to amass money for its own sake, and he quickly found
he could not spend dl hisincome by himsdlf. Thus, much of his money went back into the corporation,
spent on avariety of projects. Most were of the borderline screwball type, which meant alarge
percentage of the funds invested vanished without aripple. Occasionally, one would work out properly,
sometimes even making money.

And oncein agreat while, there was atruly mgor brainstorm.

The Public Information room at the Draut Building, the three-hundred-floor headquarters of Draut
Enterprises, was crammed with reporters when Draut arrived and made hisway to the lectern.

"Ladies and gentlemen of the press," he said when things had quieted down and the cameras were
humming, "thank you for coming heretoday. It ismy pleasure to announce anew divison of Draut
Enterprises, and a scientific breakthrough that must be considered one of the greatest discoveries of our
time"



He paused, and in the middle of the room Craig Petrie took the opportunity to get a better grip on his
camera, held precarioudy but steadily above the heads of thosein front of him. Asafeature writer for
Internationa magazine, he didn't really need good film of Draut's announcement-hiswork began after the
headlines had faded. But he/d once been anews filmer himself and ill had some | eftover professona
pride.

"We have, asyou know," Draut went on, "'been studying gpplications of the mathemeatics which gave us
the phased force beam. Our latest triumph in thiswork has been the perfection of atechniqueto makea
man... invigble"

An audible gasp swept the room and a dozen hands shot into the air, waving like an ingtant whest field.
"I'll answer afew questionswhen I'm finished,” Draut said. "We are dso today setting up Guardian
Angels, Incorporated, abusinesswhich will lease invisible bodyguards to members of the public. Each
person employing one of our Angels, as our guardswill be called, will need only to wear alightweight
communicator-sensor device-" he held up adark-green choker-like neckband-"and our Angedl will do the
rest. Naturaly, well begin our operation with an extensivetria period before any leasing isdone. For this
test welll be providing five hundred Angels, free of charge, to selected residents of New Y ork City.
Those peoplewill be contacted in afew days and will have aweek to decide whether or not to
participate. Now-questions?”'

Petrie's hand went up with the others. Draut chose someone else. "Mr. Draut, how can such athing as
redl invishility be possible? | thought it'd been proven impossible?’

"Sodid|," Draut agreed gravely, drawing a chuckle from the crowd. "As explained to me, it's somewhat
akin to the way a phased force beam can carry energy and force through solid objects without affecting
them, only delivering its energy when it intersects another properly phased beam. The beams are dlill
theretherest of thetime, but they smply don't interact with matter. | suspect something smilar isbeing
donewith the light which would normaly have reflected from the Angel, sending it right through him or
something. That's the reason for the neckband, by theway. I'm told it's very hard to see when you're
invisble because of what's being done with that light. Relaying the images from the neckband sensorsto
the appropriate Angel will help to dleviate this problem. I'm afraid that's the best explanation | can give;
anything further would have to be in mathematics, which | don't speak. Next question? Y es, you.”

"| redize therésalot of danger in the world these days, but do you think there'samarket for invisble
bodyguards? Will the public accept something that radica ?"

"If not, I'vejust logt alot of money, Draut replied with adight smile. "Obvioudly, | think the market is
there. Yes Youinthemiddle.

Petrie chose hiswords carefully. "It ssemsto me, Mr. Draut, that workable invisibility opensalarge box
of snakeswith regards to such activities as espionage, terrorism, and crime, to name just three. What are
you doing to safeguard this discovery againgt possible misuse?!

"I'm sure you'll understand that | can't discuss our security arrangements with you." Draut's face was
suddenly expressionless. "But | assure you thereisno way for theinvisibility secret to dip out. Very few
people know the details, and even their names are highly classified informetion.”

"Then what are you doing to make sure your own people don't abuse their knowledge?" Petrie perssted.

"All I can say isthat thereisno danger of that,” Draut said. "Period; end of file. Next question?”



Draut answered afew more questions, but Petrie wasn't redlly listening. Hed spent years watching
peopl€'s faces, and there was something in Draut's expression he didn't like. Studying the lined,
middle-aged face, hetried to figure out what it was. Humor? Mockery? Whatever it was, Petrie had a
solid gut-level sense that there was more to this project than met the eye. Draut hadn't seemed very
happy with his question about security. Did he have some industrial espionage applicationsin mind?

Or did he have even greater ambitions?

The news conference ended afew minuteslater, and the reporters scrambled from the room, looking for
quiet corners from which they could cal in the story. Petrie lingered, hoping for another look at Draut's
face, but the older man left immediately, presumably returning to his office. For amoment Petriewas
tempted to follow, to try and badger afew more answers out of him. But Security would probably runa
daom course down his back if hetried it. Besides, confrontations were more fun when both sdeshad a
few facts on hand.

Turning, Petrie strode from the room. Thefirst step, obvioudy, wasto dig up his share of those facts.

Mrs. Irma Lieberman had just settled into her favorite easy chair-the one by the window-and had begun
her afternoon’s knitting when aknock rattled her door. She looked up, gnarled face wrinkling with
surprise and more than atouch of apprehension. Only Mrs. Finch next door visited her these days, and
Mrs. Lieberman could always hear her door open and close before she came over. Were the gangs of
pre-teenage children becoming bold enough to come right into the senior citizen housing complexes? The
thought made her shiver.

The knock came again. "Who'sthere?' she called.

"Mrs. Lieberman? agtrange voice said. "I'm Alex Horne of Draut Enterprises. I'd like to talk to you
about anew service we're garting.”

Whatever it was, she knew she couldn't afford it. But it might be nice to talk to someone for awhile, even
if it meant enduring a sales pitch. Carefully standing up, she waked to the door and warily cracked it

open.

The man standing there certainly looked like he belonged to Draut Enterprises. Y oung, nest, clean, and
dressed in asuit that had probably cost haf her yearly stipend, hewas all smilesasheheld out an 1D
card for her perusa. She hesitated only amoment, then closed the door, removed the chains, and
opened it wide. Still smiling, he stepped into her apartment.

"Mrs. Lieberman,” he said when they were seated, "my company is beginning anew type of bodyguard
service caled Guardian Angds. Have you heard of it?"

Was the Pope a Catholic? Facts, speculations, and rumors about Guardian Angels had dominated the
newsfor days now. "That'sthe onewith invisble people, isn't it?"

"Right,” he nodded. "As part of our test program, we would like you to accept one of our Angels, free of
charge, for the duration of the study."

For amoment she just stared at him, so unexpected was his offer. "Why, 1... well, that's very generous of
you, young man... uh, |..."



Horne cameto her rescue. Y ou don't have to make adecision today," he said, pulling a colorful
brochure from an inside pocket. "Here's some more information about Guardian Angels. Please read it
and give us your answer by next Tuesday. There'sanumber in the brochure for you to cdl; just give the
person your name and well set up an gppointment for you. Do you have any questions?

Shewas il off-balance, but she'd recovered enough to at least hold on to her dignity. "Not just now. If |
do later, I'll cdl."

"Please do. And | would really encourage you to accept an Angel, Mrs. Lieberman. | think it would be
rewarding for you, aswel as helpful for us. Well, | have many other calsto make this afternoon, so I'd
better be going. Thank you for your time."

Heleft. Alone again, door securely locked and chained behind her, Mrs. Lieberman sat back down and
carefully read the brochure. The ideathat someone would actudly offer such athing to her took some
getting used to, and she had to continualy remind hersdlf thiswasredly happening. Still... therewere
some disturbing aspects to thiswhole thing. Having someone dogging your every step was strange
enough, but for it to be someone you couldn't even see was downright spooky. Would the bodyguard
want to come into her apartment with her? And if she refused permission would he do so anyway? She
could see no way of stopping him.

Closing the brochure with more force than necessary, she stood up and began to pace-adower and
more cautious motion than in her youth, but sill an effective way to drain off nervous energy. She kept at
it for quite awhile, but her conflicting thoughts refused to sort themsalves out. Pros and cons, wishes,
fears, and questions came and went, adding to her confusion instead of dispdlling it.

With agtart, she noticed the sunlight was coming directly through the window. It was dmost four-fifteen;
too late now to go to the store as sheld intended. The rush-hour crowds were aready beginning to move,
and after that was all over... well, it would mean coming home in the dark. That was something she knew
far better than to do. For people her age, the day ended a sunset, if not sooner. Such thingswere like
arthritis or broken eevators-they could be hated but not changed.

Or could they?
Seating hersalf by the window once more, she picked up the brochure and began to reread it.

The executive secretary in the Draut Building's public relations office wasin her thirties. Shewas dso
personable, charming, and stubborn asalobbyist. "I'm sorry, Mr. Petrie," she said for thesixthtime, in
response to his sixth phrasing of the same question. "We ssimply cannot release the names of test subjects
inour Guardian Angd program. Weve promised them privacy, and we intend for them to haveit. I'm
sureyou can seethat.”

"Yes, | can," Petrie said, feding his patience giving out. He'd tried sweet talk, reason, and smple
persstence, to no avall. It wastimeto bring up the artillery. "And I'm sure you can see that the Freedom
of Information Act XVI1 entitles any citizen-including reporters-to information that may bear on the
dedlings of corporations with the public well-being. Gratuities and gifts, such asfree bodyguard service,
given to government officias or thelike could conceivably alow Draut Enterprisesto influence their
actions"

"Oh?' Her smilewas gtill in place but her tone had frosted over. "Well, if that's dl you're worried about,
you may rest easy. All the test subjects are either senior citizens or state-supported persons, and the
Justice Department has dready ruled that we aren't in violation of F.I. XVI1 by withholding their names.



Now, may | have you shown out?"

Theartillery had fizzled... and for the moment Petrie was out of ammo. "1 know theway," hetold her.
"Thanksfor your time."

He left, more confused than ever asto what was going on. Guardian Angels, Inc., was so tailor-made for
indugtrid or governmenta espionage that it was hard to believe Draut wasn't using it that way. But
accusing the corporation of spying on the elderly and the poor was too ridiculous acharge even for the
deazoids. Was Draut saving the spy potentia for later, lulling the government and public with an
aboveboard test?

Maybe he was working this story from the wrong direction. It might be more profitable to concentrate on
the Angd sthemselves, the men-and women-who would actualy beinvisble. Their persondities, training,
and backgrounds might provide aclue asto their ultimate mission.

He was amogt to the building's main exit and the security guard there was eying him. Best not to push his
luck, Petrie decided; the PR secretary may have derted the guard to make sure he left, and he didn't
want to get himsdlf barred from the building by becoming too much of anuisance. Smiling pleasantly at
the guard, he went ouit.

The neckband was awide strip of soft, dark-green plastic embedded with dime-sized hits of glassthe
sensors, the technician had told her. It fastened snugly around her neck.

"How doesit fed, Mrs. Lieberman?" the technician asked. A courteous young man in awhite [ab coat,
he reminded her of aboy she'd known in college.

She moved her head afew times before answering. The neckband didn't impede her motion, really, but
neither did it allow her to forget shewaswearing it. "It'sal right," shetold the other. "Rather like a ftiff
turtleneck."

"Okay. Now here-" he touched a spot to the left of her throat "-is your on-off switch; turn it to the left for
on, right for off. It activates the sensor network that your Angel will need to see and hear well, and dso
the speaker that helll talk to you through. Y ou should avoid covering the neckband with anything heavy,
but a sheer scaf won't interfere much with the operation. Y our Angd will tel you if therés any problem,
of course.”

She nodded. "When do | meet him?"

"Whenever you're ready. He's already here.”

She jumped and looked around her, the musclesin her neck tightening. "Whereishe?"

"Why not ask him yoursdf?'

Shelooked at the boy sharply, but he didn't seem to be laughing at her. "All right," shetold him. If this
was some kind of test, she was determined to passit. "1 will." Reaching up, she found the "on" switch and
turned it. "Hello?'

"Hello, Mrs. Lieberman.” A soft, soothing voice came from just below her right ear. Sheredlized it came

from the neckband, but not soon enough to keep from jumping again. "My nameis Michad," the voice
continued, "and I'll be your Angdl for aslong asyou wish."



"MPeased to meet you," shesaid. "Uh... whereare you?'
"Infront of you, just to the | eft of the door.”

She squinted hard. More imagined than redlly visible, she thought she could just barely see adight
waveringintheair.

"Y ou'relooking right & me now," Michagl confirmed.

She nodded and looked questioningly at the technician. "Unless you have any more questions, you can
leave whenever you wish, Mrs. Lieberman,” hesaid. "Y ou'real set up now."

"Thank you." Taking adeep breath, she turned to the patch of wavering air. "Shal we go, Michad 7'
"Whenever you're ready."

Thefirst two hours were the hardest. Mrs. Lieberman had purposaly scheduled a shopping trip after her
appointment &t the Draut Building so that she wouldn't be caught in the awkward position of having to
make small talk with astranger. The plan was only partidly effective, though, and severa times sheld had
to pretend to be studying some random piece of merchandise smply because she'd run out of thingsto

Sy .

Surprisingly, though-at least to her-Michad turned out to be excellent company. As courteous asthe
technician had been, he was dso witty, intelligent, and well-informed. What with TV and movies, shed
come to associate the word "bodyguard” with a beetle-browed hulk of aman whose 1Q equalled his
chest measurement. Without even seeming to try, Michadl |eft that stereotypein shreds.

At noon they had lunch-or Mrs. Lieberman did; Michael said he couldn't eat on duty-and spent the early
afternoon window-shopping on Fifth Avenue, something she hadn't donein thirty years. She and
Michad, they discovered, had smilar tastesin jewelry and clothing, though her enthusiasm for hats
seemed to baffle him. She drew many a confused stare from passers-by who thought she was talking to
hersalf and then heard the second voice.

All too soon it was three-thirty, and time to head home. "We don't have to go yet, you know," Michael
told her.

"I don't want to get caught in rush hour, and | don't suppose you do, either,” she said. "Y ou've been
remarkably good at snesking through doors and keeping from getting walked on, but | think a rush-hour
bus might be more than even you can handle.”

He chuckled. "Very likely. However, you could continue shopping or go to amovieif you wanted to and
we could go home when thetraffic thins out again.”

She shook her head. "No, it'll get dark before we could get home that way. | know you're here, but-I
just don't want to today."

"Okay; no problem. Let'sfind abus, shdl we?"

They reached her complex well ahead of the vehicular flash flood, and Michael escorted her to her
gpartment door. "Thank you for awonderful day," she said to him, blushing suddenly as she realized how



much she sounded like ateenager on adate.

"The pleasurewas mine," Michael reponded smoothly.

"Would you liketo comein for sometea?"

"Not whileI'mon duty, I'm afraid.”

"Oh, that's right. Will | see you tomorrow? | mean-well, you know what | mean.”

"Cdl meif you want to go out,” hetold her. "1 won't be right outside your door, but I'll be availableon a
few minutes notice. If you need any help at night, by the way, just turn on your neckband. | won't be
around, but another Angel is nearby and can cometo your aid very quickly.”

"All right. Good night, Michad."

"Good night, Mrs. Lieberman. Have agood evening.”

It took twelve phone calsjust to find someone who knew where Guardian Angdls, Inc., was actually
located in the Draut Building, and once there Petrie ran into a receptionist who made the PR executive
secretary look like apushover. "I'm sorry, Mr. Petrie, but my instructions are very clear. No names or
personal data are to be given out; no interviews with Angels or the technica staff are to be dlowed; no
tours; nothing. Period.”

"Not even aphoneinterview?'

"Not even. Sorry." Shedidn't look al that sorry, actualy.

"Canyou give meeven a'typicd Angd' profile or something? Have aheart-my editor will flay meif |
don't come back with something.”

She shook her head. "I can't give you anything but sympathy."

He snorted. "Thanks."

Back in the hallway, Petrie pondered his next move. Obvioudy, the direct approach waswell guarded.
But maybe there was a back door. Strolling semi-aimlesdy, he soon found atemporarily deserted
corridor. Pulling out his phone, he dialed anumber.

"Hdlo?'

"Hi, Boyd; Craig Petrie. Y ou busy?"

"Aw, come on, Petrie, de-access me dready. Every timeyou cal | wind up in trouble with somebody."

"Easy, Boyd, thiswon' ruffle anyone's pinfeathers. All 1 want is something on Guardian Angels.

"Y ou and everyone ese in the world. Sorry, but we've got strict ingtructionson Angel data; it dl stays
here"

"Hold it asecond. All | want is some idea how many Angels Draut's hired, just so | know how big an



operation Guardian Angelsisgoing to be. Draut's got good businessingtincts; | want to see how much
he'sputting into this"

Therewasalong pause. "Wadll... not for publication?’
"My own persond use only. Guaranteed.”
"Doublethe usud price?

Petrie grimaced. "Okay."

"All right, I'll see what the personnel records say. Round numbers only, though, and absolutely no
names.

"Fine. Cdl meback."

Thereturn call came afew minuteslater. "Y ou're out of luck, Petrie. | can't find any records of anyone
being hired asan Angd. Either they're being internaly transferred to the job from other parts of the
corporation or their hiring is being kept completely separate from our records here. Or both.”

"Odd. Where elsein Draut Enterprises would you get trained bodyguards to use as Angels?!

"Security men would be the closest thing | can think of, but I couldn't find any record of large numbers of
them being hired or transferred. | checked," he added, obvioudy pleased he'd anticipated Petrie's
question.

Petrie gnawed &t his cheek. "Any mgor hiring going on anywhere?'

"Oh, sure. Research people, mostly. The Force Beam Applications Divisonisredly burning RAM, |
know, but that group's still raking in patents and money, so there's no surprise there. Computer Division's
adding gteff, too. That tell you anything?

"Not redly. Wdll, thanks anyway, Boyd."
"Thank mein cash,” was Boyd's closing remark.

So Draut wasn't hiring his Angels through his own personnd department. Wherein blazes, then, were
they coming from? Oversess, perhgps? If Draut was planning some sort of action against the government,
there were lots of countries that would be only too willing to help. Or perhaps he was hiring from the
ranks of illegal diens. But then now was he finagling the payroll records, which Personnel should have?
Or maybe-

Or maybe therewereno Angdsat dl.

Petrie stopped dead as that thought struck him. It sounded insane... but why not, realty? No one outside
the corporation had ever claimed to have touched an invisble Angdl, or even to have watched one
becomeinvisible. With al communication handled through the neckbands, moreover, it would be easy to
samply set up abunch of men with radios and sensor screens pretending to be Angels-ordinary men,
without any specia combeat training or licenses, who could be hidden amost anywhere among
Personnd'sfiles.



But why would Draut do something thet crazy?

Petrie couldn't guess the answer to that one, but for the moment he didn't need to. All he needed to do
was to make the accusation in his next article. If true, Draut would have alot of explaining to do. If nat, it
should at least force the old man to cough up some ussful information, something that might give Petriea
clueasto what hewasredly up to. All inal, afair gamble,

Grinning tightly, Petrie headed for an exit. Charlie, his editor, was going to flip over thisone.

"Wed better start for home," Mrs. Lieberman remarked with someregret. It was alovely afternoon,
sunny and warm, and she hated the thought of being cooped up in her gpartment al evening.

Michad'ssgh wasjust barely audible. "Mrs. Lieberman, | wish | could convince you that you redly don't
haveto go homethis early when I'm with you. | redlize you have hdf alifetime of habit to overcome, but
you really are safe with me. 1'd hoped that nearly two weeks together would have convinced you of that."

"I know, Michad, | know, and | don't mean to insult you or anything. It'sjust... well, sometimesit's hard
to believe you'reredly here. Y ou wak so quietly, never bump into anybody, never touch me onthearm.
| guess degp down I'm scared you're just afigment of my imagination.”

"I'm sorry," Michael said after ashort pause. "'l wish | could let you touch me, but | have orders against
that."

"Orders?' Sheld been assuming he was merdly shy. "Why, for heaven's sake?"

"Wdl," hesad, lowering hisvoice confidentidly, "for dl | know you could be alovely and dangerous
Russan spy in disguise, plotting to stedl the secret of invishility. I | let you touch me, you might suddenly
spring into action, wrestling me to the ground and beating me into unconsciousness. Then you would spirit
me back to Russawhere you'd recelve ameda and a plush Moscow apartment.”

She couldn't help it. The picture that evoked was so absurd that she threw back her head and laughed
until shewas gasping for breath. "Michadl, you're agem,” she said when she got her wind back. "All
right, I give up. Let'sgo to amovie. Theré's one playing near here that I've been wanting to see for ages.”

The sunwaslow in the sky and the last remnants of rush hour traffic were beginning to clear out when
they emerged from the theater. "Where is everybody?' Mrs. Lieberman asked, more to hear hersdlf
speak than for information. She had never seen the streets and sidewalks so quiet and it suddenly made
her very nervous.

"It'sdinner time; most people are egting. Are you hungry?*
"A little, but I'd rather eat at home." Where she could fed sofe.
"Okay. Let's go. We can catch a bus a couple of blocks from here.”

She had gone dmost a block when the muggers came up behind her, and they came so slently she never
knew they were there until her arm was suddenly grabbed and her purse torn from her grasp. She turned,
pulled off-baance by the hand on her arm, and saw her attackers: two weasal-faced teenaged boys. One
was clutching her purse like a prize, but she saw him only with periphera vision-her full atention wason
the boy ill holding her arm. His eyes smoldered with hate, and even as she shrank from that glare he
raised hisfree hand to strike her.



The blow never fell. Without warning, his head snapped backward and his grip on her arm was broken.
He staggered back and doubled over as something jabbed him in the ssomach. The second boy gasped,
swore, and turned to run, but he got less than two steps before his legs shot out from under him and he
made a pai nful-sounding landing on the pavement, the purse till in hishand.

It was an amazing sight, o much so that Mrs. Lieberman forgot she was frightened. "Why, Michad," she
sad. "Youredly are here”

"Of course. |-"

He broke off, and she turned just in time to see the first boy lurching forward, awicked-looking knife
gleaming in hishand. "Call him off, bitch," he gasped, his eyes on her neckband. "Cdl him off or I'll kill
you." Theknife dashed upward-

Andfrozein midair.

Shewatched in fascination as, againgt al his strength, the boy's hand was dowly forced down. With a
clatter, the knifefdl to the ground and flew, asif kicked, afew feet away. In the near distance asiren
could be heard.

"| derted the police" Michadl explained. "I'm afraid well have to wait here until they arrive. Areyou
hurt?'

"No, I'mfine. And | don't mind waiting." Mrs. Lieberman retrieved her hat, which had falen off during
the attack. Dusting it off, she took a moment to glance at the sky. Some of the clouds were already
turning pink; it was going to be aglorious sunset. "I'm not in any hurry,” she added.

Hands jammed into pockets not really designed for such abuse, Petrie strode dong in the late-morning
sunshine, heading back from hislatest defeat at the Draut Building and glowering at the world. He hated
making afool of himself-and four weeks after the fact, he till hadn't forgiven Draut's Angdls for their
rotten timing. Of al possible daysfor them to grab the headlines, they had had to pick the day he was
submitting his story about them for Charlie's gpprova. No fewer than three separate attackswithin a
twenty-four-hour period had been stopped by the Angels, their elderly charges escaping unscathed.
Naturaly, this had had the sde effect of turning Petrie's story into instant scrap paper, and an angry
Charlie had hauled him onto the carpet the next morning for acanned lecture on proper research
methods. He'd then shredded the story, of course.

Petrie had jumped the gun, obvioudy; he admitted as much, and had tried for amonth now to rectify the
error. But every approach still ended at either adead end or alocked door. It was asif Guardian Angels,
Inc., had brought Daedalus in as consultant on its corporate structure planning.

Which did nothing to ease Petrie's suspicions. Draut hadn't built this hermetically sedled labyrinth for the
fun of it. The gpparent proof that invisble Angels actualy existed smply looped things back to the
origina question: what was Drauit realy up to?

Hewas picking at theissue for the twelve millionth time when he happened to glance down a cross street
he was passing. Halfway down the block awell-dressed young man was talking earnestly with an elderly
woman. In the man's hand was an object that |ooked suspicioudy like a Guardian Angel neckband.

Without a pause, Petrie turned down the street toward them. Waiting until he was just within earshot he



dropped his comb, and spent afew secondsretrieving it. The man and woman kept their voices low, but
Petrie's hearing was good.

"But it doesn't redly work, doesit?' the woman asked in an asthmatic voice.
"Course not: not for five bucks. But who's to know? It's like a'beware of the dog' sign without adog.”

Picking up his comb, Petrie continued on hisway until he reached the corner. He looked back then and
saw both people heading toward the street he had just come from. The man was the faster and had
aready nearly reached the corner. Petrie hurried after him, afraid of losing himin the crowds. The old
woman, he noted in passing, was wesaring the neckband.

Petrie followed the man for nearly two hours as he traced awinding path through the city's Streets. During
that time he accosted nearly a score of old people, six of whom stopped to listen to him. Two of those
bought neckbands.

Findly, just before one-thirty, the man's pace quickened and the aimlessness of his direction vanished.
Waking afew blocks, he disappeared into one of the sSide doors of the Draut Building.

Petrie halted across the street, head spinning. It was, aimogt literaly, the last place in the state he would
have guessed the man was heading for. And he wasn't just a casud visitor, ether; from experience Petrie
knew those side doors admitted only authorized personnel. But why would Draut's people be peddling
fake Angd neckbands on the streets? As a private black-market schemeit was petty in the extreme; as
officia corporation practice it made no sense whatsoever.

Unless....

Thefaintest hint of an ugly thought began to touch Petrieés mind. It was dmost ludicrous, but it fit al the
facts... and if true, it was ablockbuster.

Except that at the moment he had nothing to back up his suspicions. And if he touched the wrong nerves
digging that proof out, he could find himsalf inhabiting adeep holein the ground.

The thought was both sobering and infuriating, and it made his decison for him. Hewouldn't givethe
corporation time to react, but would confront Draut himsdlf and try to force a confession from him.
Prying himself from the wall where held been leaning, Petrie st off down the street, glancing once at his
watch. There would be just enough time.

It was nearly five when he returned to the Draut Building, and thistime he didn't allow secretaries or
receptionists to stop him, much to their collective consternation. He was barely one jump ahead of
Security when he strode into Draut's outer office.

The secretary there was surprised but unflustered. "Y es?" she asked codlly.

"I want to see Draut,” Petrietold her. "Tdl him | know about Guardian Angels and the twin fraud he's
running with it, and that I'd like to talk with him before| blow it up in hisface.”

Four burly security guards came charging in before the secretary could reply. One of them had grabbed
Petrie in ano-nonsense aikido hold and was marching him toward the door when a voice came from the
intercom. "Ms. Smith, please ask the young man to step into my office."



The guardsfrozein disbelief but, at anod from Ms. Smith, reluctantly released him. Taking adeep
breath, Petrie pushed open the heavy mahogany doors and entered Draut's private office.

The room was roughly the size of aminiature golf course, and was dl legther, oriental tapestry, deep-pile
rug, and dark wood. One entire wall was floor-to-celling windows with a spectacular view of the city
below. In the center of the room, standing next to a huge desk, was Draut. "Good afternoon,” he said as
Petrie hesitated. "Y ou wished to see me?”’

Petrie stepped forward, determined not to be intimidated by the surroundings. "My nameis Petrie, Mr.
Draut. Before | begin | want to warn you that I've given sedled lettersto five friends which outline the
accusations I'm about to make. If | don't retrieve those | etters by eight this evening their contentswill be
made public.”

Draut smiled faintly. "Not very origind, but certainly melodramatic.”

Petrieignored the comment. "I've wondered for several weeks about your motives and purposesin
setting up Guardian Angels, and I've come to the conclusion that the whole thing isafraud. Not only are
there no invisible people for you to rent out, but you have the colossa gdll to peddle fake neckbandsto
old people who think there's really somebody around to protect them.”

"Of coursethererenoinvisble men," Draut shrugged. " The concept was proved impossible decades

Petrie had expected adenia. Draut's casud admission threw him off his stride, and he fumbled abit in
getting out his next words. "Y ou've got people somewhere in the city using phased force beams, right?
Using the neckband sensorsto aim the things?*

Draut nodded. "They operate from a handful of centers scattered throughout the area. With sophisticated
military targeting equipment, of course, the beams can be most effective in smulating the actions of an
invisbleman." Something in Petrie's face must have mirrored his thoughts, because Draut's mouth
twitched in another faint smile. "I'm not telling you al this because | have atrugting soul and you have
honest eyes, Mr. Craig Arnold Petrie of Wynne, Arkansas,” he said. ™Y ou've been buzzing around this
building like ahornet for dmost two months now and I've had you thoroughly checked out. Y ou seemto
me like aman who can probably be trusted with the whole story but not haf of it."

"If you're trusting me to keep quiet about this chicanery, you're alousy judge of character. I'm writing the
story, and the minute it breaks you and Guardian Angelswill befinished." All of Petrie's anger had
evaporated in the past few moments, leaving only disgust inits place. Hed had visions of adiabolica plot
againgt nations and had found, instead, a petty con game. He'd expected more from |. Thaddeus Drait.

"Finished?' Draut shook hishead. "No. In fact, we've hardly started. Next week we're beginning new
testing operationsin Chicago, Pittsburgh, Detroit, and Cleveland.”

"What are you talking about? Y ou try leasing 'invisble' bodyguards now and the FTC will-"

"Who said anything about |easing anything to anybody? Those test centerswill be just like the one here,
giving free Angel serviceto some of the poor and elderly.”

Petrie blinked. "What?"

"As| said, you need the whole story. The so-caled ‘testing phase isdl thereisto Guardian Angels, Inc.



The rest of the noise we've been making about it wasjust for publicity purposes, to make sure everyone
knew about it."

An uncomfortable suspicion was beginning to cregp up on Petrie. "Wait aminute. Areyou trying to tell
me you're running some sort of charity protection racket? What on Earth for?”

Draut looked him in the eye for along moment, then dropped hisgaze. "I could tell you about my
childhood in Cleveland, | suppose. Or about the time my mother and sister had their purses stolen-but I'll
just say I'm doing it because it needsto be done. For decades the poor and elderly have been at the
mercy of both criminas and those who Smply want to take out their frustrations on someone else. No
one's done anything about the problem because the government can't afford it and there's no profitin it
for anyone else. So okay. I've got money | don't need, and I'm taking a crack at it. Maybe it won't work,
but maybeit will. I think it'sworth atry, anyway."

Petrie thought about that for amoment. "Why the fiction about invisible men? Why not the truth”?"

"Partly publicity, as| said earlier. We needed to make sure potentia muggers were aware of us and
could associate the neckbands with our Angels. That's the main reason we made the neckbands so big
and obvious."

"A deterrent.”

"Of course. And secondly, there's a strong psychologica kick thisway. Y ou tell your average punk that
someone two miles away isfiddling knobs on apair of phased force beam generators and he might take
his chances. But tell him therés an invisible man waiting to clobber him?* Draut shook his head.

"Y eah. And the fake neckbands-additional deterrent?"

"Sure. Y ou can't tell them from the working ones, and nobody knows where those are-we made sure of
that. And well be adding real ones every so often and shifting others around, just to keep things
uncertain.”

Petrie nodded. Taking adeep breath, he expelled it in an audible sigh. "1t won't last, you know, even if
you convince meto St on the story. One of your own people will legk it, or another reporter will figure it
out eventudly.”

"I know that. But the longer we maintain the facade and the more attacks are beaten off, the more
confidence people will havein us. I'm hoping that when the lid comes off it won't matter much because
well have proved we can do the job. My peoplewon' talk; they're al carefully screened, highly idedistic
young people who believe in what they're doing. So | guessit's up to you and your colleagues.”

"Il haveto think about it."

"Do s0." Draut urged. "And while you're deciding | suggest you take awalk through Central Park. Count
the number of people there-rea people, not just muggers. Observe how dready they cluster near
someone wearing an Angel neckband, and remember that even two months ago none of those people
would have dared to go near the place. Good evening, Mr. Petrie.”

Thetrip through the halls and down the elevators took several minutes, and once outside the range of
Draut's persondity Petrie again began to have doubts. Good motives or not, Draut waslying to the
public. Didn't they have aright to know that?



Heleft the building, and as he did so an old woman in astrange-looking hat and an Angel neckband
caught hiseye. Shewaswaking toward him, her lips moving asif talking to someone, though he couldn't
hear her words through the din of traffic. She was nearly abreast of him when she noticed him watching
her. Smiling pleasantly at him as she passed, she continued her conversation, and he caught afew of the
words: "...and | promised Mrs. Finch we'd take her along to the park, Michael-don't let me forget..."

Petrie made his decison. The hell with Draut's suggested stroll through Centra Park; he had work to do.
There werefive envelopes he had to pick up before eight o'clock. Turning, he hurried down the street.

EXPANDED CHARTER

The summonsto the Secret Service chiefs office had come with the kind of low-key urgency Alex Cord
had long since learned to recognize, and from the look on Hal€'s face he knew the problem wasindeed a
big one. "Assassin?' he hazarded ashe did into achair.

Hale nodded grimly. "The FBI cdled it in five minutes ago-CRIMESTOP givesit aninety-eight percent
probability. The full data pack should be-ah; here it comes.”

One of the screens on his desk had lit up with a photo of a scrawny-looking man in hislate twenties. Joe
Crowly, the D read. Cord raised hisleft wrist, pushed a button on the tiny computer strapped there, and
felt the answering vibration as the device began recording the data the desktop unit was feeding it. "We
know where and when thisguy Crowly'sgoingtotry it?"

"Pretty sure." Hale pushed a button and Crowly's face was replaced by some names and numbers. "He
was in Sesttle this morning and somehow got accessto the Bounzer Tubethere. | guesshe didn't redize
the thing keepsrecords.”

"Or didn't giveadamn.” Cord frowned. "Kansas City. The President's old school 7"

"Bingo," Hae said heavily. "Somekind of big ceremony-not adedication; | forget what it's called. The
mayor will be thereand | think the governor of Missouri, too."

"Election-year politicking."

"By any other name," Hale agreed. "CRIMESTOP thinks Crowly's going to claim he was actualy aiming
for the mayor and hit the President by mistake."

"You're sure heis after the President? That computer's been wrong before.”

"I think it's pretty clear. That Welfare Reform Act he signed yesterday? Crowly's been fighting
passionately againg it for the past two years. We have awitness who says Crowly was acting like a
madman last night, and was till going strong when heleft her thismorning.”

Cord grimaced. "Great. Got ateam in placer”

"Yes, but | want you to go there and take charge. Y ou're one of the best thereisat thiskind of
operation.”

"Okay." Why, Cord thought, did the compliments aways come glued to the red chestnut-roasters?"I'll
do my best."



He stopped at the locker room to change and then picked up agun from the armory on hisway
downgtairs to the Bounzer Tube facilities. The techs there had aready been given the proper coordinates,
and hewas able to step into the giant stedl test-tube without delay. Three minutes later the curved wall
vanished and he found himself across the street from a modest three-story brick building that was dready
beginning to collect afair-sized crowd.

"Cord?'

Cord turned to see adoppy-looking man leaning againgt astreet light afew feet away. "Right,” he
acknowledged, stepping closer.

"Dietrich. Y ou bring us any good pictures?

"Complete set." Cord held hiswrist up and displayed the face held seen in Hol€s office. "Didn't they
send you any?"

"Y eah, but the transmission waslousy and | didn't want to trust it." The other reached down and tapped
the record key on his own computer. "Y ou cut things alittle fine-we've got maybe five minutes before the
motorcade arrives.

"I didn't have much of achoice," Cord glanced at the still-growing crowd. "Crowly's taking achance on
getting torn gpart with that smokescreen about aiming for the mayor.”

"Better than going up on afedera assassination charge." Dietrich nodded past the school building. "1've
got my men positioned where they can theoreticaly see everywherein the crowd and also watch al
approaches. There's arobot scanner on the school roof keeping watch on the windowsin the
surrounding buildings. Two men are on the President directly, of course.”

Cord nodded. "I think I'll start mingling, then; seeif our man isn't Sanding quietly behind someonetalerin
the crowd. See you later-and make sure your men get that clearer picture.”

"Already sent it. Beep if you need help.”

Cord set off across the street, eyes giving the edges of the crowd a quick check. It was too bad that
robot scanners weren't capable of good identification in crowds this densely packed; but they werent,
and there wasn't anything he could do about it. Pausing once, he surreptitioudy raised his computer and
had it rotate Crowly's picture for him, letting him see what the potentia assassin looked likefrom al
directions. Then, conscious of the pistol nestled beneath hisleft arm, he continued on.

Ahead, acar pulled to argpid hat in front of the school building. Cord looked up, but it wasjust a TV
crew, running ahead of the main carsto get their mini-camsin position. He kept moving, forcing hiseyes
to maintain their methodical sweep. Panicking was the worst thing that an agent could do at atimelike
this

Therewasaswell of anticipation from the crowd and along black limousine pulled smoothly to the curb.

The mayor got out first, waving and smiling at the people as his bodyguards took positions flanking the
door. Behind him the governor wriggled out of the seat, his bulk making the operation look awkward.
From the school's front door a group of children appeared-an honor guard of sorts, Cord decided-and
walked two by two toward the waiting dignitaries. Cord craned his neck for one last sweep... and



spotted Crowly.

Hewas, dmost exactly as Cord had predicted, peering out from behind ataller, bulkier bystander on the
far sde of the crowd. Hisright hand was buried in aside coat pocket, hisface amask of hatred and fear.
Heleaned out a bit further, edging between two othersfor aclearer view.

Cord fired.

Nothing spectacular happened at hisend, of course; Secret Service wegpons weretotaly silent and
flashless. At Crowly'send... well, someone paying close attention might have noticed the dight jerk
caused by theimpacting capsule, or the look of pure terror that erupted on the young man's face and was
quickly frozen in place. Thetiny jerking motions as he tried to tear free of the "living plastic” film that was
rgpidly overgrowing him weretoo small even to bother those standing beside him.

Hewas just sarting to lose his balance when Dietrich's men appeared on either side of him and carried
him quietly out of the crowd.

"WEell, chalk up another onefor the good guys," Dietrich commented as they watched Crowly being
loaded into a car ahundred feet away from the unnoticing crowd. The plastic over Crowly's nose and
around hisrib cage had been removed to let him breathe, but even at their distance Cord could see that
the terrified expression was still plastered across hisface.

"l suppose s0,” hetold Dietrich. "We got Crowly without causing any fuss, if that's what you mean. But if
we were doing our jobs redlly properly hed never have gotten to the Bounzer Tubein thefirst place.”

Dietrich shrugged. "Y ou can't hold back the tide with your hands," he said philosophicaly. "Progressis
progress and you can't stop it. Who knows? If they ever get the fine-tune bugs worked out of the
method, the Bounzer Tube might actualy make our jobs easier.”

Cord shrugged, and his eyes strayed to the ceremonies sill taking place on the school's front walk. The
mayor was shaking hands with each of the children in the honor guard now, and Cord couldn't help but
notice the natura dignity one of the boys displayed, the ease with which he faced the politicians. Even at
the age of nine helooks presidential, he thought. | wonder if he's decided yet on hislifes ambition.
"Maybeit will, someday," he said doud to Dietrich. "But it'll never be aseasy asin the old days, when
we only had to protect a President after he was elected.” He shook hishead. "'l wish to hell Bounzer had
never invented his damn time-travel machine.”

FINAL SOLUTION

Narda Jald had finished her solitary dinner and was starting go load the dishesinto the sonic cleaner
when the kitchen radio reached its five-thirty timer setting and switched on.

"...Five-thirty world news survey. The Hasar Council of Ministers has officialy rejected the demand by
the Lorikhan Nation that the minerals of the Enhoav Basin be divided evenly among al the nations of
Kohinoor. Supreme Minister Zagro has said repeatedly that, Snce Hasar provided ninety percent of the
technology and funding used to crack the mantle fault three years ago, the bulk of the project's rewards
should be ours. Lorikhan'sthreet of war over thisissue is dismissed by the government as mere bluff. The
Primaof Missal, meanwhile, has offered his nation's good services as mediator-"

"Radio control: off," Nardacdled. Obediently, theradio fel silent. Brushing astrand of hair from her
face, Narda stared through the dishes by the sink, her teeth clenched with abnormal tightness. So that



wasit. Three years of negotiation had ended without anyone budging asingle centimeter, and once more
the threat of war hung like awegpons satellite over Kohinoor, circling and waiting to drop. And thistime
it wouldn't be just alocal flare-up over borders or water rights. The Enhoav Basin, that tremendous
treasure house of mineralstorn forcibly from Kohinoor's molten inddes, was apotentid Juggernaut in a
world economy where even copper was selling for over ahundred ryd per kilo. For the riches of Enhoav
al the nationswould fight. All of them.

"Oh, God, please," Narda half-groaned, half-prayed. "Not another world war. Please."

It seemed impossible to her that asingle world could have so much war, especidly aworld with
Kohinoor's history. Itsfounders had |eft Earth for the express purpose of escaping warfare and conflict.
They'd been men and women of peace, if the history disks could be believed; visionaries who believed
there was a better way. What had gone wrong?

A motion across the street caught her eye. Looking through the window, she saw their neighbor Mehlid
step from hisdoor, easdl and paintsin tow, and head toward the row of hillsafew hundred meters
behind his house. Hewas alarge man, surprisingly well-built for an artist. Nardawatched him ashe
walked away, thinking of the long, sengitive fingersthat seemed so out of place with those broad
shoulders-

With asharp shake of her head she tore her eyes away, a hot rush of guilt flooding her face with blood.
She had never been unfaithful to her hushand, and she knew with absolute certainty that she never would.
Why then did shefind hersdf watching Mehlid so often, and with such interest? It was wrong-wrong and
uncomfortably juvenile-and yet she couldn't stop.

A surge of anger flowed in to cover the guilt. It was Pahli'sfault, shetold hersdf blackly; Pahli'sand the
military's. If they would just let the Susastay on patrol around Kohinoor instead of sending it out on so
many deep-space surveys, she would have aman around the house more often. Pahli didn't have to keep
accepting these assgnments, ether.

No. Shewas being unfair, and she knew it. At least some of the tension on Kohinoor was due to the lack
of new frontiers, to the genera feding that there was nowhere else to go. None of the other twenty-eight
bodies in Kohinoor's system was habitable, and the grand experiment with orbiting space colonies had
been horribly and tragically ended two wars ago. If Pahli and his crew ever found a suitable world out
there, the results would be well worth one woman's minor inconvenience. On the hedl's of that thought
came another, more sobering one: if world war broke out the first battles would be fought in space... and
even smdl shipslike the Susawould be prime targets.

With an effort, Narda pushed her fears from her mind. The news survey would be over now, and some
music would help her mood. "Radio control: on," she called. Shewasin luck; they were playing
something soft and peaceful. Picking up one of the dirty dishes, she sent an involuntary glance through the
window. Good; Mehlid was out of Sght. He was easy to ignore when not visble. Placing the dishinthe
cleaner'srack, she thought about Pahli. What was he doing now, she wondered... and was he thinking of
her?

Pahli Jala's thoughts were, in fact, adozen light-years from hiswife. Specifically, they were on the
massive object somefifty thousand kilometers off the Susa's starboard bow.

"No chancethat it belongsto Lorikhan or any of the others, isthere?' he asked Ahmar, hisaide, ashe
studied the image on the telescope screens.



"None, sr." Peering at hisbank of displays, Ahmar touched a button and then shook his head.
"Completdy unknown configuration and space-norma drive spectrum. Scanner Section reportsthar star
drive probably works on the same principles as ours, but it's definitely not astandard Burke system.” He
glanced a the commander. "Are we going to make contact?"

Before Pahli could answer, the helmsman spoke up. "Commander, it's changing course-coming toward
lﬂ n

"Looks like the decison's been madg," Pahli said to Ahmar.

"We could attack, sir, or even run,” First Office Cyrilis pointed out. "Or both; we could fire atorpedo
salvo and be gone before they even knew the missleswere on theway."

Pahli and Ahmar exchanged glances, and Pahli fdlt hisjaw tighten momentarily. Fight or run-it was aways
the same reaction to every problem. When, he wondered, would humanity learn to solve conflicts with
understanding and mutua respect instead of with animal reflexes?""Recommendation noted, Lieutenant.
Well hold orbit here and see what they want.”

"Y es, 9r. Recommend we put wegpons stations on full dert anyway, Commander. Just in case.”
Eyes till on the screens, Pahli waved an impatient hand. "All right. Seetoit.”

Cyrilis saluted and floated across to the main intercom board. Sotto voce, Ahmar said, "'l hope he
doesn't blow them out of the sky before they even have a chanceto say hello.”

Pahli shrugged. "1 wouldn't worry about that. HE's got better combat nerves than either of us."

"Commander!" the scanner chief reported suddenly. "UV laser hitting us, coming from the other ship.
Low-power, too diffuse to be aweapon. It seemsto be frequency-modulated.”

Pahli threw atight smileat Ahmar. "I think they've said hello. Get arecorder on that laser and turn
Cryptography's computersloose on it. | think there's a so a package of basic language instruction onfile,
isn't there?"

Ahmar nodded. "Disk file Ninety-three something, for opening communication in case another Earth ship
ever came out here.”

"Start beaming it across with one of our own communication lasers. It1l prove we'reinterested in talking,
evenif they can't understand any of the tape.”

The unknown ship took up a parallel course some five hundred kilometers from the Susa; and for Six
hours the two ships did adow promenade as the lasers continued their information exchange. And it was
the unknown, not the Susa, that solved its puzzlefirg.

"| greet you, Human," the bridge speaker boomed out in avoicelikeflat gray paint. "1 am cdled
Drymnu."

The words seemed to echo through Pahli's head. It was indeed as he'd half-expected: no
tenth-generation human ship, but atruly dien craft. Kohinoor'sfirst contact with another race... With as
much poise as he could manage, he touched the proper button on his board. " Drymnu ship, greetings,” he
said, hismouth dry. "Thisis Commander Pahli Jala of the starship Susa, servant to the Hasar Nation.



Have the privilege of addressing your captain?’

"This concept isone of many | do not understand,” camethe reply. ™Y our language does not follow a
familiar pattern, and | am surely making grave errorsin my interpretation.”

The dien's abruptness took Pahli aback somewhat. "Well, well be happy to assst as much as possible,”
he said, motioning to Ahmar. The aide had anticipated him, and was dready tying Cryptography into the
conversation. "Please explain the problem.”

"Firg, | appear to have found more than one way to address you: Human, Commander Pahli Jala, and
Hasar Nation. Which is correct, or do | misread? In a congruent manner, which referenceword is
correct: you, him, or her? And how do | and we correspond?’

Pahli frowned. "All the words are correct in different contexts. 'Y ou' refers to a person being addressed
or spoken to, while'him' and 'her* are used when speaking of athird person.”

There was a pause as the other seemed to digest that. "But doesthird person not refer to a separate
entity not part of onesdf? Surely thereisinsufficient spacein your craft for two of you to exis.”

Pahli cut himsdlf out of the circuit and turned to Cyrilis, who was peering over the scanner chief's
shoulder. "Just how big isthisaien, anyway?' he asked.

The other hunched his shoulders. " Several thousand of us could fit comfortably aboard that ship. He can't
be that big-square-cube laws would never have let him evolve. Weve got to be misunderstanding him."”

Pahli nodded and touched the switch again. "We also seem to be misreading,” he said. "We are dl of one
species, but there are over one hundred eighty persons aboard this craft. Does that help?”

"Thisisnot posheliz-scat-khe-fzeee-" The spesker squeaed unintelligibly for a second and then cut off
sharply.

"What wasthat?" Ahmar whispered.

"I don't know. | must have said something wrong," Pahli answered. "Cyrilis, put al defense systemson
full dert." The other nodded, and atense silence descended on the bridge.

When the break came it was almost an anticlimax. "Y ou are afragmented race,”" the speaker said, once
again in aflat monotone. "Each of your membersisdigtinct from the others. Isthistrue?’

A drange shiver ran down Pahli's spine. Theimplications of such aquestion... "Yes, that'strue. I, uh,
takeit you're different?’

"l am one. Aboard this craft isasingle mind, asingle purpose, with e ghteen thousand two hundred
twenty-six physiologicaly distinct units. Never before has afragmented race survived itsintraspecies
warfare to reach the stars. That has dways been impossible. Where are you from, and how have you
accomplished this?'

A aurredigtic picture flashed across Pahli's mind: the alien ship transformed into agiant beehive, its
corridorsfilled with buzzing insects. He shook the vision out of hismind and again cut off thelink.
"Ahmar, do we have amistrandation here?'



"Doesn't look likeit, Sir. Cryptography reports that the grammatica structure of the Drymnu language
seems compatible with this sort of hive mind thing they're describing.” He shook hishead. A hive mind.
I've read about such things, but only infiction. To actudly find one..." Hetrailed off, till shaking his head.

"Commander," Cyrilis caled from acrossthe bridge, "the Drymnu'slast question isa potentialy
dangerous one. | don't think we should tell them-it-anything about Kohinoor."

Pahli nodded dowly. That burst of emotion when the dien realized the nature of humanity could have
been surprise, fear, or hatred. Best to err on the cautious Side. "No problem. I'll tell him about Earth.
Evenif hecould find it, it'stoo far away to bother with." If it hadn't blown itself out of existence by now
and saved any hodtile diensthe trouble, he added silently. On Earth, even more than on Kohinoor,
problems were solved with animd reflexes.

Thumbing the switch, he settled more comfortably into his chair and began telling the strange cresture
caled Drymnu about the equally strange creature called Man.

The sun was just setting behind the tall buildings of Missai Gem when the formation of six fighter jets
streaked by overhead, heading south toward the Missai-Baijan border. A handful of grain ill clutched in
his hand, Shapur Nain looked up asthey were briefly framed by the city park'strees. He twisted his head
to follow them with his eyes, feding theinitia tenson drain from his old body. Only asinglewing, and not
climbing with anything near atack speed, unlesshiseyeswerefailing asfast ashislegs. That meant it was
only aroutine patrol, or perhaps that the border forces were being beefed up. The war with Baijan hadn't
started. Not yet, anyway.

He watched the jets vanish into the distance and then turned back to the birds and small animas milling
around his bench. Tossng them the grain, he watched with interest as members of the different species
jockeyed for position. The scavenger rusinh, armed with needle-sharp ridges on beak and wing coverts,
had al the obvious physica advantages over the rdatively defensel esstreemice. To compensate, the furry
mammals had developed a strategy where two of them would distract arusinh with lightning-fast feints
while athird made off with some of the grain. Each threesome worked in rotation, giving al itsmembersa
chance at the food.

Cooperation-that was the secret of survival. Tossing out another handful, Shapur wondered if mankind
would ever learn that lesson. He tended to doubt it. Kohinoor had started with the cleanest sheet
humanity had ever had-and what had they done with it? The legends said Earth had been worse, but
Shapur no longer redly believed that. Three warsin hislifetime done, including oneworld war... hisleft
leg throbbed with the memory. And now this Enhoav Basin problem could close the books on the whole
thing permanently. Emotions and rhetoric were running high and hot, especidly between Hasar and
Lorikhan, and there were no signsthat either side was ready to back down.

Shapur shook his head in frugtration. Even he, who'd been pretty well cured of foolish nationalistic
sentiments by hiswartime experiences, had found himself being caught up by the polarizing forces around
him. Logicaly, he could agree that Hasar was entitled to the rewards of its billion-rya gamble-but the
Hasarans were so damned insolent about it! And asfor Missai playing mediator, that was laughablein the
extreme. With the water-rightsissue at the southern border on the verge of boiling over again, Prima
Simin had little credibility as a peacemaker even among his own people, let donethe rest of Kohinoor.

The shadows of evening had fallen across him, and Shapur shivered with the sudden chill. Hisbag of
grain was nearly empty now; scattering the remaining kernels, he waited until the birds and animals had
finished their feeding. Then, grasping the cane that rested againgt the bench beside him, he got carefully to
his feet. For amoment he stood there, waiting stoically for the sudden agony in hisleg to subside. Then,



keeping the use of the cane to a minimum, he began the dow walk to the edge of the park and his
gpartment a block away. Someday, he thought, they'd come up with agenuine pain-regulating prosthesis
and he wouldn't have to go through this every time he wanted to stand up.

Glancing south, he again shivered. Prosthesis research was aways strong during wars.

The preliminary reportsweredl in, and most of the senior officers had |eft the Susa's briefing room to
continue their work. Only First Officer Cyrilis remained behind, seated quietly at the small table.
"Something e'se on your mind?' Pahli asked, collecting the report disksinto anest pilein front of him.

"Yes, ar. | want to know why you refused my suggestion earlier that we disable the alien ship whenwe
had the chance. We had the drive units pinpointed; asingle seeker torpedo in each would have-"

"Would have been atotaly unwarranted act of aggression,” Pahli interrupted him stiffly. "What did you
want to do, sart an interplanetary war? Don't we have enough trouble on Kohinoor asit is?"

"It's precisaly because of our problems on Kohinoor that | made the suggestion. It may or may not have
occurred to you, Commander, but the Drymnu ship presents us with arare opportunity. Even apartia
meastery of an aien technology could give the Hasar Nation avital military edge over our enemies”

"l don't recdl the Drymnu offering us any of their technology. In fact, it seemed to me that they were
inordinately eager to get away from us, and weren't in any mood to open trade relations.”

Cyrilisshook his head impatiently. "I wasn't suggesting we beg or barter for the itemswe could use."

"I know what you were suggesting. Ignoring the mord issue for amoment, suppose wed attacked and
found them better armed than we thought?"

"The Susasawarship. It's our job to take risks when necessary."

Pahli was suddenly tired of this conversation. "Well, the subject's academic now, anyway. The Drymnu's
gone, and we can't follow him."

"Yes, we can." Standing up, Cyriliswalked over to Pahli, moving with practiced ease in the tenth-gee the
Susasrotation was providing. "1 took the liberty of launching two sensor drones afew hours before the
aien left. We got his para-Cerenkov rainbow from three directions.” He handed Pahli adisk. "Here are
his course and speed figures."

Pahli took the disk mechanically, looking up at the lieutenant with new eyes. To do something like that
without Pahli's permission skated uncomfortably close to insubordination.

"I'd guess we have no more than a couple of hoursto give chase before he getstoo far ahead of us,"
Cyrilis continued. For amoment he locked eyeswith hiscommander. "The decision isyours, of course. |
trust you won't take too long about it." Sauting, he left the room.

Pahli was till seated at the table, fingering the disk, when Ahmar camein. "1 just saw Lieutenant Cyrilis
heading toward the bridge, looking like an angry jinn. What did you say to him?"

Pahli brought his gaze back from infinity and focused on hisaide. "Actudly, he did most of thetalking. He
thinks we should go after the Drymnu, blow him to bits, and then take any of his equipment that's till in
one piece.”



Ahmar shook hishead. "Thank God he's not in charge. And how does he expect to find the Drymnu
agan?It'sabig universe, you know."

"Not big enough,” Pahli displayed the disk. "He got the specsfor the Drymnu'sfirg flight ssgment.”
Ahmar blinked in surprise. "Did you authorize that, Sr?"

"Of course not.” Pahli tossed the disk onto the table. "Unfortunately, he's got agood point. Command
will want to know why we didn't at least try to barter for some of the Drymnu's technology.”

"And why didn't you?"

"Same reason Cyriliswants the stuff, only in reverse. Kohinoor's poised on aknife edge aready. | don't
want to be the one to push it off by introducing more weapons into the equation.”

Ahmar nodded agreement. "Buit | suppose rationd thought like that would be lost on afire-breather like
the lieutenant.”

"Oh, don't be too hard on him. He'saman of war, and from hisviewpoint | probably am an inferior
commander. On top or that, | suspect he's suddenly redlized why the Susa spends so much time away on
these planetary search missons™

Ahmar cocked hishead dightly. "Because you're aman of peace?’

Pahli grimaced. "1'm sure Command thinks morein terms of 'lost nerve.' But you'reright; | don't think
they redlly trust metoo close to the Koninoor war zone. Cyrilis probably thinks serving under me will
reflect badly on hisrecord because of that."

For amoment Ahmar was silent. Then, nodding at the disk, he asked, " So what are you going to do?"

Sowly, Pahli picked up the disk. "I've been thinking, Ahmar. Maybe Cyrilisis right-maybe the Drymnu
does have something we can use back on Kohinoor. | think we should have another talk together."

Ahmar'sjaw sagged dightly. "Y ou're not serious. Commander, you don't haveto givein to any of this
pressure-"

"No, my mind's made up.” Abruptly, Pahli got to hisfeet and handed his aide the disk. Takethisto the
bridge and feed the datainto the helm. Cyriliswill be up there; tdl him to kill the spin and securefor
hypergpace. | want the Burke drivefiring in fifteen minutes™

Ahmar tried twice before he could get the words out. "As you command, sir." He backed afew steps
toward the door, his eyes never leaving Pahli'sface. "Sir, are you sure-?"

"Ffteen minutes."
Turning, Ahmar fled the room.
Pahli permitted himsdlf atight smile as he moved more leisurely toward the door. So Cyriliswanted

technological treasures from the Drymnu, did he? Well, perhaps he would get more treasure than hed
bargained for. A lot more.



Hat on hisstomach in the dirt, Ruhl Tras poked his head cautioudy over the crest of the hill. "There they
are!l" he whispered to the crop-haired girl beside him. "Must be azillion Hasar-devils out there!™

"Y ou think we got enough soldiers?' she whispered back, raising the snout of her Flash-Back rifleto
point & the imaginary army below.

"Sure," hetold her confidently as he brought his own weapon to bear. His wasn't nearly as neat as hers-it
was at least two years old and the batteries were running low-but hisinitia embarrassment over it dways
disappeared once the game got going. Raising his head higher, he looked to either sde and gavethe
sgnd. Ingantly the hills erupted with a cacophony of whistles, screams, and clicks asahalf dozen
different guns began going off, accompanied by enthusiagtic shouts and yells. Jumping to hisfeet, hisown
machine gun clacking away, Ruhl gave awar-whoop and charged down the hill, blasting away enemies
asheran. The otherswerent far behind him, but his head start got him to the enemy camp first, and it
was Ruhl who raised his gun high and brought it sweeping down to kill the last enemy soldier. "Degth to
Hasar!" he shouted.

And then dl the others charged together behind and into him, laughing and shooting into the air and
raining curses down upon the Hasar-devils. In themidst of it al aclear voiceintruded, carried on the light
breeze: "Ru-u-uhl! Lunchtime!™

"Aw," Ruhl groaned reflexively. Raising hisvoice, he cdled, "Okay, Mom!"

"I'd better go, too," one of the others said.

"Y eah, metoo," someone el se seconded. " Can everybody come back after lunch?!

"| gottago to the doctor's,” the girl with the FHash-Back said disgustedly. "Maybe I'll get back early,
though.”

"Can | borrow your gun while you're there?' Ruhl asked eagerly, before anyone ese could get the same
idea

"Wadll... okay." She handed it over. "But you be careful with it, or else"”

"Ruhl!" the clear voice came again.

"Coming! Seeyou guyslater."

Clutching the Flash-Back rifle tightly, Ruhl trotted over the hill again, heading for home. He couldn't
remember ever having such afun summer vacation. There was an excitement in the air, both at home and
in the village streets, with the news playing marching music and showing warjets and even spaceships
flying by in formation. He just wished L orikhan would hurry up and attack Hasar, so they could get back
the Enhoav Basin that the Hasar-devils had stolen. Then held get to see someredlly neat Stuff.

Grinning, he bounded up the steps of his house and barreled through the door. If he ate fast he could be
back on the battlefield in half an hour.

Cyriliss numbers gave the speed and direction the Drymnu had taken when it entered hyperspace, but of
course there was no way to predict how far the alien ship would go before dropping back to normal
gpace. Working on the assumption the aien would be more interested in the solar systems along or near



its path than in the emptiness of interplanetary space, Pahli brought the Susa out of hyperspace at thefirst
system aong the projected path.

They werein luck. "Para-Cerenkov radiation, Commander,” the scanner chief reported within minutes of
their arrivd. "Intengty indicates we're only an hour or two behind him."

Which was practically on top of him, considering it had been aten-day trip. "Full-region scan,” Pahli
ordered. "l want that ship located as soon as possible.”

"If itsdill here" Cyrilissad.

It was. The search took three hours, but they finally found the alien's space-normal drive spectrum near a
gasgiant in the outer system. Five hours after that the Susawas in close-communication range.

"Why have you followed me?* the Drymnu asked after Pahli had identified himself. "I wish no contact
withyou."

"Why not?" Pahli asked. "We have no hostile intentions toward you."

"That isalogica contradiction. Y ou are afragmented species-by definition you are hogtile toward dl
other formsof life. Y ou are a blight upon the universe, and unfit to commune with the other intelligences.”

"So you congder usviolent, do you?' Pahli asked interestedly, hiseyeson one of hisdisplays. "l takeiit
you are more peeceful ?'

"I am at peace with myself, and do not make war upon other species.”

A light flashed on Pahli's display; the torpedo room was ready. " That's good, because it gives me hope
that you can help solve our problem. Our world is currently threatened with war-"

"Then perhaps you will yet correct the error that has occurred,” the Drymnu said. ™Y our
self-extermination should have taken place long before you reached the stars. This conversation can
serve no purpose. Do not attempt to follow me again.”

"Youwill at least listen to my request,” Pahli'stone madeit clear it wasn't aquestion. "If you attempt to
energize your drive we will destroy it. Our torpedoes are aready locked on target.”

Therewas along sllence, and when the Drymnu spoke again itsflat voice wasinfused with bitterness.
"As| said-ahogtile and violent species.”

"True. It'sfor this reason we need your help.”
"I will die, and dl the other segments of the Drymnu too, before | help you in your destructive path.”

"That's not the sort of help | want." Pahli braced himsdlf mentaly and took the plunge. "'l want you to help
us become ahive mind like you yoursdf are.”

Ahmar spun around, hisface amirror of surprise. Acrossthe bridge Cyriliss expresson was smilar, but
shading rapidly toward darm. Keeping an eye on hisfirg officer, Pahli said, "Drymnu? Did you hear
me?'



"Please repest. | think | have made atrandation error.”

"No, you heard correctly," Pahli assured him. "1 want you to help usfind away to becomeasinglemind.”
IIWMI

"Asyou said, were aviolent race. We've come close to destroying oursalves far too many times, and
now we're on the brink again. Trying to resolve disputes with force never works. We need to learn
cooperation and mutua understanding, and | think this may be the only way well ever do s0."

"What makes you think | can help you reach this goa? Or would wish to?"

"Y ou're clearly more advanced than we arein some ways, certainly you've had more experience with
other races." Pahli shrugged. "And if you hate the idea so much of sharing the sarswith afragmented
race you should be happy to help.”

Therewasalong pause. "I must consder this,” the Drymnu said at last.

"Fine, take your time. Well be waiting for your answer.”

He tapped the switch as Cyrilis|eft his gation and floated over. "A word with you, Commander?' he
asked, his stiff tone belying the politeness of hiswords.

Pahli looked up calmly. "Certainly."

Cyrilisseyesflickered around the bridge, and when he spoke it was with lowered volume. "With dl due
respect, Sir, what the hell are you trying to do?’

"Find asolution to war on Kohinoor. Anything wrong with that?"

"Theidea, no. The method, yes." Heticked off pointson hisfingers. "Firgt of dl, you have no idea
whether this-this hive mind thing is even possble for humansto achieve. Secondly, evenif itis, what
makes you think that an alien creature who's never even seen men before can come up with away to do
it? And thirdly, he'saready said held like to see usdl dead. What's to stop him from just seeding
Kohinoor with some sort of plague once we bring him there?”

"Thefact that he's never going to come anywhere near Kohinoor. There are one hundred eighty-six men
and women aboard the Susa; we can supply whatever test subjects are needed. For therest, | think it'sa
worthwhile gamble.”

Cyriliss eyes widened momentarily. "Y ou're going to let him experiment on your own crew?"

"Asyou sad earlier, it'sour job to takerisks. Y our concerns are noted; you may return to your post.”

For asecond it looked like he would refuse. Then his cheek twitched, and he pushed off of Pahli's chair.
His back was unnaturdly stiff as he drifted back acrossthe bridge.

Therewas addicate cough at Pahli's sde. "Commander... are you sure you know what you're doing?'

"Y ou have objections, too, Ahmar?"



"Y es-the same ones Lieutenant Cyrilis has, asamatter of fact. Plus one more: some of hisfearsare going
to make alot of senseto the crew.”

The unspoken implication hung heavy intheair. "Are you suggesting Cyrilis might lead amutiny?* Pahli
asked, dropping his voiceto abare whisper.

"I think his reaction would depend on whether he seesthis as athreat to Hasar. Don't forget, Sir, that his
loyaties aren't to nebulous concepts like world peace, out strictly to hisnation.”

"True." Pahli thought for amoment. "All right, try it thisway. If we succeed in uniting the Susa's crew into
asingle mind, consider what kind of warship she'd become. Instant communication between spotters and
gunners, wounded and medics, officersand crew-haf of al ECM equipment is designed to disrupt either
scanners or intraship communication, you know. The Susawould be unbegtable by anything even twice
her gze"

Sowly, Ahmar nodded. "Makes sense. Yes. Yes, | think that'stheway to sell it.”

"Okay. Get busy and come up with alist of advantagesthat'll satisfy even the diehards. | want thewhole
crew behind me by the time the Drymnu gives us hisanswer. And get someone busy figuring out what
sort of safe-guards well need on computer files, navigation equipment, and such to make sure the
Drymnu doesn't get even ahint of Kohinoor'slocation.”

Ahmar smiled wryly. "Good idea. The diehardswill insgst on that.”

"Diehards be damned-l ingst onit."

Ahmar sobered. "Yes, sir." Turning back to his board, he got to work.

Twenty minutes|ater, the Drymnu agreed to the experiment.

"I'm sorry, Madame Jdla, but you understand we can't give out information on the activities of our ships,”
the young junior lieutenant said, hisface asglacially impersona as hiswords.

Out of the phone's vison range Nardamade afist of frugtration. "I redize that, Lieutenant,” shesaid in
her camest available voice. "But my husband's never been so overdue before and I'm beginning to get
worried. Can you at least tell me whether or not you've been in contact with the Susain the past two
months?'

"I'm sorry, but al military communications of that sort are classified.”
Thiswas getting her nowhere. "I see. Thank you," she said, and broke the connection.

For aminute she just sat there as ghosts and unnamed fears swirled up around her. The "classified
communications' fable didn't fool her for aminute-Command didn't know where the Susawas, either.

The world wavered astears cameto her eyes. If Pahli werelogt, it would be her own fault. Those
thoughts she'd had, and al those surreptitious glances at Mehlid the artist-she was being punished for
them now.

Abruptly, she brought her fist down hard on thetable. "Stop it!" she snapped doud to hersdlf, breaking
the circle of fear and salf-reproach. The universe didn't work that way, she knew-cause and effect were



seldom so negtly tied together. The Susawas smply behind schedule; having mechanica trouble,
perhaps. Pahli would come back home soon, and when he did dll her fearswould seem sllly. Inthe
meantime, she might aswell put al this nervous energy to work. The house needed athorough cleaning,
for darters.

Still, as she worked, she took care not to look out any of the windows that faced Mehlid's house.

Pahli finished the latest report and turned off the reader. Rubbing his eyestiredly, he asked, "How are
they thismorning?'

"Davaran's dill fine, though not showing any measurable telepathic or empathic abilities Ahmar told him.
"Tavous's fill hemorrhaging, but he's stable and occasiondly conscious.”

"Still telepathic?'
"Y es. The drug's effect seems permanent.”

Pahli grunted. "Then were back to square one again: too little of the drug doesn't do anything, and too
much gartsthe brain bleeding.”

"Well... the Drymnu hasn't quite given up on this one yet. Theré's amodification he and the medics are
working on-replacing asection of one of the amino chainswith adifferent one, | think. If the Drymnu's
right it'll give the drug an extra anti-hemorrhagic effect; | don't know how. It should be ready to try this
afternoon.”

"I don't know." Pahli traced the edge of the disk reader control panel with hisfinger. "Maybe we should
just give up and go home. Weve lost four men dready, and al weve gotten in exchangeis proof that the
human brain haslatent tel epathic abilities. And we learned that in the first three weeks. The past three
months have been a complete bust.”

Amazingly, Ahmar chuckled. Frowning, Pahli looked up. "What's so funny?"

"You are, Sr. You're starting to think in hive mind types of timeframes, asif we could aready work at top
efficiency. Four months and we've only proved man istelepathic?’

Pahli had to smile. "1 see what you mean. | guess things went so fast right at the beginning that | lost
perspective. All right, welll take another shot with this drug. Let me know when there are any results.”

The commander would later liken that day to the first punch-through in an enemy battle front, the stroke
which enables unraveling maneuversto be started in dl directions. By mid-afternoon the modified drug
had been synthesized and given to the first two volunteers; three hours later the dosage was doubled, and
soon afterward tripled. The telepathic ability showed up in late evening, and by morning of the next day
both test subjects could pick up surface thoughts at will from anyone on the Susa. Twenty-four hours
later the telepathy was till present and none of the usua cerebral hemorrhaging had begun. The dosage
was increased still further, and within another ten hours the drug had reached saturation level, a which
point further injections were smply excreted. No physiologica problemswhatsoever could be detected...
and the two subjects behaved increasingly like two parts of the same person. Four more volunteers were
darted on the trestment; then Six, then ten. By the time Pahli felt ready to try the final test afool proof
delivery system had been developed. Foolproof but with adightly delayed effect-it took sixteen hoursfor
therest of the Susas crew to begin to fed the incredible experience that was the fledgling hive mind. But
it worked... it worked!



Thirty hours later the Susawas on itsway home.

It wasanove and curious experience to view the blue-and-white globe of Kohinoor smultaneoudy from
every viewscreen and scanner on the ship. Home, Pahli thought, and through his mind flashed images
from one-hundred-plus home towns and cities that the word evoked-a kal el doscope of faces and sounds
from the Susa-mind's collective past. A ripple of mild nervousness accompanied it, alast vestige of the
emotional shock everyone had felt to one degree or another back at the beginning asal their dark
thoughts and secret didikes suddenly became public knowledge. It had been a sobering and painful
experience, and it had taken severa hoursfor the new strainsto be worked out. But they'd managed it,
and had adapted to their new relationship with a strength of will that had surprised al of them. Without a
doubt, Pahli thought, he had the best crew in the universe... and awhisper of pleasure echoed through the
ship at the compliment.

The feding faded into akind of comfortable background as the mind turned its attention to more
immediate matters. In their tubes, ready to fire, were a score of modified seeker torpedoes, their
warheads replaced with flasks of the bacteriathe Drymnu had devel oped to deliver the "brotherhood
drug." Onceinhded, the bacteriawould travel through the bloodstream until it reached the brain, where
the high concentration of certain hormones would rel ease the drug fromits hiding place just under the cell
wall.

| sense the people of Kohinoor, part of the mind-one of the first who had used the drug, in fact-reported,
and an ingtant later the sensation flowed from him to the rest of them. Pahli nodded in satisfaction. That
had been the only part of the plan they'd been unsure of: whether or not the drug would make the

tel epathic melding strong enough to stretch between countries. But if they could detect the planet's
untreated minds from space then there would be no problem. The new hive mind would encompass dl of
Kohinoor.

It dso impliesthe power grows stronger with time, Cyrilis pointed out. Pahli saw thefirst officer'slogic
ingtantly-if he hadn't, of course, he would have caught on amost asfast through someone el'se-and for a
moment he wondered if that was cause for worry. No, it'll merely draw usal closer, someone said, his
thought accompanied by genera agreement from the others. Pahli relaxed. They were right, of course.
One of the Susa-mind'sfirst mgjor conflicts had been between those who wanted to keep the advantages
of the hive mind for the Hasar Nation and those who wanted al Kohinoor tojoinin, and it had been only
astheinteraction deepened that the issue had been resolved. Even the most militant among them, it was
discovered, saw strength of arms as a meansto insuring peace-and once that common goa was
established consensusin the method followed quickly. Only by extending the hive mind to dl nations
would there be alasting solution to war. And the stronger the telepathic ties between people, the better
the mind would function.

Through a scannerman's eyes Pahli saw the indication that alaser beam was focusing on the Susa's hull;
through the sgnd officer's ears he heard the words riding that beam: "Hasar Military Command to the
Susa; comein, plesse.”

Open the circuit, Pahli commanded, clearing histhroat. "Thisisthe Susa," he said, startled a bit by the
sound of his own voice-asound he hadn't heard for over amonth. "Commander Jald here”

A new voice came on, and as the laser steadied on itstarget a picture swam into view aswell.
"Commander, thisis Generd Amindari. Areyou al right up there?"

Weé'rein position now, the Susa-mind reported.



Firethefirs five missiles. "Perfectly, Sr. I'm sorry we're so late, but we had some equipment mafunctions
on our way back. Nothing serious, but time-consuming.”

"All right, we'll wait until you're down to debrief you-what?' The generad disappeared off camerafor a
moment, and when he returned he was frowning. " Susa, scannersindicate you're firing seeker torpedoes
over Hasar territory. What's going on?”

Pahli had thought about this moment for days and had al the proper expressions and words ready.
"What?' He pretended to study histdltalesin congternation. "Damn! Part of the mafunction-1 thought we
had it fixed. Gunner control!-lock onto torpedoes and destroy.” Wait afew secondsfirg, to give them
more distance.

Of course. Already locked on.
"Do you need assstance?" Amindari asked. "Our ground-based lasers are ready and tracking.”

"Unnecessary, Sr." Fire. "I'm sure we can-ah, there we go. Got them dl, sir.” All of them properly
shattered by the Susa's lasers, releasing the bacteria to drift down onto the people of Hasar.

"Susa, your braking orbit is projected to take you very near to Lorikhan territory,” the generd said. He
sounded alittle worried. "'If you're having trouble with your tubes maybe you'd better hold in space until
we can get atender dongside to off-load your torpedoes.”

"Negative, Command; weredl right,” Pahli said. Thiswhole subterfuge was alittle silly, but releasing
missiles near Lorikhan air space was bound to make the defense peopl e there nervous, and it might help
if their spy equipment had seen the same thing happen over Hasar first. They would certainly send scoop
dronesto test for the presence of dangerous microorganisms, but the bacterium the Drymnu had used
wasonly adight variation of aharmless strain dready on Kohinoor. By the time anyone found out
differently, it would betoo late.

A hundred kilometers past its closest gpproach to Lorikhan, the Susafired and then destroyed six more
of itsmissiles; the remaining nine were exploded in wind patterns that would take their contents over
Missa, Bajan, the Enhoav Basin, the Urm Didrict, and the tiny republics of the Ihrahil Mountains.,

It's done, the Susa-mind said. Let's go home.

Asit had on the Susa, the drug's effect appeared only dowly; the ship had landed and its crew-4till in
contact with each other-were undergoing debriefing and medica checks before the first wisps of contact
began to be felt by the people of Kohinoor. At first it was thought to be individua hallucinations; then
meass hallucinations, and then a new type of enemy attack. The Last War could have started right then,
with launchings of doomsday misslesthat would have ended war on Kohinoor in their own ghastly way.
But the misslesremained in their los, satellites, and submarinesfor the smple reason that by the timethe
brotherhood drug was perceived to be an attack the generas were not the only oneswith their fingerson
the buttons. The people near the various command centers, fearful though they might be, did not want to
fight back that way.

So the bacteriamultiplied and the telepathic unity grew, uniting families and cities asthe physica
boundaries of mountains, rivers, and borders ceased to exi<t. Like atapestry woven in fast motion the
web of awareness and communication spread. The handful of spaceships ill in orbit were ordered down
tojoin in the change, before their unaffected crews could misinterpret what was happening and use their



weapons rashly.
Within hours the Susa-mind's mission was accomplished. War on Kohinoor was forever ended.

It cameto Shapur Nain asacurious feding of lightness and dmost-forgotten youth, and he nearly lost his
balance as the word senility flashed through hismind. A few dozen metersto hisright agroup of children
had been playing stedl-ball, but even as he turned to face them the game ground to a halt, the players
looking at each other with wide eyes. One of them glanced at Shapur, and he caught an incredibly sharp
sense of wonder and fear. He thought to tell the boy it was all right, but before he even opened his mouth
he fdt aripple of reassurance from the group. His own surprise and confusion at this premature result
somehow struck them as funny, and astheir laughter echoed through hismind he felt their fear evaporate
completely. Recovering from his surprise, Shapur joined in the hilarity. Anything one can laugh at can't be
al evil, he thought, and the children accepted the nugget of wisdom readily and without question. It had
been along time since anyone had listened to anything Shapur had to say, and it felt good.

New tendrils of awareness were beginning to creep into his mind, both from the buildings surrounding the
park and the cars on the streets bordering it. He could hear the screech of brakes as startled drivers
dammed to ahdt, snarling traffic and adding to the confusion and growing panic. Ingtinctively, Shapur
threw himself againg the fear, even as heéld done with the children. Don't panic! It'sdl right, well beal
right. Together we can handle whatever is happening. Fear and panic will gain you nothing. The children
joined with him, adding their strength to his assault. The wave of fear poised for amoment againgt their
idand of reason... and then, dowly, the wave's strength began to decay. True, there was nothing like
tranquility or joy yet in the growing web, but the cautious wait-and-see attitude that was rapidly
smothering the panic was a big improvement.

So engrossed had Shapur become in the happenings around him that someone e se first noticed that his
left leg was hurting. Getting anew grip on his cane, the old man began to move again toward the bench
hed origindly been aiming for. He sensed and then saw two of the children detach themselves from their
group and move dongside him. With their added support he reached the bench in-for him-record time.
He thanked them mentally as he sat down, and was pleased to find that happy smiles had their mental
equivaent. Thetwo ran back to their friends, and after abrief mental conference got back to their game.
Though the ruleswere clearly different now.

Resting back againgt his bench, with one part of his mind enjoying the children's game, Shapur reached
out to the growing consciousness around him. Whatever was happening, he knew held want to stay dert
and be an active part of it.

It was nighttime in eastern Lorikhan, and Ruhl Traswas fast adegp when it happened there. For him it
began as a dream which, though strange, was not as nightmarish as some held had. Once, inthe middie
of the night, he woke up with his heart pounding and the taste of fear in hismouth, and he amost cried
out. But, somehow, he could fed that his parents were with him, and with that strange but warm presence
to cam him he rolled over and went contentedly back to deep.

By morning he had grown reasonably accustomed to the whole thing. What al the panic was about he
couldn't redly understand.

Narda Jda thought she was going insane.
"Oh, no," she gasped, clutching her head with both hands as the whispers of-what>-grew stronger. "No!

| can't-l mustn't!" She began to talk to herself, louder and louder, trying to drown out the voicesinvading
her head. But it was no use. Louder and clearer they became, voices of fear and confusion that mirrored



her own fedlings. "Pahli!" she gasped in hopel ess anguish. But he was lost somewhere in deep space....
Narda? Narda, can you hear me? Relax, darling, it'sal right.
Pahli? No, that wasimpossible. A crudl trick of her dementia-

No, it's not, the voice in her head assured her. It redlly is happening. Were making Kohinoor over,
making it so there will never again be war on our world.

For amoment she forgot the other voices. How can that be possible?

You'refeding it aready. All our people are being melded into asingle vast consciousnessthat'll span the
planet. Never mind how for the moment-you'l learn soon enough. I'll be home soon, but until then we
can talk telepathicaly asmuch asyou like.

The voices-minds-around her had listened to the entire exchange, Narda redized, and it seemed to have
relieved some of their own fears. That it was atrue conversation and not something self-generated she no
longer doubted, somehow. All right. But please hurry. | don't like being away from you.

His chuckle echoed through her mind. Well never be apart again, darling. | promise,

They talked only sporadically after that. Narda had always preferred face-to-face communication over
the long-distance variety, and she still couldn't see thistel epathy as anything more than an elaborate
wireless phone network. Still, now that she could watch what was happening without fear for her sanity,
she began to get aglimmer of what Pahli had been talking about. Already she could see that thiswasn't
going to be just anew sort of town meeting. The more distant thoughts came, like Pahli's, asanorma
gpoken conversation would, but she could fedl adegper melding taking place with those people nearby.
Asif she could see through their eyes or fed what they were feding-

Shejerked, physicaly, asif sheld grabbed alive wire. For a second she'd touched Mehlid-had seen his
current painting, his paette and brushes-had been as close to him as she ever was with her husband. And
had enjoyed it....

Had anyone noticed? She hoped not, but knew down deep that even if sheld escaped thistimeit was
only atemporary reprieve. All the contacts were growing stronger, and soon she wouldn't be ableto
avoid Mehlid's mind no matter how shetried. And then held learn about her silly thoughts, aswould al
the neighbors... and Pahli.

Oh, Pahli, she groaned, aready feding the shame that would come.
Narda? Hang on, I'm on my way home now. I'll be there soon.

Shed forgotten how near he was. Please hurry. Perhaps having him near would distract her from-
Gritting her teeth, she forced hersdf to think of other things.

He was there within fifteen minutes, and for the last hundred meters she was able to follow his progress
through his own eyes and mind. She was standing in the doorway as he brought his car to ahdt and
bounded up the steps, smiling al over. Nardal histhought came, wrapping itself around her like some
exoticfur.

And then shewasin hisarms, clinging tightly to him. Hismenta presence, incredibly sirong &t thisrange,



wasamost frightening in itsintengity. It was asif her six years as hiswife had only let her scratch the
surface of who he redly was. Suddenly she could see that he was far more complex a person than she'd
ever realized. It was exhilarating, but she knew they'd need alot of quiet time together to adapt to this
newly deepened relationship.

Pahli, however, had been in space for along time, and he had other things on hismind. Under his
caresses, both physical and mentd, she felt hersalf responding with unexpected passion as hisimpatient
desire both fed and drew from hers. Together they moved toward the bedroom, undressing each other as
they went. At the side of the bed helifted her tenderly and laid her on the softly swaying mattress. Sitting
down on the edge, he reached out-

And in the space of asingle heartbeat her passion turned to ice as a horrifying truth stabbed like lightning
through her mind.

Evenintheold days, Pahli wouldn't have missed the abrupt change, and he certainly didn't now. Darling,
what'swrong?

She could hardly even bring hersdlf to form the thought. There are... people watching. They're watching
ud

Hefrowned at her, confusion uppermost in hismind. But... they're not redlly watching. They don't
especidly carewhat werre doing. Weran into thisalittle on the Susa but once theinitia shock wears off
you won't even notice the rest of the mind. Trust me.

She couldn't. Sheld alway's been too private a person to change so quickly into... into an exhibitionist.
And among those who'd be watching-

It'snot like that, Pahli protested. Abruptly, the texture of histhoughts shifted. What's this about Mehlid?
Nothing! she thought, too quickly. Evento hersdlf it rang fase.

Hisface hardened, and she felt hismind probing hers, searching-she knew-for evidence of infiddity. She
endured the inquisition without protest, her thoughts dark with shame... and this, too, was being watched.

It seemed like along time before he pulled back. I'm sorry, histhought came, and she sensed hisown
shame a his suspicions. I'm sorry. | shouldn't have done that.

Itsall right. Shetried to redly mean it, but knew she didn't fool him. Steding hersdlf, she asked, Do you
want to continue?

| guess not, he answered, and she realized hislust had drained away in the past few minutes. For a
moment he sat on the edge of the bed and |ooked at her, and she felt hislove and concern. Standing up,
he found his pants and began to get into them. It'll be okay, he assured her ashe dressed. It'll takea
whileto get used to this, but it'll be better for al of us-you'll see.

| hope so, she answered, reaching for her own clothes.

But the other mindswere till there. Watching.

There was much to be done.



What shdll we do with al these wegpons?

Destroy them, of course. Electrical components and motors can be reclaimed; the other metal parts can
be melted down and reformed.

Mélting is cogtly, but we have an experimenta processthat uses a series of eectrocatayst reactionsto
separate out the different metals of an dloy. The system's not yet ready for genera use, but wethink it
shows promise.

The Kohinoor-mind took a moment to give directions. The process had been a L orikhan military secret,
but now al interested scientists and technicianswould be traveling there to help develop it for practical
use. Already similar joint efforts were under way to improve crop yieldsin Baijan, public hedthin the
Urm Didtrict, and housing in dumsal over the planet.

And what of the doomsday missiles? Should we keep such weapons as safeguards againgt invasion from
outsde our system?

Unnecessary, the e ements which had once been the Susa-mind argued. Only other hive mindstravel the
gars, and they're uniformly peaceful.

So says the Drymnu, was one skeptica reply. And even if true, at least one fragmented race travels
space aswell.

Y es, the mind agreed. We must decide how we can bring our brother humansto share our unity. Until
then-

The debate was long, but the issue was eventually resolved. The doomsday missiles were removed from
the planet and placed for safekeeping at Kohinoor'strailing Lagrange point. There were no hard fedings
about the decision, but the very fact that debate was needed showed that the K ohinoor-mind was not yet
functioning as capably asthe Drymnu had. But our hive mind istill young, Pahli and some of the others
pointed out. We must give oursavestimeto adjust.

On thistoo the mind agreed. But an underlying strain remained, atension that the elimination of war had
not relieved. A more equitable sharing of resourcesis necessary, part of the mind said, and stepswere
taken to correct the disparity. Will the powerful still deny justice to the weak? another part asked. But
the tel epathi ¢ contacts were becoming ever deeper with time, and it was clear that soon the *powerful
and the "weak" would effectively merge. At that point justice and self-interest became identical
motivations. Thewesk saw, and were satisfied.

But the tenson remained.
Giveit time, wasthe only answer the mind could offer. Giveit time.

As had been anticipated, the telepathic contact between people grew stronger as the weeks went by. But
far from relieving the tension, it seemed to make it worse....

Ruhl Trastrudged outside to the empty field near hishome, fingering hisball restlesdy. It was dmost the
only toy he could play with these days that didn't bring aflood of disapprova from one part of the
Kohinoor-mind or another. Some of his playthings were too dangerous, to someone'sway of thinking;
otherswere consdered a bad influence-especialy his guns-and others were smply deemed “childish,”
with an accompanying sense of guilt he couldn't understand. His parents had tried to help him, pointing



out again and again to both him and the mind that he was a child and should be alowed to enjoy that part
of hislifewithout interference. But it was hard to ignore the constant presence and instruction of so many
adults, especially when held away's been taught to respect his elders. Some of them, to befair, were now
bending amost backwardsin trying not to influence him... but for the closer onesthat was animpossible
task. And even worse, his parents own resolve was beginning to give way under the conflicting viewson
child rearing that continually buffeted them. Ruhl had aways thought his parents were doing agood job of
raising him, and their growing uncertainties about that made him very uneasy. Many of hisfriends,
especidly those whose parents had been pretty unsure of themselvesto begin with, were alot worse off
than hewas. Their fears and growing mental chaos were a permanent spot of painin hismind.

Pain. That, probably, was the thing he feared most about what had happened. Pain was no longer limited
to something in your body that hurt, and that rubbing or spraying with salve would end. Now, he could
fed-had no choice but fed-every pain in hiswhole village. Some of it could be blocked, and some of it
could be drained off-somehow-by the people around him. But some of it dways got through, always
lasted until the person who was actualy hurt got treated. Pain could come from farther away, too, carried
likearipplein apond by intermediate minds, but that kind could be blocked more easly.

Even as he thought about it asharp twinge shot through hisleg. Automaticaly, he blocked it out. HEd felt
this one before-an old man in Missai Gem with ahurt leg. Shuddering, he remembered the first timethe
pain had cometo him. It had been accompanied by a horrible vison of adamaged warjet sweeping in to
the pitted deck of acarrier, where the impact shattered its hydrogen tanks and turned it into ahailstorm
of shrgpnel and aterrible fireball-

Ruhl dapped the sde of his head to clear it, even as hefelt the pain of that memory spread out among the
people around him. For now he could still do that, could drive such thoughts and fedlings away with
sampletricks of digtraction. But what would happen, he wondered bleakly, when the region around him
grew to include the old man and his memories? And it would... he knew it would.

It wasn't something he could afford to think about.

Hed reached the field now, and for amoment looked around him, wishing for the days when he and his
friends had played here together. But wishing for the past was childish... or so someone had told him.
Hesitantly, haf-expecting to incur disgpprova, he began to play with hisball.

Shapur Nain leaned against thewall of his apartment as the pain quickly subsided and was replaced by
the lightheadedness of the capsule he'd taken. He hated drugs-hated them with a passion-and left to
himsalf he would rather have gritted histeeth and waited out the discomfort. But such decisons could no
longer be made with only his own preferencesin mind. The hive mind was broadening, and pain had
become a problem for the community as awhole. Shapur had lived with intermittent pain for many years
now, and he knew there were limits to how much the human psyche could take. Whatever the cost to
himsdf, it was his duty not to add more pain than necessary to the people of Missai Gem.

Thefirst wave of dizziness passed, but for amoment he remained againgt thewall, staring at hislast
thought. The people of Missai Gem. Once, he would have referred to them as his countrymen or his
neighbors; in thefirst days of the Kohinoor-mind he would have called them friends or comrades. The
people of Missai Gem. The expression damned with nonexistent praise. What had changed?

The answer came ingantly, asif it had been waiting to ambush him. Y ou're the one that's changed.
Y ou've become hypercritical of everyone around you.

Not true, he shot back, but even as he said it he knew they were right. He'd always had a touch of the



judgmenta in him-inthe Missai Air Defenses heéd made afair number of enemiesthat way. Hisusud
solution in the past had been to smply avoid people whose quirks and shortcomingsiirritated him. But
NOW-

Now he could see deeply into the minds and souls of literally millions of people. And there was no
avoiding any or them.

Y ou conveniently forget your own faults, of course, don't you? Y ou've raised more hell than alot of those
you criticize. Y ou're no better than anyone el se on Kohinoor. Maybe worse-hypocrites are usually
Worse.

Clenching hisjaw, Shapur pushed off from the wall and made his iff way to achair by thewindow. To
hell with dl of it-the hive mind and everything else. He couldn't change the way he was made, and he was
tooold to try.

From the window he could look out on the park. Drenched with sunlight, itsfull contingent of rusinh and
treemice milling about in uncaring ignorance of mankind's new condition, the square of greenery looked
even more inviting than usua. But Shapur wouldn't be going there today, as he hadn't gone yesterday or
the day before. Nowhere on Kohinoor could he have solitude any more, but at least within his own four
walls he could havetheilluson of privacy.

[llusion! The thought was scornful, and only part of the contempt came from outside him. And you look
down on therest of us!

Shapur ignored the dur. Propping his cane by the window, he placed hisvid of pain pillson thesill within
easy reach and settled back to survive another day.

Pahli woke with agtart, heart racing, and for along moment he lay staring into the darknessin groggy
confusion as the thoughts from amillion other minds complicated his effort to remember where he was.
Then the figure beside him moaned and stirred restlesdy, and things came back into focus. He was home
with hiswife... and it was she who was having the nightmare that had awakened him.

Rubbing histemplestiredly, he gazed a Narda, his mood amixture of irritation and concern. Hed tried
to be patient with her, recognizing that she needed time to adjust to the Kohinoor-mind. But it had been
gx months now, and in many ways she was no better off than sheld been at the beginning. Her fear of the
voyeurigtic potentia of the hive mind remained especidly strong; she showered and dressed donethese
days, her eyeseither closed or rigidly fixed on something harmless. And their sex life-

Pahli'sirritation shaded into anger. They'd made love exactly twice since hisreturn, and both times shed
been so tenseit had been awaste of effort for both of them. For ashort time desperation had goaded
him into considering an affair, but the misery that had caused Narda had made him drop theidea
completely. It was no comfort that the problem was becoming chronic al over the planet, as only those
with atouch of the exhibitionist seemed till able to perform. Those who deliberately watched did so
envioudy.

Nardas dream was becoming darker, and Pahli redlized hisirritation with her wasinfluencing it. With an
effort he fought the mood, fedling her nightmare's texture change as he did so. They weretrapped ina
no-win situation, he thought dully; he couldn't conced his dissatisfaction even long enough to encourage
her efforts; and she, in response, had effectively given up in despair.

Turning over on hisside, Pahli closed his eyes. He wastired, but deep was going to be hard to recapture



now that he was awake. Around him the Kohinoor-mind swirled its kal eidoscope of thoughts, dmost as
many now asin the middle of the day. The ever-growing number of mindsimpinging on each person had
driven many to search for asemblance of privacy in the traditiona hours of deep. Thefirst few to take up
nocturnal habits had indeed found relative quiet; now, with athird or more people doing it, the
advantages had becomeillusory. Like standing up at the stadium, in the days when there were such things
asgames.

A myriad of thoughts echoed through hismind, giving him thefeding of loving in acrowded auditorium
with perfect acoustics. He wasn't the type that needed even moderate amounts of privacy-he could never
have survived conditions on the Susaif he had-but lately he had felt strangely oppressed by the gaze of
this eye that never blinked. Had he changed so much in the past months? Or-

Or was he absorbing the characters of those around him, losing himself to the greatest leveling force
humanity had ever known?

Weredl men findly to be made truly equa?

The thought jolted him like nothing else ever had. Somehow, held never considered dl the hive mind's
implications on such an intensely persona level before. I've been blinding mysdif, the thought came. Was
that his own opinion, or the Kohinoor-mind's?

Doesit matter any more?

Something insde him snapped. Get out of my mind! he roared, shocking even himsdf with the virulence
of his sudden hatred. The hive mind recoiled, but it didn't-it couldn't-do as he demanded. And asit
settled back around him he saw hisanger sweep outward like atsunami, adding its contribution to the
growing blackness. How long, he wondered, before the darkness overwhelmed them al?

Giveit time, came the mocking, hopelessreply.

Andfindly it wasfinished. The hive mind encompassed al of Kohinoor, linking each mind directly with dl
the others.

Shapur Nain locked his gpartment door behind him-an unnecessary precaution, since the Kohinoor-mind
aready knew full well what he planned. It could have stopped him long before now if it had cared to. But
after thefirgt few it had given up the use of physica force and now limited itself to ato him-pathetic effort
a mora persuasion.

We till need you, Pahli Jald said; but the appedl lacked conviction. Shapur knew that the former
commander of the Susafelt each of these deaths strongly-more so, perhaps, than the average person-but
even he had bowed to the inevitable. And Shapur's motives, unlike those of the others, were not purely
sfish. Tohim, if to no one dse, it was an important distinction.

Please don't do thisjust because of me, Ruhl Tras pleaded as Shapur drew the via of pain pillsfrom his
pocket. Of dl of them, the young boy felt the only genuine concern, and for amoment Shapur savored
the fedling, as he had once enjoyed the beauty of flowersin the park. | must, hetold Ruhl gently. | don't
know why my wartime memories strike you with such strong horror; but they do, and there's no other
way | can stop that from continuing. Please don't fedl guilty-thiswill be better for both of us.

The boy sobbed once, and Shapur felt the mind reaching out with whet little comfort it could still muster.
Taking the cap off thevia, he swalowed the contents quickly. A few minuteswould be dl it would take.



A bottle of hisfavorite whiskey-a close friend these last few weeks-awaited him by hiswindow seet.
Sitting down, he uncorked it and took alast, long drink. Then, setting it down carefully-mustn't spill on
the rug-he sat back and gazed out at the park. Quietly, gently, he drifted off to deep....

Pahli sighed asthe digtinctively acrid tang of another deeth flowed like factory waste into the hive mind.
Shapur was not the first suicide Kohinoor had experienced, but somehow his death wasthefina straw,
asif with the old man had died Pahli's last desperate hope for Kohinoor'sfuture. It's over, he admitted to
himsdlf, knowing as he did so that it was something the hive mind itself had aready accepted. Assurdly
asif wed fought the Last War, I've destroyed our world.

The blame must be shared, Ahmar and Cyrilis said together. All of us aboard the Susa made the same
assumption, that the hive mind on Kohinoor would exactly mirror our own experience. Y ou had no way
of knowing what amillion-fold increase in the Size of the mind would do-or of knowing how people who
had never lived in the confines of a starship would react. The words did not console Pahli; consolation no
longer existed on Kohinoor.

Laying blameis a usdess exercise. Weve attempted to remake Man in our own way, and have paid the
pricefor our arrogance. | wish we'd never met the Drymnu, or that the Susa had been lost forever in
deep space. Degth is now the only escape for any of usfrom this poison-filled prison we've built.

Perhaps not, the mind suddenly said. Perhaps there is one other way.

Within seconds the idea had been fully considered, its scientific, technica, and logigtic ramifications
examined in detall. It was desperate and probably a hopeless waste of effort... but only probably. For a
world without any hope at dl, the odds were good enough.

So for the first-and |ast-time the Kohinoor-mind began to work at itsfull capacity, throwing the
combined power of two hundred million peopleinto thisfina project. The results were staggering-atrue
echo, Pahli thought wistfully, of the efficiency and cooperation he'd once hoped to give hisworld. For
such power to be used to complete the mind's own destruction wasjust one last irony.

They began to build starships. Hundreds awesk at first, but within six months over ahundred thousand a
day. Smdl and cramped, they were little more than shuttles with degper and recycling facilities, Burke
sardrives, and planet-scanning equipment. But they would fly... and they would carry just one person
each.

It took over two yearsto build ships enough for everyone, and the project Ieft Kohinoor gutted of metals
and other materids. In away, it was fortunate that many of the weaker people were unable to stand the
long wait and chose instead the easier escape. For them, of course, no starships were needed....

For Pahli, it ended asit had begun, in the eterna darkness of space. Through histiny viewport he
watched as Kohinoor fell behind his ship. He was one of the last to leave-his sense of honor had
demanded that-and within aday or two Kohinoor would be deserted.

Pahli, can you sill hear me? the last remnant of the hive mind touched his. He didn't answer, but it knew
he heard. We don't blame you for what happened, Pahli. Please don't blame yourself.

How can | not?1 failed my world, and good motives are no excuse for the destruction | brought upon us.
I've dready accepted your forgiveness, dlow methe privilege of withholding my own.

The mind seemed to sigh. Very well, if that'struly your wish. But note that your self-imposed martyrdom



isnot without itsirony. Indeed, you did not fail at the task you st for yoursdlf.

The contact was fading, and Pahli had to ask the question twice before it got through. What do you
mean?

Through the growing silence he heard the faint answer: Y ou found afina solution to war.

The contact broke, and for thefirst timein three years Pahli was truly alone. Taking adeep, clean bresath,
he shifted his gaze from Kohinoor's disk and scanned the rest of the sky. A hundred or more shipswere
dill visble, their drives showing liketiny blue stars. Their passengers, too, were done now asthey
prepared for the long voyage ahead. Perhaps-perhaps-afew years of solitude would break the hive mind
forever, and bits of this mass exodus would someday be able to come together again safely. But Pahli
doubted that would ever happen. Individua survival was dl that was | eft to them now; on new worldsif
they were lucky, aboard their cramped shipsif they were not. Their cramped, one-man ships... and Pahli
forced ahbitter smile. Y es, the mind had been right; he had found afinal solution.

It takes at least two people to have awar.

Behind him the deeper tank chimed its readiness. With one last look at Kohinoor, Pahli went to strap in.
Hed be entering hyperspace soon.

PAWN'SGAMBIT

To: Office of Director Rodau 248700, Alien Research Bureau, Clars
From: Office of Director Eftis 379214, Games Studies, Var-4
Subject: 30th annual report, submitted 12 Tai 3829.

Date: 4 Mras 3829

Dear Rodau,

| know how you hate getting addenda after areport has been processed, but | hope you will make an
exception in this case. Our most recently discovered race-the Humans-was mentioned only briefly in our
last annud report, but | fed that the data we have since obtained isimportant enough to bring to your
attention right away.

The complete results are given in the enclosed film, but the crux of the problem isadisturbing lack of
consistency with standard patterns. In many waysthey are unsophisticated, even primitive; most of the
subjects reacted with terror and even hysteriawhen first brought here via Transphere. And yet, unlike
mogt primitives, thereisamenta and emotiond reslience to the specieswhich frankly surprisesme.
Nearly dl of them recovered from their fear and went on to play the Stage-1 game againgt their fellows.
And the imagination, skill, and sheer aggressiveness used in the playing have been inordinatdly high for
such ayoung species, prompting more than one off-the-record comparison between Humans and the
Chanis. | supposeit'sthat, more than anything e se, that made me unwilling to let this dataride until our
next report. Confined asthey are to their home planet, the Humans are certainly no threat now; but if they
prove to be even atwelfth as dangerous as the Chanis they will need to be dedlt with swiftly.

Accordingly, | am asking permission to take the extraordinary step of moving immediately to Phase 11
(the complete proposal is attached to my report). | know thisis generdly forbidden with non-spacing



races, but | fed itisvita that we test Humans againgt races of established ability. Pleasegivemea
decison on thisas soon aspossible.

Regards,

Eftis

To: Office of Director Eftis 379214, Game Studies, Var-4

From: Office of Director Rodau 248700, A.R.B., Clars

Subject: Addendum to 30th annual report. Date: 34 Forma 3829
Dear Eftis,

Thank you for your recent addenda. Y ou were quite right to bring these Humansto our attention; that is,
after all, what you're out therefor. | find mysdlf, as do you, both interested and aarmed by thisrace, and
| agreetotally with your proposd to initiate Phase 111. Asusud, the authorization tapes will be afew
more weeksin coming, but-unofficidly-'m giving you the go-ahead to tart your preparations. | aso
agree with your suggestion that astar-going race be pitted against your Human: an Olyt or Fiwalic,
perhaps. | see by your reports that the Olyts are beginning to resent our testing, but don't let that bottler
you; your results clearly show they are no thresat to us.

Do keep usinformed, especidly if you uncover more evidence of Chanilike qualitiesin these diens.
Sncerdy,
Rodau

The glowing, impenetrable sphere of white mist that had surrounded him for the last five minutes
dissolved as suddenly asit had formed, and Kelly McClain found himsdf in aroom he had never seenin
hislife

Sowly, carefully, he looked around him, heart pounding painfully in his ears. Hed screamed most of the
panic out of his system within the first three minutes of hisimprisonment, but he could fed the terror
welling up into histhroat again. He forced it down as best he could. He was clearly no longer in his office
at the university'sreactor lab, but losing his head wasn't going to get him back again.

Hewas dtting in asemicircular alcove facing into asmall room, his chair and about three-quarters of his
desk having made the trip with him. The room'swalls, celling, and floor were made of a bronze-colored
metal and were devoid of any ornamentation. At the right and left ends of the room he could see pands
that looked like diding doors.

There didn't seem to be alot to be gained by sitting quietly and hoping everything out there would go
away. Hislegsfdt like they might be ready to hold him up again, so he stood up and squeezed hisway
through the six-inch gap between his desk and the alcove wall. The desk, he noted, had been sheared
smoothly, presumably by the white mist or something init. He went first to the pandl in the right-hand
wall; but if it was, in fact, adoor, he could find no way to open it. The left-hand pand yielded identical
results. "Hello?' he cdled tentatively into the air around him. " Can anyone hear me?”

Theflat voice came back at him so suddenly it made him jump. "Good day to you, Human," it said.



"Welcometo the Stryfkar Game Studies Center on Var-4. | trust you suffered no ill effectsfrom your
journey?”

A game studies center?

Memoriesflashed across Kelly's mind, bits of articles he'd seen in various magazines and tabloids over
the past few monthstelling of people kidnapped to agame center by extraterrestrial beings. Hed
skimmed some of them for amusement, and had noted the smilarity between the stories; humans taken
two a atime and made to play a strange board game against one another before being sent home.
Typicd tabloid tripe, Kdly had thought at the time.

Which made this an elaborate practical joke, obvioudy.
So how had they made that white mist?
For the moment, it seemed best to play dong. "Oh, the trip wasfine. A little boring, though.”

"Y ou have adjusted to your Situation very quickly,”" the voice said, and Kelly thought he could detect a
touch of surpriseinit. "My nameis Slaich; what isyours?'

"Kely McClan. Y ou speak English pretty well for an dien-what kind are you, again?"

"l am a Stryf. Our computer-trandator isvery efficient, and we have had data from severd of your fellow
Humans"

"Yes, I've heard about them. How come you drag them al the way out here-wherever hereisjust to play
games? Or isit aState secret?”

"Not redly. We wish to learn about your race. Games are one of the psychologica toolswe use."

"Why can't you just talk to us? Or, better till, why not drop infor avisit?' Much as he ill wanted to
believe thiswas apracticd joke, Kely wasfinding that theory harder and harder to support. That
voice-like no computer speech held ever heard, but nothing like ahuman voice, either-had an
uncomfortable ring of casud truth to it. He could fed sweat gathering on hisforehead.

"Tdkingisinefficient for the factorswe wish to sudy,” Saich explained offhandedly. "Asto visting Earth,
the Transphere has only limited capacity and we have no long-range ships at our disposd. | would not
liketo goto Earth done."

"Why not?' The tenson had risen within Kdly to the breaking point, generating areckless courage. "Y ou
can't look that bad. Show yoursdlf to me-right now."

Therewas no hesitation. "Very wdll, the voice said, and asection of the shiny wal in front of Kelly faded
to black. Abruptly, athree-dimensiona image appeared in front of it-an image of atwo-legged,
two-armed nightmare. Kelly gasped, head spinning, as the misshapen head turned to face him. An
x-shaped opening began to move. "What do you think, Kelly? Would | pass asa Human?'

"I-1-1-" Kelly was stuttering, but he couldn't help it; dl his strength was going to control his suddenly
rebellious stomach. The creature before him was real-no make-up job in theworld could turn aman into
that. And multicolor hologram movies of such size and clarity were years or decades away... on Earth.



"l am sorry; | seem to have startled you," Saich said, reaching for asmadl control pand Kelly hadn't
noticed. The muscles moved visbly under his six-fingered hand as he touched a button. Theimage
vanished and thewall regained its color. "Perhaps you would like to rest and est,” the flat voice went on.
The door at Kelly's|eft did open, reveding afurnished room about the size of an efficiency gpartment. "It
will be severa hours before we will be ready to begin. Y ou will be called.”

Kédly nodded, not trusting his voice, and walked into the room. The door closed behind him. A
normal-looking bed sat next to the wall halfway across the room, and Kelly managed to get there before
his knees gave out.

He lay face-downward for along time, hiswhole body trembling as he cried slently into his pillow. The
emotiona outburst was embarrassing-he'd awaystried to be the strong, unflappable type-but effortsto
choke off the digplay only made it worse. Eventualy, he gave up and let it run its course.

By and by, the sobs stopped coming and he found himself more or lessrationa once more. Rolling onto
hisside, unconscioudy curling into afetal position, he stared &t the bronze wall and tried to think.

For the moment, at least, he seemed to be in no immediate physical danger. From what he remembered
of thetabloid articles, the dliens here seemed truly intent on smply doing their psychologica study and
then sending the partici pants home. Everything they'd done so far could certainly be seenin that light; no
doubt they had monitored his reactions to both their words and Slaich's abrupt appearance. He
shuddered at the memory of that aien face, feding atouch of anger. Psychological test or not, he wasn't
going to forgive Sach very quickly for not giving him somekind of warning before showing himsef like
thet.

The important thing, then, was for him to stay cam and be agood little test subject so he could get home
with aminimum of trouble. And if he could do it with alittle dignity, so much the better.

He didn't redize hed dozed off until a soft tone startled him awake. "Y es?"

"Itistime," the computerized voicetold him. "Please leave your rest chamber and proceed to the test
chamber."

Kdly sat up, glancing around him. The room's only door was the one heéld entered by; the test chamber
must be out the other door of the room with the acove. "Where'sthe other player from?" he asked,
swinging hisfeet onto the floor and heading for the exit. "Or do you just snatch people from Earth at
random?"'

"We generdly set the Trangphere to take from the vicinity of concentrated energy sources, preferably
fission or fuson reactorswhen such exist," Slaich said. "However, you have made one false assumption.
Y our opponent is not aHuman."

Kely'sfeet froze hafway through the door, and he had to grab the jamb to keep hisbalance. Thiswasa
new twigt. "l see. Thanksfor the warning, anyway. Uh... what ishe?

"An Olyt. Hisraceis somewhat more advanced than yours, the Olyts have aready built an empire of
eight planetsin seven stellar systems. They have been studied extensively by us, though their closest
world isnearly thirty light-yearsfrom here."

Kdly forced hislegsto start walking again. "Does that make us neighbors? Y ou never said how far Earth
isfrom here”



"Y ou are gpproximately forty-eight light-years from here and thirty-six from the Olyt home world. Not
very far, asdistances go."

The door on the far sde of the room opened as Kelly gpproached. Getting afirm grip on his nerves, he
stepped through.

The game room was smdl and relatively dark, the only illumination coming from a.set of dimly glowing
red panels. In the center of the room, and taking up agood deal of itsfloor space, wasa
complex-looking gameboard on atable. Two chairs-one strangely contoured-completed the furnishings.
Across the room was another door, and standing in front of it was an dien.

Kelly was better prepared for the shock thistime, and as he stepped toward the table he found his
predominant fedling was curiosity. The Olyt was half a head shorter than he, his dender body covered by
what looked like large white scaes. He was bipedd with two arms, each of hislimbsending in four
clawed digits. His snout was long and seemed to have lots of teeth; his eyeswere black and set back ina
bettle-browed skull. Picture atailless abino aligator wearing awide sporran, Sam Browne belt, and a
beret....

Kédly and the Olyt reached their respective sides of the game table at about the same time. The board
was smaller than it had first looked; the alien was little more than adouble arm-length away: Carefully,
Kely raised his open hand, hoping the gesture would be properly interpreted. "Hello. I'm Kelly McClain;
humen.”

Thedien didn't flinch or dive down Kelly'sthroat. He extended both arms, crossed at the wrists, and
Kdly discovered the claws were retractable. His mouth moved, generating strange noises, seconds later
the computer's trand ation came over an invisible speaker. "1 greet you. | am Tlaymasy of the Olyt race.”

"Please 5t down," Saich'sdisembodied voice instructed. "Y ou may begin when you have decided on the
rules”

Kely blinked. "How's thet?"

"This game has no fixed rules. Y ou must decide between you asto the objective and method of play
before you begin.”

Tlaymasy was speaking again. "What is the purpose of this?’

"The purposeisto study an interaction between Olyt and Human," Saich said. "Surely you have heard of
this experiment from others of your race.”

Kdly frowned acrossthe table. "Y ou've been through this before?’

"Over one hundred twenty-eight members of my race have been temporarily taken over the last sixteen
years," the Olyt said. Kelly wished he could read the dien's expression. The computer's tone was neutrd,
but the words themsalves sounded alittle resentful . " Some have spoken of this game with no rules.
However, my question referred to the stakes.”

"Oh. They are asusud for this study: the winner is alowed to return home.”

Kdly'sheart skipped abest. "Wait aminute. Where did that rule come from?"



"Therulesand stakes are chosen by us," Saich sad flatly.
"Yes, but... What happensto the loser?'

"Heremainsto play against anew opponent.”

"What if | refuseto play at dl?'

"That isequivdent tolosing.”

Kely snorted, but there wasn't much he could do about it. With dignity, he thought dryly, and began to
study the game board.

It looked like it had been designed to handle at |east a dozen widely differing games. It was square, with
two five-color bands of squares running aong its edge; one with arepegting pattern, the other apparently
random. Inside this was a checkerboard-type design with sets of concentric circles and radia lines
superimposed on it. To one side of the board itsalf sat a stack of transparent plates, smilarly marked,
and a set of supporting legsfor them; to the other side were various sizes, shapes, and colors of playing
pieces, plus cards, multisded dice, and agadget with asmall display screen. "Looks like were well
equipped,” he remarked to the Olyt, who seemed aso to be studying their equipment. "I guess we could
start by choosing which set of spacesto use. | suggest the red and-is that color blue?-the square ones.
He indicated the checkerboard.

"Very wdl," Tlaymasy said. "Now we must decide on agame. Are you familiar with Four-Ply?"

"| doubt it, but my people may have something Smilar. Describe the rules™

Tlaymasy proceeded to do 0. It sounded alittle like go, but with the added feature of limited mobility for
the pieces once on the board. " Sounds like something I'd have ashot at,” Kelly said after the alien had
demonstrated some of the moves with a butterfly-shaped playing piece. "Of course, you've got abig
advantage, snce you've played it before. I'll go dong on two conditions: first, that athird-level or
fourth-level attack must be announced one move before the attack is actually launched.”

"That eliminates the possibility of surprise attacks," Tlaymasy objected.

"Exactly. Come on, now, you know the game well enough to let me have that, don't you?"

"Very wdl. Y our second condition?”

"That we play a practice gamefirst. In other words, the second game we play will determine who getsto
go home. Isthat permissible?' he added, looking up at one of the room's corners.

"Whatever is decided between you isbinding," Saich replied.
Kely cocked an eyebrow at his opponent. "Tlaymasy?"
"Very well. Let usbegin.

It wasn't such ahard gameto learn, Kelly decided, though he got off to a bad start and spent most of
their practice game on the defensive. The strategy Tlaymasy was using was not hard to pick up, and by



the time they finished he found he could often anticipate the Olyt's next move.

"Aninteresting game," Kelly commented asthey retrieved their playing pieces from the board and
prepared to play again. "Isit popular on your world?*

"Somewhat. The ancientsused it for training in logic. Are you ready to begin?'
"l guess0," Kelly said. Hismouth felt dry.

Thistime Kdly avoided the errors hed made at the beginning of the practice game, and asthe board
filled up with pieces he found himsdlf in aposition nearly as strong as Tlaymasy's. Hunching over the
board, agonizing over each move, he fought to maintain his strength.

And then Tlaymasy made amagjor mistake, exposing an arm of hisforceto atwin attack. Kelly pounced,
and when the dust of the next four moves settled he had taken six of his opponent's pieces-a devastating
blow.

A sudden, loud hiss made Kéelly jump. He looked up, triumphant grin vanishing. The Olyt was staring at
him, mouth open just enough to show rows of sharp teeth. Both hands were on the table, and Kelly could
seethecdawsdiding in and out of their sheaths. "Uh... anything wrong?" he asked cautioudy, muscles
tenaing for emergency action.

For amoment there was silence. Then Tlaymasy closed his mouth and his claws retracted completely. "I
was upset by the stupidity of my play. It has passed. Let us continue.”

Kely nodded and returned his gaze to the board, but in afar more subdued state of mind. In the heat of
the game, he had almost forgotten he was playing for aticket home. Now, suddenly, it looked asif he
might be playing for hislife aswell. Tlaymasy's outburst had carried a not-so-subtle message: the Olyt did
not intend to accept defeat gracioudy.

The play continued. Kelly did the best he could, but his concentration was shot al to hell. Within ten
moves Tlaymasy had made up hisearlier loss. Kdly sneaked glances a the dlien asthey played,
wondering if that had been Tlaymasy's plan al aong. Surely he wouldn't physicaly attack Kelly while he
himsalf was a prisoner on an unknown world... would he? Suppose, for example, that honor was more
important to him than even his own life, and that honor precluded losing to an dien?

A trickle of sweat ran down the middle of Kelly's back. He had no evidence that Tlaymasy thought that
way ... but on the other hand he couldn't come up with any reasons why it shouldn't be possible. And that
reaction had looked very unfriendly.

The decision was not difficult. Discretion being the better part and al that-and afew extra days here
wouldn't hurt him. Deliberately, he launched abold assault againgt Tlaymasy's forces, an atack which
would require dumb luck to succeed.

Dumb luck, asusua, wasn't with him. Seven moveslater, Tlaymasy had won.

"The gameisover," Saich'svoice boomed. "Tlaymasy, return to your Transphere chamber and prepare
to leave. Kelly McClain, return to your rest chamber.”

The Olyt stood and again gave Kdly his crossed-wrists sdute before turning and disappearing through
hisdiding door. Kelly sghed with relief and emotiona fatigue and headed back toward hisroom. "Y ou



played well for alearner,” Saich'svoicefollowed him.

"Thanks," Kely grunted. Now, with Tlaymasy's teeth and claws no longer afew feet in front of him, he
was gtarting to wonder if maybe he shouldn't have thrown the game. "When do | play next?"

"In gpproximately twenty hours. The Transphere must be reset after the Olyt is returned to hisworld.”

Kely had been about to step into hisrest chamber. "Twenty hours?' he echoed, stopping. "Just a
second.” He turned toward the alcove where his desk was sitting-but had barely taken two stepswhen a
flash of red light burst in front of him. "Hey! he ye ped, jumping backwards as heat from the blast washed
over him. "What wasthat for?"

"Y ou may not approach the Transphere apparatus.” Saich's voice had abruptly taken on awhiplash bite.
"Nutd If I'm being left to twiddle my thumbs for aday | want the booksthat arein my desk."

There was amomentary silence, and when Slaich spoke again histone had moderated. "I see. | suppose
that isdl right. Y ou may proceed.”

Kédly snorted and walked forward warily. No more bursts of light came. Squeezing around to the front of
his desk, he opened the bottom drawer and extracted three paperbacks, normally kept there for idle
moments. From another drawer came a half-dozen journals that he'd been meaning to read; and findly,
as an afterthought, he scooped up acouple of pensand ayellow lega pad. Stepping back to the center
of the room, he held out his booty. " See? Perfectly harmless. Not asingle neutron bomb in thelot."

"Return to your rest chamber." Saich did not sound amused.

With the concentration needed during the game, Kelly had temporarily forgotten held missed both lunch
and dinner. Now, though, his growling ssomach was demanding attention. Following Saich'singructions,
he requested and obtained ameal from the automat-type dotsin onewall of his cubicle. The food was
bland but comfortably filling, and Kdly fdt hisspiritsrisng as he ate. Afterwards, he chose one of his
paperbacks and stretched out on the bed. But instead of immediately beginning to read, he stared &t the
celling and thought.

Obvioudy, there could be no further question that what was happening to him wasread. Smilarly, there
was no reasonable hope that he could escape his captors. There were no apparent exits from the small
complex of rooms except viathe Trangphere, whose machinery was hidden behind metd wallsand was
probably incomprehensible anyway. He had only Slaich'sword that the Stryfkar intended to send him
home, but since they apparently had made-and kept-similar promisesto other humans, he had no real
reason to doubt them. True, the game rules thistime seemed to be different, but Tlaymasy had implied
the Stryfkar had pulled this on several of his own race and had released them on schedule. So the big
question, then, was whether or not Kelly could win the next game he would haveto play.

Hefrowned. HEd never been any great shakes as agames player, winning frequently at chess but only
occasondly at the other gamesin hislimited repertoire. And yet, he'd come surprisingly close today to
besting an dienin hisown game. An dien, beit noted, whose race held an empire of eight worlds. The
near-victory could be meaningless, of course-Tlaymasy might have been the equivadent of afourth-grader
playing chess, for instance. But the Olyt would have had to be a completeidiot to suggest agame he
wasn't good at. And there was aso Saich's reaction after the game; it was pretty clear the Stryf hadn't
expected Kdly to do that well. Did that mean that Kelly, average strategist that he was, was il better
than the run-of-the-mill dien?



If that wastrue, his problems were essentidly over. Whoever his next opponent was, it should be
relaively easy to beat him, especialy if they picked agame neither player had had much experience with.
Four-Ply might be agood choice if the new tester wasn't another Olyt; the game was an interesting one
and easy enough to learn, at least superficidly. Asamatter of tact, it might be worth hiswhileto try
marketing it when he got home. The game market was booming these days, and while Four-Ply wasn't
likely to make himrich, it could conceivably bring in alittle pocket change.

On the other hand... what was his hurry?

Kely squirmed dightly on the bed as arather audaciousidea siruck him. if he redlly was better than most
other diens, then it followed that he could go home most any time he wanted, smply by winning
whichever game he was on at the moment. And if that were true, why not stick around for another week
or so and learn afew more alien games?

The more he thought abouit it, the more he liked theidea. True, there was an eement of risk involved, but
that wastrue of any money-making scheme. And it couldn't be that risky-this was a psychology
experiment, for crying out loud! "Saich?' he cdled at the metdlic ceiling.

IIYS?I

"If I lose my next game, what happens?'

"Y ou will remain here until you have won or until thetest isover."

Soit didn't sound like he got punished or anything if he kept losing. The Stryfkar had set up a pretty
smple-minded experiment here, to hisway of thinking. Human psychologist would probably have put
together something more complicated. Did that imply humans were better strategists than even the
Stryfkar?

Aninteresting question, but for the moment Kelly didn't care. HEd found atiny bit of maneuvering space
in the controlled environment they'd set up, and it fdlt very satisfying. Ruleslike these, in his book, were
made to be bent.

And speaking of rules... Putting aside his paperback, Kelly rolled on the bed and went over to the
cubiclesfolding table. Business before pleasure, hetold himsdf firmly. Picking up apen and hislegd
pad, he began to sketch the Four-Ply playing board and to list the game's rules.

To: Office of Director Rodau 248700, A.R.B., Clars

From: Office of Director Eftis 379214, Game Studies, Var-4

Subject: Studies of Humans

Date: 3 Lysmo 3829

Dear Rodau,

The Human problem istaking on some frightening aspects, and we are increasingly convinced that we

have stumbled upon another race of Chanis. Detailswill be transmitted when dl andyses are complete,
but | wanted to send you this note first to give you as much time as possible to recommend an assault



force, should you deem this necessary.

Asauthorized, weinitiated a Phase 111 study eight days ago. Our Human has played games against
members of four races: an Olyt, aFiwalic, a Spromsa, and a Thim-fra-chee. In each case the game
agreed upon has been one from the non-Human player'sworld, with dight modifications suggested by the
Human. Aswould be expected, the Human has consistently lost-but in each case he has clearly been
winning until the last few moves. Our contact specidist, Saich 898661, suggested early on that the
Human might be deliberately losing; but with both his honor and his freedom at stake Slaich could offer
no motive for such behavior. However, in aconversation of 1 Lysmo (tape enclosed) the Human fredy
confirmed our suspicions and indicated the motive was materia gain. Heisusng thetesting sessonsto
study his opponents games, expecting to introduce them for profit on returning to hisworld.

I'm sure you will notice the smilaritiesto Chani psychology: the desire for profit, even at the casud risk of
his safety, and theimplicit belief that his skills are adequate to bring rel ease whenever he wishes. History
shows usthat, dong with their basic tacticd skills, it wasjust these characterigtics that drove the Chanis
intheir most unlikely conquests. It must also be emphasized that the Human shows no signs of military or
other tacticd training and must therefore be considered representative of hisrace.

Unlessfurther study uncoversflawsin their character which would preclude an eventud Chani-like
expansion, | persondly fed we must consider annihilation for this race as soon as possible. Sincewe
obvioudy need to discover therace'sfull strategic capabilities-and Since our subject refusesto
cooperate-we are being forced to provide astronger incentive. The results should be enlightening, and
will be sent as soon asthey are available.

Regards,

Eftis

The door did back and Kelly stepped into the test chamber, looking across the room eagerly to see what
sort of creature held be competing againgt thistime. The dim red lights were back on in the room,
indicating someone from aworld with ared sun, and as Kelly's eyes adjusted to the relative darkness he
saw another of the aligator-like Olyts approaching thetable. "I greet you,” Kelly said, making the
crossed-wrist gesture held seen at hisfirst game here. "1 am Kely McClain of the human race.”

The Olyt repeated the sdlute. "I am ulur Achranae of the Olyt race.

"Meased to meet you. What does ulur mean?'

"It isatitle of respect for my position. | command awar-force of seven spacecraft.”

Kely swallowed. A trained military man. Good thing he wasn't in a hurry to win and go home.
"Interesting. Well, shdl we begin?’

Achranae sat down. "L et us make an end to this charade quickly.”

"What do you mean, ‘charade?’ Kelly asked cautioudy as hetook his seat. He was by no meansan
expert on Olyt expressions and emotions, but he could swear this one was angry.

"Do not deny your part,” the dien snapped. "I recognize your name from the reports, and know how you
played this gamefor the Stryfkar against another of my people, studying him like alaboratory specimen
before alowing him to win and depart. We do not appreciate the way you take our people like this"



"Whoa! Wait asecond; I'm not with them. They've been taking my people, too. It's some sort of
psychology experiment, | guess.”

The Olyt glared a him in slence for along moment. "If you truly believethat, you areafool," hesad a
last, sounding camer. "Very well; let usbegin.”

"Before you do so we must inform you of an important changein therules,” Saich'svoicecut in. "You
shall play three different games, instead of one, agreeing on the rules before beginning each. The onewho
winstwo or more shall be returned home. The other will lose hislife.”

It took asecond for that to sink in. "What?' Kelly yelped. "Y ou can't do that!" Acrossthetable
Achranae gave a soft, untrandatable hiss. His claws, fully extended, scratched lightly on the game board.

"Itisdone" Saich sad flatly. "Y ou will proceed now."

Kely shot afrustrated glance at Achranae, looked up again. "Wewill not play for our lives. That sort of
thing isbarbarous, and we are both civilized beings.”

"Civilized." Saich'svoice wasthick with sudden contempt. ™Y ou, who can barely send craft outside your
own atmosphere; you consider yoursdlf civilized? And your opponent islittle better.”

"We govern asphere fifteen light-years across," Achranae reminded Saich camly, hisoutburst of temper
apparently over. For al their short fuses, Kelly decided, Olyts didn't seem to stay mad long.

"Y our eight worlds are nothing againgt our forty."
"It issaid the Chanis had only five when they challenged you."

The sllence from the speaker wasimpressively ominous. "What are the Chanis?' Kelly asked, fighting the
urge to whisper.

"It isrumored they were anumericaly small but brutally aggressive race who nearly conquered the
Stryfkar many generations ago. We have heard these stories from traders, but do not know how true
they are.”

"True or not, you sure hit anerve,”" Kdly commented. "How about it, Saich? Isheright?*
"Y ou will proceed now," Saich ordered, ignoring Kelly's question.

Kely glanced a Achranae, wishing he could read the other's face. Did Olyts understand the art of
bluffing?"l said wewouldn't play for our lives"

In answer awell-remembered flash of red light exploded inchesfrom hisface. Ingtinctively, he pushed
hard on the table, toppling himsdlf and his chair backwards. He hit hard enough to see stars,
somersaulted out of the chair, and wound up lying on his ssomach on the floor. Raising his head
cautioudy, he saw the red firebal wink out and, after amoment, got warily to hisfeet. Achranae, he
noted, was also severd feet back from the table, crouching in what Kelly decided was probably afighting
stance of somekind.

"If you do not play, both of you will loseyour lives." Saich's voice was mild, amost emotionless, but it



sent ashiver down Kdly's spine. Achranae had been right: thiswas no smple psychology experiment.
The Stryfkar were searching for potentiad enemies-and somehow both humans and Olyts had madeit
onto their list. And there was still no way to escape. Looking across at Achranae, Kelly shrugged
helplesdy. "Doesn't look like we have much choice, doesit?!

The Olyt straightened up dowly. "For the moment, no.”

"Sincethis contest is so important to both of us" Kelly said when they were seated again, "'l suggest that
you choose the first game, allowing meto offer changesthat will take away some of your
advantage-changes we both have to agree on, of course. I'll choose the second game; you'll suggest
changeson that one.”

"That seems honorable. And the third?’
"I don't know. Let's discuss that one when we get there, okay?!

It took nearly an hour for the first game, plus amendments, to be agreed upon. Achranae used three of
the extratransparencies and their supportsto create athree-dimensiond playing area; the game itself was
asort of 3-D "Battleship,” but with eements of chess, Monopoly, and even poker mixed in. Surprisingly
enough, the mixture worked, and if the stakes hadn't been so high Kelly thought he would have enjoyed
playing it. His own contributions to the rules were adight adjustment to the shape of the playing
region-which Kdly guessed would change the usua positiona strategies-and the introduction of a"wild
card" concept to the play. "'l also suggest a practice game before we play for keeps," hetold Achranae.

The Olyt'sdark eyesbored into his. "Why?"

"Why not? I've never played this before, and you've never played with these rules. It would make the
actual game fairer. More honorable. Well do the same with the second and third games.”

"Ah-itisapoint of honor?' The aien cocked his head to theright. A nod?"Very well. Let usbegin.”

Even with the changes, the game-Skymarch, Achranae cdled it-was till very much an Olyt one, and
Achranae won the practice game handily. Kely strongly suspected Skymarch was arequired course of
the diens gpace academy; it looked too much like space warfare to be anything else.

"Did the Stryf speak the truth when he said you were not starfarers?' Achranae asked as they set up the
board again.

"Hm? Oh, yes" Kdly replied distractedly, his mind on strategy for the coming game. "Weve hardly even
got Smple spacecraft yet."

"Surprising, snce you learn space warfare tactics so quickly." Hewaved his sheathed claws over the
board. "A pity, too, since you will not be ableto resst if the Stryfkar decide to destroy you.”

"l suppose not, but why would they want to? We can't be any threat to them.”
Again Achranae indicated the playing board. "If you are representative, your raceis unusualy gifted with
both tactical skill and aggressiveness. Such abilities would make you valuable dlies or dangerous

adversariesto any sarfaring race.”

Kely shrugged. "Y ou'd think they'd try to recruit us, then.”



"Unlikely. The Stryfkar are reputed to be aproud race who have little use for alies. This harassment of
both our peoples should indicate their attitude toward other races.

The Olyt seemed to be on the verge of getting angry again, Kelly noted uneasily. A change in subject
seemed in order. "Uh, yes. Shdl we begin our game?”

Achraneelet out along hiss. "Very well."

From the very beginning it was no contest. Kdly did hisbest, but it was clear that the Olyt was ableto
think three-dimensiondly better than he could. Severa times helost a piece Smply because he missed
some perfectly obvious move it could have made. Sweating, he tried to make himself dow down, to
spend more time on each move. But it did no good. Inexorably, Achranae tightened the noose; and, too
quickly, it wasal over.

Kély leaned back in his chair, expelling along bresth. It was dl right, he told himsalf-he had to expect to
lose agame where the dien had dl the advantages. The next game would be different, though; Kelly
would be on hisown turf, with his choice of weagpons-

"Have you chosen the game we shdl play next?' Achranae asked, interrupting Kelly's thoughts.
"Idle down, will you?' Kely snapped, glaring at the dien. "Give meaminuteto think."

It wasn't an easy question, Chess was far and away Kelly's best game, but Achranae had aready
showed himself askilled strategist, at least with warfare-type games. That probably made chessa
somewhat risky bet. Card games involved too much in the way of chance, for this second game Kdly
needed as much advantage as he could get. Word games like Scrabble were obviousy out. Checkers or
Dotswere too smple. Backgammon? That was a pretty nonmilitary game, but Kelly was avirtua novice
at it himsdf. How about-

How about a physica game?

"Saich? Could | get some extraequipment in here? 1'd like alonger table, a couple of paddles, a sort of
light, bouncy ball-"

"Games requiring specific physica talents are by their nature unfair for such acompetition asthis,” Saich
sad. "They are not permitted.”

"I do not object,” Achranae spoke up unexpectedly, and Kelly looked at him in surprise. "Y ou stated we
could choose the games and therules, and it isKdly McClain's choicethistime.”

"We are concerned with psychologicd studies," Sach said. "We are not interested in the relative abilities
of your joints and muscles. Y ou will choose agame that can be played with the equipment provided.”

"It isdishonorable-"

"No, it'sokay, Achranae," Kelly interrupted, ashamed a himsdf for even suggesting such athing. "Saich
isright; it would've been completely unfair. It was dishonorable for me to suggest it. Please accept my

goology.”

"You are blameless" the Olyt said. The dishonor isin those who brought us here.”



"Yes" Kdly agreed, glancing baefully at the calling. The point was wdll taken. Achranae wasn't Kelly's
enemy, merdly his opponent. The Stryfkar werethe red enemy.

For dl the good that knowledge did him.
He cleared histhroat. "Okay, Achranae, | guess|I'm ready. This game's cdled chess...."

The Olyt picked up the rules and movements quickly, enough so that Kelly wondered if the dlienshad a
smilar game on their own world. Fortunately, the knight's move seemed to be anew one on him, and
Kely hoped it would offset the other'stactica training. As his contribution, Achranae suggested the
pawns be allowed to move backwards aswell as forwards. Kelly agreed, and they settled into their
practice game.

It wasfar harder than Kelly had expected. The "reversible pawvn" rule caused him tremendous trouble,
mainly because hislogic center kept editing it out of his strategy. Within fifteen moves held lost both
bishops and one of his precious knights, and Achranae's queen was breathing down his neck.

"An interesting game," the Olyt commented afew moves later, after Kelly had managed to get out from
under apowerful attack. "Have you had training in itstechnique?’

"Not redly,” Kdly said, glad to take abreather. "l just play for enjoyment with my friends. Why?"

"Thetest of skill at agameisthe ability to escape what appearsto be certain defeat. By that criterion you
have agreat ded of Kill."

Kely shrugged. "Just native ability, | guess”

"Interesting. On my world such skills must be learned over along period of time." Achranae indicated the
board. "We have agame similar in some waysto thisone; if | had not sudied it | would havelost to you
withinafew moves."

"Yeah," Kelly muttered. He'd been pretty sure Achranae wasn't running on beginner's luck, but he'd sort
of hoped he waswrong. "L et's get back to the game, huh?”

Inthe end Kely won, but only because Achranae logt his queen to Kelly'sremaining knight and Kelly
managed to take advantage of the error without any maor goofs of hisown.

"Areyou ready to begin the actual game?' Achranae asked when the board had been cleared.

Kely nodded, feding atightnessin histhroat. Thiswasfor al the marbles. | suppose so. Let's get it over
with."

Using one of the multifaced dice they determined the Olyt would have the white pieces. Achranae

opened with hisking's pawn, and Kdly responded with something he dimly remembered being called a
Sicilian defense. Both played cautioudy and defensively; only two pawns were taken in thefirst twenty
moves. Swesting even in the air-conditioned room, Kelly watched his opponent gradualy bring his pieces
into attacking positions as he himself set his defense as best he could.

When the assault cameit was devadtating in its daughter. By the time the captures and recaptures were
done, eight more pieces were gone... and Kelly was arook down.



Brushing astrand of hair out of his eyeswith atrembling hand, Kely swallowed hard as he sudied the
board. Without a doubt, he wasin trouble. Achranae controlled the center of the board now and hisking
was better defended than Kelly's. Worse yet, he seemed to have mastered the knight's move, while Kelly
was gtill having trouble with his pawns. And if the Olyt won thisone...

"Areyou distressed?"

Kdly started, looked up at his opponent. "Just a" His voice cracked and hetried again. " Just nervous.”
"Perhaps we should cease play for atime, until you are better able to concentrate,” Achranae suggested.
Thelast thing Kelly wanted at the moment wasthe dien'scharity. "I'm dl right," he said irritably.

Achranag's eyes were unblinking. "In that case, | would like to take afew minutes of rest mysdlf. Isthis
permissble?’

Kdly stared back as understanding dowly came. Clearly, Achranae didn't need a break; he was agame
and ahdf toward going home. Besideswhich, Kelly knew what an upset Olyt looked like, and Achranae
showed none of the symptoms. No, giving Kelly the chance to cam down could only benefit the human...
and as he gazed at the dien'sface, Kdly knew the Olyt was perfectly aware of that.

"Yes" Kelly said at last. "L et's take a break. How about returning in a half-hour or so?
"Acceptable." Achranae stood and crossed hiswrigts. "I shdl be ready whenever you dso are.”

The celling over Kdly's bed was perfectly flat, without even so much asaripple to mar it. Nonetheless, it
reflected images far more poorly than Kelly would have expected. He wondered about it, but not very
hard. There were more important thingsto worry about.

Pulling hisleft arm from behind his heed; he checked the time. Five more minutes and Saich would sound
the little bell that would call them back to the arena. Kelly sighed.

What was he going to do?

Strangely enough, the chess game was no longer hismgjor concern. True, he was il in trouble there, but
the rest period had done wonders for his composure, and he had aready come up with two or three
promising lines of attack. Aslong as he kept hiswits around him, he had afair chance of pulling awin out
of hiscurrent position. And that was Kdlly'sred problem... becauseif he did, in fact, win, therewould
have to be athird game. A game ether he or Achranae would haveto lose.

Kdly didn't want to die. He had lots of high-sounding reasons why he ought to stay dive-at least one of
which, the fact that no one else on Earth knew of the threat lurking behind these "games," was actually
vaid-but the plain fact wasthat he smply didn't want to die. Whatever the third game was chosen to be,
he knew he would play just as hard and aswell as he possibly could.

And yet...
Kely squirmed uncomfortably. Achranae didn't deserveto die, either. Not only was he aso an unwilling

participant in this crazy arena, but he had deliberately thrown away his best chance to win the contest.
Perhapsit was less aspirit of fairness than one of obedienceto arigid code of honor that had kept him



from capitalizing on his opponent's momentary panic; Kely would probably never know oneway or the
other. But it redly didn't matter. If Kelly went on to win the chess game he would owe hisvictory to
Achranae.

Thethird game...

What would be the fairest way to do it? Invent agame together that neither had played before? That
would pit Kelly's naturd tactica abilities against Achranag'strained ones and would probably be pretty
fair. On the other hand, it would give the Stryfkar another chance to study them in action, and Kelly was
in no mood to cooperate with his captors any more than necessary. Achranae, Kdly had aready
decided, seemed to fed the same way. He wondered fleetingly how long the Stryfkar had been snatching
Achranae's people, and why they hadn't retaiated. Probably had no idea where this game studies center
was, he decided; the Transphere's operations would, by design, be difficult to trace. But if heand
Achranae didn't want to give the Stryfkar any more data, their only aternative was to make the rubber
game one of pure chance, and Kdly rebelled againgt staking hislife on the toss of acoin.

The tone, expected though it was, startled him. "It istime,” Saich'sflat voice announced. ™Y ou will return
to the test chamber.”

Grimacing, Kely got to hisfeet and headed for the door. Maybe Achranae would have someidess.

"Areyou better prepared to play now?" the Olyt asked when they again faced each other over the
board.

"Yes," Kely nodded. "Thanksfor suggesting abreak. | realy did need it.”

"| sensed that your honor did not permit you to make the request.” The alien gestured at the board. "I
believeit isyour move."

Sure enough, now that his nerves were under control, Kelly began to chip away at Achranae's position,
gradually making up hislosses and taking the offensive once more. Gambling on the excessve vauethe
Olyt seemed to place in his queen, Kelly laid atrap, with his own queen asthe bait. Achranae bit... and
five moves|later Kely had won.

"Excdlent play,” the Olyt said, with what Kelly took to be admiration. "I was completely unprepared for
that attack. | was not wrong; you have an uncanny tactica ability. Y our race will indeed be glorious
sarfarers someday.”

"Assuming we ever get off our own world, of course" Kelly said as he cleared the board. "At the
moment were more like pawns oursdvesin thisgame.”

"Y ou have each won once," Slaich spoke up. "It istime now to choose the rulesfor the find game.
Kely swalowed and |ooked up to find Achranae looking back a him. "Any idea?" he asked.

"Nonethat isuseful. A game of chance would perhaps be fastest. Beyond that, | have not determined
what my duty requires.”

"What arethe possibilities?"

"That | should survivein order to return to my people, or that | should not, to alow you that privilege.”



"A pity we can't individualy chalenge the Stryfkar to duds, Kelly said wryly.
"That would be satisfying,” Achranae agreed. "But | do not expect they would accept.”

Therewasalong slence... and an idea popped into Kelly'smind, practicaly full-blown. A risky idea-one
that could conceivably get them both killed. But it might just work... and otherwise one of them would
certainly die. Gritting histeeth, Kdly took the plunge. "Achranae," he said carefully, "I believe | havea
game we can play. Will you trust me enough to accept it now, before | explain therules, and to play it
without a practice game?'

The Olyt's snout quivered dightly as he stared across the table in sillence. For along moment the only
sound Kelly could hear was his own heartbest. Then, dowly, Achranae cocked his head to theright.
"Very well. | believe you to be honorable. | will agreeto your conditions.”

"Sach?You 4l holding to the rules you set up? Kelly caled.
"Of course."

"Okay." Kelly took adeep breath. "This gameinvolvestwo riva kingdoms and afire-bregthing cresture
who harasses them both. Here's the creature's underground chamber." He placed ablack marker on the
playing board, then picked up three of the trangparent plates and their supports and set them up. "The
two kingdoms are called the Mountain Kingdom and the Land City. The Mountain Kingdom is bigger;
here'sits center and edge." He placed alarge red marker on the top plate and added aring of six smaller
onesaround it, two squares away. Moving the black marker dightly so that it was directly under one
edge of thering, he picked up alarge yellow marker. "Thisisthe Land City," heidentified it, moving it
dowly over the middle trangparency as his eyesflickered over the board. Ten centimeters between
leves, approximately; four per square... he put the yellow marker eight squares from the red one and four
squaresto one side. It wasn't perfect, but it was close and would have to do. "Findly, here are our
forces." He scattered a dozen each red and yellow butterfly-shaped pieces in the space between the two
kingdoms. "The conditionsfor victory are twofold: the creature must be dead, and there can be no forces
from the opposing side threatening your kingdom. Okay?'

"Very wdl," Achranae said dowly, sudying the board carefully. Once again Kelly wished he had a better
grasp of Olyt expressions. "How are combat results decided?’

"By the number of forcesinvolved plusathrow of thedie." Making up the rules as he went dong, Kdly
set up asystem that alowed combat between any two of the three sides-and that would require nearly dl
of both kingdoms forces combined to defeat the creature with any certainty. "Movement istwo squares
or onelevd per turn, and you can move al your forces each turn,” he concluded "Any questions?'

Achranae's eyes bored unblinkingly into his, asif trying to read Kelly's mind. "No. Which of us moves
fird?'

"l will, if you don't mind." Starting with the pieces closest to the Olyt's kingdom, Kelly began moving
them away from the red marker and toward the black one. Achranae hesitated somewhat when it was his
turn, but he followed Kéely's example in moving hisforces downward. Two of them landed within striking
range of some of Kelly's; but the human ignored them, continuing onward instead. Within afew more
moves the yellow and red pieces had formed a single mass converging on the black marker.

Thefire-bresthing creature never had a chance.



"And now...?" Achranae sat fiffly in hischair, his claws about hafway out of their sheaths. The creature
had been eiminated on the Olyt's turn, making it Kelly's move... and Achranae'sforceswere il
intermixed with the human's. A more vulnerable position was hard to imagine, and Achranae clearly knew
it.

Kédly gave him atight smile and leaned back in his seat. "Well, the creature's dead-and in their present
positions none of your forces can threaten my kingdom. So | guess I'vewon."”

There was a soft hiss from the other side of the table, and Achranag's claws did dl theway out. Kelly
held his bresth and tensed himself to legp. Surdly Achranae was smart enough to seeit... and, abruptly,
the claws disappeared. "But my kingdom is aso not threatened,” the Olyt said. "Therefore |, too, have
won."

"Redly?' Kdly pretended great amazement. "I'll be darned. Y ou're right. Congratulations.” He looked a
the calling. "Saich? By aremarkable coincidence weve both won the third game, so | guess we both get
to go home. Ready any timeyou are.”

"No." The Stryf'sflat voice wasfirm.

A golfbal-szed lump roseinto Kely'sthroat. "Why not? Y ou said anyone who won two games would
be sent home. Y ou st up that rule yourself?'

"Then theruleis changed. Only one of you can be dlowed to leave. Y ou will choose anew game.”

Sach'swords seemed to hang in the air like adeath sentence... and Kdlly felt hisfingernailsdigging into
his pams. Hereally hadn't expected the aliensto let him twist their rulesto his advantage-he already
knew this was no game to them. But held till hoped... and now he had no choice but to gamble hislast
card. "l won't play any more games,” he said bluntly. "I'm sick of being a pawn in this boogeyman hunt of
yours. You can dl just teke aflying legp a yourselves.”

"If you do not play you will lose by forfeit,” Saich reminded him.

"Big ded," Kdly snorted. "Y ou're going to wipe out earth eventualy anyway, aren't you? What the hell
difference doesit makewhere| die?"

Therewas ashort pause. "Very well. Y ou yoursaf have chosen. Achranag, return to your Transphere
chamber.”

Sowly, theaien roseto hisfeet. Kelly half expected him to spesk up in protest, or to otherwise plead for
the human'slife. But he remained sllent. For amoment he regarded Kdly through the transparent game
boards, asKdly held his breath. Then, till without aword, the dien crossed hiswristsin salute and
vanished behind the diding door. ™Y ou will return to your rest chamber now,” Saich ordered.

Letting out hisbreath in along sigh, Kdly stood up and disassembled the playing board, storing the
pieces and plates away in their proper places. So it had indeed come down to atoss of acoin, he
thought, suddenly very tired. The coin wasin the air, and there was nothing to do now but wait... and
hope that Achranae had understood.

To: Office of Director Rodau 248700, A.R.B.: Clars



From: Office of Director Eftis 379214, Games Studies, Var-4
Date: 21 Lysmo 3829

XXXXX URGENT XXXXX

Dear Rodau,

It is even worse than we expected and | hereby make forma recommendeation that the Humans be
completely obliterated. The enclosed records should be studied carefully, particularly those concerning
the third game that was played. By using histactical skillsto create agame he and his opponent could
jointly win, the Human clearly demonstrated both the ability to cooperate with others, and also the rare
trait of mercy. Although these characteristics gained him nothing in this particular instance-and, in fact,
can be argued to have been liabilities-we cannot assume thiswill ways be the case. The danger that
their cooperative nature will lead the Humansinto a successful dliance instead of betraying them to their
destruction cannot beignored. If the Chanis had been capable of building aliancesthey might well have
never been stopped.

Itisanticipated that afull psycho-physiological dissection of our Human subject will be necessary to
facilitate the assault fleet's strategy. We request that the proper experts and equipment be sent as soon as
they become available. Please do not delay overlong; | cannot guarantee our Human can be kept dive
more than ayear at the most.

Eftis

Kdly'sfirgt indication that the long wait had ended was afaint grinding sound transmitted through the
meta walls of hisrest chamber. It startled him from a deegp deep-but he hardly even had time to wonder
about it before the room's door suddenly flashed white and collapsed outward. Instantly, therewasa
minor hurricane in the room, and Kelly's ears popped asthe air pressure dropped dragtically. But even as
he tumbled off the bed three figuresin long-snouted spacesuits fought their way in through the gde, and
before he knew it held been stuffed in agiant ribbed baloon with ahissing tank at the bottom. "Kelly
McClain?' atinny, static-distorted voice came from abox by the air tank asthe balloon inflated. "Are
you safe?”

Kelly's ears popped again as his three rescuerstipped him onto his back and carried him carefully toward
the ruined door. "I'm fine," he said toward the box. "Is that you, Achranag?’

It was dmogt fifteen seconds before the voice spoke again; clearly, the Olyt's trandator wasn't as good
asthe Stryfkar's. "Yes. | am pleased you are ill dive.”

Kédly's grin was wide enough to hurt, and was probably even visble through hisbeard. "Metoo. Damn,
but I'm glad you got my message. | wasn't at al sure you'd caught it"

They were out in the Transphere chamber before the response came, and Kelly had a chance to look
around. In the ceiling, stretching upwards through at least two stories worth of rock, was ajagged hole.
Moving purposefully through the chamber itself were adozen more Olytsin the white, armor-like suits.
"It wasingenious. | feared that | would not be allowed to leave, though, once | had seen the board.”

"Metoo-but it lookslike we had nothing to worry about." Kelly grinned again-it was so good to talk to a
friend again! "I'll lay you any oddsthat the Stryfkar haven't yet noticed what | did. It'sthe old
can't-see-the-forest-for-the-trees problem; they'd seen that four-tiered board used for so many different



gamesthat it never occurred to them that you and | would automaticaly associate it with Skymarch, the
only gamewed ever played on it. So while they took my kingdoms-and-dragon setup at face value, you
were able to see the markers as agroup of objectsin space. | gambled that you'd redlize they
represented our home worlds and this one, and that you'd take note of the relative distances I'd laid out. |
guessthe gamble paid off."

Kédly was benegath the ceding hole now, and apair of dangling cables were being atached to his
balloon's upper handholds. "We shal hope that winning such risksis characteristic of your race,”
Achranae said. "We have destroyed the Stryfkar base and have captured records that show alarge force
will soon be coming here. We have opened communication with your race, but they have not yet agreed
to atacticd dliance. Perhaps your testimony will help persuade them. It is hoped that you, at least, will
agreetoad usin our tactica planning.”

Theropes pulled taut and Kelly began moving upward. "I'm almost certain we can find some extrahelp
on Earth," Kdly told the Olyt grimly. "And asfor me, it'll be apleasure. The Stryfkar have alot to learn
about us pawns.”
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