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For Pierre and Sylvie Clauzd,
Watching rockets climb over Africa,
With thanks for your help with more prosaic matters
On the same ground

CHAPTER 1

Make the right moves.

Easy for an Ulru-Ujurrian to say, Flinx reflected asthe Teacher maintained its approach to the world that
lay at the end of the decelerating KK -drive craft’ s present course. Easy for an Ulru-Ujurrian to do. But
then, everything was easy for an Ulru-Ujurrian to say and do. Unimaginably powerful, preposteroudy
playful, and possessed of talents as yet unmeasured— and quite possibly unmeasurable— they went
about their daily activitieswithout a care in the world— short of keeping busy by way of the
unfathomable playtime that involved moving their planet closer to its sun.

Even that bit of outrageous astrophysics seemed smpler to FHinx than unraveling the mystery of his
origins.

He had been given aclue. For thefirgt timein many seemingly interminable years, atangible clue. And
even more than that, he had been provided with adegtination. It lay before him now, aworld he had
never considered before, lying the same distance from his present position as his homeworld of Moth or,
inadifferent direction, New Rivieraand Clarity Held.

Clarity, Clarity. Under the proficient ministrations and attentive guardianship of hisold friends Bran
Tse-Mdlory and Truzenzuzex, she would be recovering from the injuries she had sustained during the
fight that had allowed him to successfully flee New Riviera, aso known as Nur. While hislove was



healing physicaly, perhaps he could findly hedl the open wound of his unknown origins. These chafed
and burned within him asintensely asany cancer.

Gestalt.

A word bursting with meaning. Perhgps also a world full of meaning, asit wasthe name of the globe his
ship was rapidly approaching. An undistinguished colony world, H Class V111, with asingle large moon
whose orbit the Teacher was presently cutting. Home to anative speciescalled the Tldl, aswell astoa
modest complement of human colonists. Rather eccentric human colonigts, if the details contained within
the gal ographic he had perused were to be believed. Not that he expected to interact very much with the
generd population. He was here to find something specific. Something for which he had been searching a
long, long time, without any real hope of ever finding it. Now, for thefirgt timein years, he had hope.

That is, hedid if what he had been told was not acynica dying man'sfina provocation— alast lie
intended to exact afina measure of revenge on the youth responsible for his degath.

| know who your father is, Theon a-bar Cocarol had wheezed on Visariajust prior to dying.
Sdf-proclaimed sole unmindwiped survivor of the renegade, edicted eugenicist Mdiorare Society, he had
dubbed FHinx Experiment Twelve-A before gasping out Gestalt! and then inconveniently expiring.
Experiments are not supposed to have knowledge of their biological progenitors, he had coldly
indsted eaxlier.

To the Great Emptiness with that, Flinx had decided immediately. In hislifeong search for hisoriginshe
had pursued more than his share of dead ends. It would only be one moreirony in alifefilled to bursting
with them if alead supplied by adying outlaw turned out to be the right one.

Equally important had been the expiring scientist’ s choice of words. | know who your father is, Cocarol
had declaimed before gasping hislast. Penultimate bresth or not, Hinx had not confused the tense.
Cocarol had clearly and unmistakably said “is.” Not was, but is. So smdl aword, so full of promise.
Wasit possible, Flinx had been unable to keep himsalf from musing ever sincethat criticd, piercing
moment, that he might not only finaly learn the identity of hisfather, but actudly find him dive? It wastoo
much to hopefor.

So he did not hope. He had been disappointed too often before. But he alowed himself, had to alow
himsdf, spacein whichtowish.

Intent on the fate of the galaxy and every one of itsinhabitants civilized or otherwise, his mentors Bran
Tse-Mdlory and the Eint Truzenzuzex would amost certainly not have sympathized with his present
detour. Much as sheloved him, Clarity might not have sympathized, either. But she would have
understood. Even with the fate of so much and so many at stake, there were private demonsthat had to
be put to rest before Flinx could fully focus on externa threets, no matter how vast in extent they might
be. Savetheinner universefirg, he kept teling himsdf, and you ' relikely to bein better condition to make
asab at saving everything dse.

Sprawled like alength of pink-and-green rope below the Teacher’ sforeport, Pip lifted her head to
glance across a him. Epitomizing the empathetic bond that existed between them, the minidrag’ s attitude
reflected her friend and master’ sanguish.

“Am | sdfish?’ he asked the ship, after explicating his disquiet aoud.



“Of courseyou are.” The Teacher’s ship-mind had been programmed for many things. Subtlety was not
to be counted among them. “The fate of agalaxy restsin your hands. Or rather, in lieu of acheap
andogy, inyour mind.”

“Uh-huh. Assuming | exist in this hypothetical pogition to do anything a al about it, notwithstanding what
Bran and Tru seemto think.”

“In the absence of an dternative specifically encouraging, they seek surcease in the exploration of remote
possihilities. Of which you are, likeit or not, ostengibly the most promising.”

Flinx nodded. Rising from the command chair, he strolled over to the manua console and absently ran his
hand down the length of Pip’s back. The flying snake quivered with pleasure.

“What do you think?" he asked softly. “ Am | the last hope? Am | the key to something bigger, something
more powerful, that visits me in dreams? Or whatever you want to call that perversely dtered state of
consciousnessin which | sometimes unwillingly find mysdf.”

“I do not know,” the Teacher told him honestly. “I serve, without pretending to understand. | can teke
you wherever you wish to go, except to comprehension. That destination is not programmed into me.”

Mechanical soul, Flinx thought. Not designed to pronounce judgment. In lieu of the advice of asuperior
intellect, he would have to judge himself. With asigh, he raised one hand and gestured toward the port.
Soon they would need to announce themsdlves to planetary control with an eye toward taking up orbit.

“What about this change of course? What do you think of my putting aside the hunt for the Tar-Aiym
wegpons platform in order to search for my father here, based on what the dying Méeliorare told me?’

Understanding of certain matters might not have been programmed into the Teacher’ s ship-mind, but
contempt was. “ An insupportable waste of time. | have run anumber of calculations based on the facts
and variables available to me. The results are less than promising. Consder: the human Cocarol may have
smply been enjoying afina, embittered joke at your expense. Or he may not have known what he was
talking about. If he did, circumstances may have changed since he was last conversant with theissue at
hand. Since then, any knowledge he may have possessed concerning the identity or location of your mae
parent may have changed radically.

“Meanwhile, whatever lies behind the Great Emptiness continues thisway. It ismy opinion that your time
would be better spent searching for the absent, ancient Tar-Aiym wespons platform that representsthe
only hope, thusfar, of a device even theoreticaly powerful enough to counter the oncoming danger. A
device with whom only you have had, and can initiate, mental contact.” The silken yet tart mechanica
voice paused briefly. “Have| at least succeeded in ingtigating within you amodicum of guilt?”

“The attempt isredundant,” Hinx snapped. “No need to refresh that which never leavesme.”

“That redlization, at least, isencouraging,” the ship replied. “Since logic and reason are having no effect, |
search for that which will work.”

In some respects chatting with the Teacher was easier than engaging in conversation with a human. For
example, the ship never raised its voice, and if Hinx so wished, he could terminate the discusson with a
smple command. On the other hand, unlike with another person, he could not turn away fromit. The
ship-mind was everywhere around him.



“Assoon as |’ ve sttled thisquestion, I'll resume the search. | promise.” Pip looked up at him quizzically.

The ship responded, “What makes you so certain that you will settleit here? Thisisaquestion the
answer to which you have sought on many worlds. As| have commented repeatedly, the dying human
could have perished with afasehood on hislips. It would not be overmuch to expect of one who had so
longlived aliehimsdf.”

“I know, | know.” A pensive Hinx raised his gaze once more to the cloud-swathed new world looming
steedily larger in the foreport. As he stared, the port continuoudy adapted to the changing light outside
the ship. Another new world in along list of those that instead of answers had thus far provided him with
only more questions. “But after dl these years, it’sthe most promising liethat I’ ve been told.”

Though Gegtdt’ s human population numbered only in the millions, he was till surprised a the informdity
that infused the exchange of arriva formalities. According to the Teacher, the orbiting station-based
automatic electronic protocol that challenged their approach did not even bother to inquire asto the
nature of his business. This suggested that the planetary authority was ether lazy, indifferent, or criminaly
negligent. Asit developed, it was none of these. Orbita insertion protocol was atrue reflection of the
colonigts attitude and philosophy. It was not quite like anything Hinx had encountered before.

The lack of bureaucratic ceremony meant that he had to conced only histrue identity, and not the
configuration of hisvessd. The Teacher was ableto avoid having to employ the complex externd
morphing he usudly had to order it to undergo to disguise its appearance when visiting other worlds.

After equipping himsdlf as best he could from ship stores according to the recommendations that were
included in Gestdt’ s unpretentious but thorough galographicsfile, he headed down the corridor that led
to the shuttle bay. Riding hisleft shoulder beneath his dark brown nanofiber cold-weather jacket, Pip had
goneto deep. A quick predeparture check indicated that everything wasin place for him to take his usua
leave from the vessdl. The communit that would not only alow him to communicate with the Teacher but
aso dlow it to keep track of him was securein its pouch on his duty belt, which wasitself conceded
beneath the lower hem of the jacket.

Though not an iceworld like Tran-ky-ky, by al indicationsthe surface of Gestalt was as chilly asa
Mdiorare s heart. It would, he reflected, be achange from al the temperate, tropica, and semi-desert
worlds on which he had recently spent so much of histime.

“I'll be back soon,” he declared aloud as the shuittle lock door curled softly shut behind him. A dight hiss
sgnified pressure equdization.

“Famouslast words,” the Teacher murmured, addressing the observation as much to itself asto the
lanky young human who was now dipping into harnessinsde the shuttle.

My father, Flinx thought to himself as he felt the subtle jolt that indicated the shuttle had dropped clear of
the Teacher . My father is. So had inssted the dying Méliorare Cocarol. So many years spent searching.
So much timelost wondering. Finding hisfather would not save civilization from the vast abyssa horror
that was speeding toward the Milky Way from beyond the Great Emptiness— but it might help to fortify
the hesitant, vacillating key that was himsdif.

Indl histraveling he had never seen aplanetary surface quite like that of Gestalt. Itswaterswere blue, its
heavy cloud cover mottled white. Normal enough. But instead of ambiguous, perambulating scattering,



the numerous continental landmasses ran north to south in roughly paralel, scimitar-shaped arcs, striping
the entire globe with mountainous chevrons. Some of the larger bodies of land were loosaly connected by
wandering, thin strips of terrain, while others were completely isolated from one another by long stretches
of open sea.

Each individual landmass conssted largely of rugged mountain ranges that had been squeezed up from
the planetary crust by grumbling tectonic forces. There should be active volcanism, Hinx mused ashe
studied the surface that was rising swiftly toward him. Indeed, in the course of the descent he spotted
severd confessiona plumes, ther tdltaetrails stretching out straight and sharp as white feathers amid the
rest of what was an otherwise typicaly anarchic atmosphere.

Asthe shuttle automaticaly leveled off on fina approach, he marveled at the landscape that spread out in
every direction. Vdleys cutting through the incessant mountain chains flashed churning rivers. Bright
flashes of dpinelakeslay strung like shards of shattered mirror among the green. And, startlingly, the
blue. There was an inordinate amount of undeniably blue vegetation, he saw, in every imaginable shade
and variation. In addition, the snow that capped the higher peaks and lay like cotton in shadowed vaes
and chasms wasttinted a distinctive pink that occasionally deepened to rose. There must be something
unigquein the composition of the locd precipitates, he reflected.

Finding one’ sway around such country would be next to impossible without modern technology. Asthe
Teacher’ s shuttle sped over valley after valley, dropping gradudly lower and lower, he saw that one
rocky, tree-fringed gorge looked much like another. Infrequently, acluster of structuresindicating
organized habitation impinged briefly on hisvison. Even at the shuttle€ srapidly diminishing landing speed,
these came and went too fast for himto tell if their origin was human or indigenous.

According to Gestalt’ s galographics, population centers of any kind were few and far between. Both the
native Tlel and the humans who had settled among them favored their privacy. It was atrait inborn among
the natives and e ective among the humans.

The shuttl€' s voice, amodest echo of its starship parent, advised him to prepare for touchdown. It was a
warning he always took serioudy, even when preparing to land on adeveloped world. He had been
prepared for touchdown ever since he had first settled into the seat. Sensing his heightened anticipation,
Pip tensed dightly beneath the cold-climate jacket.

Only afew valeys on Gestalt were wide and flat enough to dlow for the siting of a shuttleport.
Tlearandrawas located on the other Side of the planet. Sinceit was al'so home to the offices of Gestalt's
Commonwesdlth representative and the preponderance of potentidly inquisitive secondary officids, Hinx
had prudently chosen to land at Tlossene, the other principal metropolitan area.

Used to touching down at ports that were located well outside the boundaries of the major conurbations
they served, he was sartled when it appeared asif the shuttle was heading for the center of the city itself.
Though eventudly redlizing thiswas anillusion born of descent velocity and angle of gpproach, he was
gill relieved when his craft made primary contact with an actual landing strip instead of the cluster of
buildings whose rooftops it seemed to barely clear. The shuttleport was Situated in aregion of hard, dried
river bottom that struck him as periloudy closeto inhabited areas. While it wastrue that Gestalt exported
only smal manufactures and conversaly boasted only modest imports, thus negating any need for
extengive port servicing facilities, the proximity of port to population struck him asirresponsible. He
intended to inquire about the choice. Even though he could not think of one, doubtless there was agood
reason why the port had been placed so close to the community.



It did not occur to him that maybe nobody cared.

Arriva formalities on the ground proved to be as thankfully unceremonious and perfunctory asthey had
been when the Teacher had firgt settled into orbit and been contacted by landing control. He had only to
gate his name (fasified), ship identification (fasified), and purpose of vidt (conducting research on behalf
of acompany that for reasonsrelated to commercia security preferred to remain unnamed— aso
fddgfied). It was thus under multiple fictitious pretenses and with considerable confidence that Flinx
requested directionsto the usua subterranean pedestrian accessway.

“ThisisGeddt,” aninordinatdy rdaxed mae voiceinformed him viathe shuttl€ sinterna
communications system. “Nothing ispaid for that receivesinsufficient use. That includes costly
underground conveniences. We don’t get many private craft here. There are no subterranean amenities
for travelers such as yoursdf. Y our landing craft’ s present orientation is positioned clear on my readout.
Step out of your vessel and turn west. You'll seethe main termind. It' sashort walk across the tarmac.”
A brief pause, then, “Wesather’ s good today. If you' re not properly equipped for the climate, you
shouldn’t be here. Thevalley in which Tlosseneislocated isamost three thousand meters up, you know.
Or you do now, if by some odd chance you didn’t prior to touchdown.”

The controller’ stone suggested someone chatting casudly with afriend instead of that of agovernment
officia conducting forma business attendant on offworld arrival. The easy tenor, the absence of attitude,
the lack of ceremony weretruly refreshing compared with the flood of regtrictive regulations and formal
procedures Finx so often was forced to follow when landing on other worlds.

But— step out and turn west?

“We only have two subsurface accessways,” the controller explained in responseto the new arriva’s
uncertainty, “both of which are currently in use by the pair of cargo shuttles you can see working off to
the east.”

Peering out theforeport in the indicated direction, Hinx could see the two much larger, bulkier craft
parked on the indicated section of tarmac. Clunky robotic haulers and more agile automated |oaders
swarmed around severa gaping service bays. No humansor Tld werein view, and the industrious
mechanicas paid no attention to the new arriva.

“Okay, I'll walk,” heinformed the contraller. “What about Customs and Immigration?’

“Someonewill meet you.” A tinge of humor colored therest of thereply. “It’ Il give SeBois something to
do.”

Hinx did not have to secure the shuttle— the ship would see to such mundane safety measures on itsown
initiative. As soon asthe landing ramp was deployed, he made sure the skin-sengitive soft-sedling collar
of hisjacket was snug around his neck and over Pip, and exited through the lock.

The cold hit him immediately. Prepared for it, he was not surprised. If anything, the ambient temperature
was less bracing than the shuttl€ s readout had led him to expect. No doulbt the chill was mitigated by the
intengity of Gestalt' s sun at this dtitude. Hiswell-being was further enhanced by the planet’ sdightly
denser-than-Terranorm atmosphere, which helped to compensate for the dtitude. Inhding deeply and
deliberately, he could not tell any difference from sea-level breathing on any Earth-normal world. Benegth
his jacket, Pip twitched dightly againgt him but was otherwise untroubled by the sharp dropin
temperature. Aslong as she could find enough food to power her dynamic metabolism, she would be



fine

At the moment, food held no particular appeal for Flinx, since he had eaten prior to departing the
Teacher . But he decided that if available, he wouldn't turn down ahot drink. While the emergency
reserve that did double duty as a component of hisjacket insulation could supply that, he preferred not to
accessitslimited volume unless he had to. Besides, it was always nice to try something local.

Across the pavement and beyond the line of port buildings, the city of Tlossene crawled up apair of
opposing mountainsides that funneled into a doping canyon in the distance. At the city’ s higher elevations,
poured and fabricated structures gave way or filtered into blue and green dien forest. None of the
Sructures was tdler than half adozen stories. Though ared city with apopulation in the hundreds of
thousands, Tlossene was no grand metropolis. Many of the central buildings he could see clearly looked
weethered but tasteful. Their externa appearance fit what he knew of the history of Gestalt’ s settlement
by humans. Scattered among them were distinctively dimpled domes and bulging egg-shaped
congtructionsthat hinted at a nonhuman sense of design. If these eye-catching edifices had not been built
by theindigenous Tld, they had at |east been inspired by them.

In the far distance beyond the city soared peaks whose heights Flinx could only estimate. If he needed to
know exact atitudes, he could always check with the communit on his belt that had been loaded with all
the information on thisworld that was available to the Teacher . Reaching the bottom of the ramp, he
headed away from the shuttle, strolling in the designated direction.

The pounding at the back of his head had nothing to do with the dight change in pressure from ship to
surface. Such sometimes debilitating headaches were no siranger. As aways, he would ignore the
throbbing pain and attendant discomfort unlessit became genuindy disabling. Only a such timesdid he
reluctantly resort to medication or meditation. Sensng her master’ s discomfort, Pip shifted uneasily
againg his shoulder. There was nothing she could do but empathize.

If he were back on Arrawd, where the locals were in much more than one way of smilar mind, hismind
would be a peace. Or even if he were somewhere within that strange rain-forest-swathed world
Midway— no, Midworld, he corrected himsdf. In al the Arm, those were the only two planetfalls he had
made where he knew he could be reasonably certain of finding mental peace. Lips pressed tightly
together againg the pain, he strode grimly on. Learning the truth of the Meliorare Cocarol’ slast
revelation would go along way toward easing any discomfort hefet while on Gestdt.

Heforgot about the dl-too-recurrent pain in his head as he caught sight of something coming acrossthe
tarmac toward him. Someone will meet you, the amiable port controller had assured him. Flinx’ s gaze
narrowed. Whatever was coming toward him— and it was coming fast— was no genial representative of
locdl officiddom. It was neither human nor Tld. Asit, or rather they, sped in hisdirection, they were
sending out sllent fedlings of fear, anxiety, and confusion.

They didn’t even havelegs.

Thelack of vishble limbsin no way hampered their progress. In fact, asthey loomed larger in Hinx's
vison, it was gpparent that legs would only have hindered their chosen method of locomotion. There
were a least adozen of the bizarre creatures tumbling and rolling rapidly in hisgenera direction.
Tumbling and ralling franticdly, if his perception of the primitive emotionsthey were generating was
correct. About the size of ahuman head, each of the roughly spherical creatures was completely covered
in mottled white and brown fur. Longer, denser bristles stood out to the Sides like oversized whiskers.
They propdled themselves across the tarmac with four armsthat terminated in wide, flat, fleshy pads.



Working in unison, these grabbed at the hard surface and pushed off powerfully. Somewhere beneath all
that fur, heimagined, must be nostrils, amouth or trunk, and possibly eyes and ears. For dl that they
appeared blind and dumb, they did not roll into one another.

Pursuing them was something much larger, far more ominous, and uncompromisingly thresteningin
gppearance. Asif to reinforce its menacing aspect, it was generating emotions that were as primitive asits
obvious intentions. Hulking and bearish, it nonethel ess traversed the pavement with aspeed and grace
that belied its bulk. Unlikeitsintended prey it did not roll, but instead lumbered forward on several dozen
short, muscular legsthat terminated in sharp-hoofed feet. White fur decorated with irregular splotches of
pink combined to creste an incongruoudy feminine fagade. Thisinitidly dissrming impression lasted only
until one noticed the mouth. Almost as wide as the creature was broad, the protruding appendage
skimmed along just above the ground, its horizontal maw gaping open. An enormous, trifurcated nogtril
set atop the blocky skull supplied the necessary air intake and outflow for the galloping carnivore, serving
not only tofill its predatory lungs but aso to alow the spatulate mouth to suction up anything inits path.

That explained the visible absence of teeth or bony ridgesinsde the flexible jaws, Flinx redized. The
meset-eater didn’t biteitsvictims, or crunch them, or bring them down with fang and claw. It Smply,
efficiently, and bloodlessy vacuumed them up. This particular dien carnivore, Flinx reflected, sucked.

The distance separating the desperate dozen of the round, rolling creatures and the whistling predator
ghrank as he looked on. That thisfrenetic digplay of loca predation was taking place right out on the
tarmac of one of the planet’ s main shuttleports would have been sufficiently surprising dl by itsdlf, even
without the fact that the entire screeching, howling menagerie was bearing down on him at impressive
Speed. Perceiving the threat, Pip struggled to take to the air— only to find herself constrained by the
soft-seal of her master’ sjacket.

Quadruple armsflailing wildly, apair of therolling furballs bounded past Hinx on hisright. A trio shot
past on hisleft. All five stank profoundly, emitting a pungent musk that was an olfactory reflection of their
terror. It occurred to him that their route, rather than being arbitrary, might have been chosen with the
intent of possibly placing adiverson into the path of their ravenous pursuer.

That, he realized a bit late as he reached for the pistol holstered at his service belt, would be him.

He had plenty of time to adjust the weapon’ s setting. The trouble was, the gun was properly secured in
its holster. The holster was attached to his service belt. His service belt was fastened comfortably around
his wai — benegth the jacket, whose front was snugly seded againgt the local climate. Sharing some of
the emotiona tumult of the last roller asit swerved wildly past him, Flinx began to fumble abit more
hurriedly with the sedl that kept the hem of his coat snug againgt his upper thighs. Obliviousto his
concerns, the lumbering oncoming predator continued to head straight toward him. Hinx fet fairly sure
that, unlike therallers, it had no intention of going around. The broad, flattened, energetically suctioning
mouth was more than capacious enough to vacuum him up as easily asit would have any of thefleeing,
multiarmed furballs. Fumbling faster with the jacket’ s lower sedl, hetried projecting fedlings of uncertainty
onto the onrushing meat-eater. When that had no effect, he strove to project fear. Too primitive or too
preoccupied with the hunt to respond, the creature took no notice of hisincreasingly harried mental
efforts.

Findly forcing her way free of the jacket, Pip took to the air. In the denser atmosphere, she had to work
even lessthan usuad to get aloft. Her iridescent body was a sudden burst of color against the blue sky. A
blur of pleated blue-and-pink wings, she needed but amoment to orient herself before diving directly a
the charging carnivore— only to hesitatein midair. The poison she spat was lethd when it struck the eyes



of atarget, and she was deadly accurate from a surprising distance. Only one thing kept her from
dropping the whistling predator initstracks.

She couldn’'t find its eyes.

Either like the fast-fleeing rollersit had none, an increasingly uneasy Flinx surmised, or elsethey were so
deeply conced ed beneath the coat of white-rose fur they could not be seen. Asthe beast drew entirely
too near, suction from its mouth began to pluck at the legs of Flinx’ s thermotropic pants. Normally steady
as sunshine, hisfingerswere uncharacteristicaly fickle asthey fumbled ever more anxioudy for the
handgrip of his gun. The degp-toned whistling, he now noted, came not from the gaping cavity of the
creature sdigtinctive, expansive mouth, but from the exceptiondly large tripartite nostril set atop its skull.
Mouith, nostril. Drawn by what must be an enormous lung, or set of lungs, air was sucked in through the
vacuuming mouth and expelled through the bony structure atop the head. If he did not do something to
hdt or divert the monger, very shortly hewould find himself in aposition to study thisfascinating example
of adaptive dien biology from theinside.

AsPip darted and hovered overhead in afrantic but futile attempt to distract the lumbering carnivore,
Hinx findly succeeded in pulling his pistal free of its holster and taking am. Knowing nothing of the
cregture’ sanatomy and in any case not having any time to evauate it, he pointed the beamer’ smuzzle at
the center of the furmatted skull. Hopefully, the brain that powered the animal was located in the genera
region between mouth and nose.

It was only when he had the pistol leveled and ready to fire that he noticed it was set on Hest, itslowest
cdibration, instead of Stun or Kill.

CHAPTER 2

Fingersworking franticaly, Flinx hurried to reset the wegpon as he threw himself desperately to one side.
At the sametime, he could fed hisfeet beginning to dip out from under him asthefull strength of the
oncoming carnivore' s predatory suctioning began to pull forcefully at hislegs. Out of time and out of
options, he raised the pistal.

A powerful odor of singed fur assailed his nodtrils. The monster hated abruptly, its multiple legs bunching
up beneath it like so many commuterstrying to Smultaneoudy pile into atrangport feeturing only asingle
open doorway. It stood where it had stopped, only a couple of meters from FHinx, swaying dightly on its
plenteous foot-pads. Only when it keeled over onto its|eft side was he able to see the perfectly round
fist-gzed hole that had been punched clean through its skull from one side to the other. Exhaling, Hinx
lowered the beamer.

He hadn’t fired.

The man who had was coming toward him. Bolted to a secure right-shoulder mount, arifle that was
nearly aslong asthe diminutive figure wastal whirred smoothly and softly asit did backward on its
brace to drop down into resting position against the gunner’ s back. The shooter was clad in asingle blue
perflex suit designed to minimize weight while maximizing heet retention. The fabric over hisright breast



sported a couple of badly scuffed bronzed insignia. Though at first glance seemingly better suited to a
diving competition than an outdoor stroll in Gestalt’ s rough climate, the one-piece ouitfit was at once more
practical and less cumbersome than Flinx’ s makeshift cold-wegather garb. Certainly if helived on Gedtalt,
he reflected, he doubtless would opt for something similarly comfortable.

Haveto go shopping if I’'m going to be herefor awhile, hetold himsdf as he envioudy eyed the
gpproaching figure' s suppleness of movement and lack of bulky attire. Edging away from the lifdless mass
of dead carnivore, he sarted toward the individual who had fired the sngle lethal shot. Hedid so as
much to put the till-warm corpse’ s somach-turning smell behind him asto greet hisrescuer. Behind him,
the muted whine of port maintenance robots indicated the rapid approach of sense-deprived

mechanicas. Indifferent to the intengfying stench, they would systematicaly undertake the necessary
cleanup.

Smiling, he extended a hand. Downward, since he was considerably taler than the man who had cometo
hisad. “ Stimulating arrival procedures you have here.”

The hand that gripped hisfingerswas small, dark, and strong as durdloy. White teeth gleamed in adark
face. It wasimpossbleto tdl if the officia had any hair, sncetheintegrated hood of the insulating perflex
suit covered his head completely. His eyeswere large and dightly almond-shaped. Though these were
suggestive of Adan ancestry, the remainder of hisfeatures reflected the usua Terran homogeny. The only
accent in histerranglo was locd, the words emerging from his mouth dightly more clipped and forma
than usud.

“No extracharge,” he quipped. Turning, he looked on as amechanical loader picked up the carcass of
the dead predator and unceremonioudy dumped it into the cargo bay of a salf-powered transport.
Pivoting in unison, the two mechanicas accel erated westward across the tarmac, heading for the nearest

disposa bay.

“That’ sakasollt that was coming for you. See them occasondly up in thefoothills. They generdly don't
comeinto town. You'relucky to seeone.” Hisnodrilsflared dightly, testing the air. “Y ou wouldn't think
apredator, trying its best to concedl itself, would stink like that. Or its prey, hoping to hide. But alot of
thelocd faunahas no sense of smell. That includesthe Tld. Strange bit of evolution, here. They make up
for it by having specidized appendages on their headsthet | et them detect individua dectrica fidds. Like
sharks on Earth.” Turning back to Flinx, he eyed the youthful newcomer gppraisingly.

Finx’ s reply was measured. “I think | was lucky to see you.”

The officid’ s grin widened as he acknowledged the backhanded thank-you. “ This port doesn’t get many
noncommercid arrivas. As soon as the kasollt was spotted chasing the olu herd out onto the field, some
of usover in control thought it might be agood ideafor one of usto come out and meet you personaly.”
On hisback, the intuitive rifle murmured softly by way of agreement. The man glanced at the shape that
was moving around indde Flinx’ sjacket. “| seethat you' re not entirely done. Just guessing based on the
movement, |’d say your companion’ s an interesting cregture.”

“So I’'ve beentold.” Through thefog of his breath, FHinx gestured toward the nearby complex of
low-domed buildings. “Can we continue thisingde? 1t s chilly out here”

“It' schilly everywhere here. Thisis Gestat. Come on.” Turning, hishost led FHinx away from the shuttle.
Behind them, the onboard Al observed their departure, retracted the landing ramp, and switched to
Secure mode. Then it settled down in comfortable cybernetic hibernation to patiently await itsowner’s



return.

“I’'m Third-Level Port Administrator Payasinadoriyung.” Before his guest could respond, he added, “ Call
me Paya.” Thishepful and downright necessary recommendation was followed by an expectant pause.

“Madtiff,” Hinx told him, utilizing the alias he had aready supplied to landing control. “ SkuaMadtiff.”

Accepting thiswithout comment, the official nodded in the direction of the well-equipped service bt that
was conced ed benegth the hem of Flinx' s jacket. “ Y ou didn’t defend yoursdlf.”

“I didn’t think I’d need agun here, on the tarmac. Consequently, the burst level on my weapon was set
too low. | wastrying to adjust it when you saved me the need.”

Paya nodded understandingly. “Make sureit’s properly set now.” He jerked athumb back over hisright
shoulder. “Y ou’ ve met the kasolIt. Gestdt’ s home to multiple kinds of carnivorethat al have onethingin
common. They'redl| hungry, dl thetime. Even downtown, everyone here carries some kind of defense.
Charged gloves, flashers, adjustable auralite, projectile weapon— next time | probably won't be around
to moderate any informa encounters between you and the loca fauna.”

Hinx mulled the disconcerting advice. “I'll need an activated wegpon even in Tlossene?’

“ Anywhere you go walking within the city limits, yes.” Paya s accompanying nod was emphétic. “The
Tld believe strongly in live and let live, even when the more aggressive examples of thelocd faunado
not. Essentidly existing here as guests, therest of us are obliged to go aong with loca vaues. So while
it'snot an everyday occurrence, there' s dway's the chance of encountering something nasty roaming the
sreets. City maintenance does a pretty good job of keeping things clean and safe, but aknowing citizen
isawayson guard.”

They were nearing the first building. Sheathed in the sprayed-on dark photogen that powered the
structure, its curving outer wal flowed seamlesdy upward like an inverted black wave to become the
domed roof. The design was practica aswell asreflective of Tldian architecturd influences.

Advancing through the triple entranceway, Flinx experienced a sequential and most welcomerisein
ambient temperature. Sipping free of its carrying harness, Payadivested himsdlf of hisimpressve
wesgpon and secured it in awaiting open locker before directing Flinx to asmall, dightly raised platform.

“A amdl formdity.” Histone was apologetic as he indicated that the visitor should stand within the
platform’s circumscribed center. “Thiswill just take amoment. Y ou won't fed anything. Try not to move,
please”

Hinx nodded knowingly. “I’m familiar with the procedure.”

Stepping up, he moved to the middle of the circular dais and turned to face the port officid. Hewas
careful to keep hishands at hissdesand did hisbest not to blink as a soft light siwept over him. Thiswas
accompanied by adeep humming of short duration. Less than aminute after it had commenced, the
Arrivas documentation procedure was over. It had recorded his height, weight, approximate age, bone
density, retind pattern, brain-wave configuration, number and location of interna organs, presence and
type of any prosthetics, the nature of the devices and instrumentation he was carrying on his person, and
agood ded more, in addition to ascertaining the genera state of his hedlth. In even lesstime, it had done
likewisefor Pip.



Hinx could have found away to dip into the city without submitting himself to the procedure. It was
something he had accomplished successfully before, on other worlds. But his purpose here suggested that
he might need to make use of officia channels, or to speak with government representatives. Where and
when possible, it was always better to operate and move about as an officidly registered visitor. By the
time anyone might by chance or curiosity happen to find themsalves intrigued by certain unusua aspects
of his presence and express adesire to put forth the effort to dig further into his background, he should
be long gone outsystem.

Stepping down off the platform, he loosened the soft-sedl at his neck. After the encounter with the kasol It
and thewak to the termind, the heat insgde was amost tifling. Waiting nearby, the diligent Payawas
studying the three-dimensiona readout his communit was projecting into the air between them. Looking
up, he amiled affably “ Says here you' rein extraordinarily good hedth.”

Hinx indicated the device. “ Bioanayzers don’t dways show everything. Asjust one example, | suffer dl
the time from severe headaches.”

The adminigtrator Sghed. “1I’'m abureaucrat who dedlsregularly with the generd public. | can
sympathize.” Raising an am, he gestured down the corridor that led away from the Arrivals room.

“WEe re done here. Have anice time on Gestdt, and | wish you the best of fortune with your research. If
you don’t mind my asking, what are you researching?’

“Higory,” Hinx told him.

Understandably misunderstanding, Paya nodded. “ Thisworld has an interesting history, though adim
one. Humans have been living here for afairly long time, though the immigrant populaion has dways
been limited.”

“By the Tld?’ Hinx inquired asthey started down the hdlway.

The officid shook his head. “ By choice. Gestdt is not a particularly hospitable world. Thisisn't
Kansastan, or Barabas, and it doesn't offer new migrants the promise of a place like Dawn. Those who
choose to stle here permanently are different from your typical colonigt. It takesacertain sngular
mind-set not only to adapt to the planet, itslimitations, and its climate, but dso to liveamong the Tlel.
Not everyone can handleit. Many of those who try manage for afew years, or five, or even adecade.
Then they’ ve had enough. The Tl get to them, or the wesather, or having to constantly keep an eye out
for dangerous animals that on other colony worlds would be cleared from the vicinity of habitations”

“How about you?’ Flinx teased genidly. “Areyou singular ?’

The slent emationsthe officid emitted suggested calm amusement. There was no indication of
suppressed suspicion. He had accepted this new vigtor’ sdefinition of himsdlf without hesitation.

“My wife and kids think so. My ancestors would think I’'m crazy for choosing to live on aworld like this.
They dl made their homesin warm, usualy humid places. They’ d find Gestalt too remote, too cold, and
too dry. | happento likeit.” Helooked up at Hinx. “1 dso likethe Tld, in spite of the fact that they’re
completely obliviousto their own potent body odor. That’s only natura, consdering that they can’'t smell
it. Or anything else. Mogt of us can manage the downsides or we couldn’t handle living here. | hardly
know you, but | have theimpression that you'll get dong just fine. Just afedling.” Histone switched from
thefamiliar to the formal. “Y ou have aplaceto reside?’



Hinx shook his head. For amoment, he was smultaneoudly afraid and flattered that the administrator was
going to invite him to stay with hisfamily. While that would have advantages, he preferred the freedom
that privacy would give him. Still, hefelt dightly let down at Paya s response.

“There are anumber of decent placesto stay in Tlossene. Almost dl are set up to cater to the needs of
vigiting businesstravelers. As| said before, Gestalt doesn’t draw the casud visitor. What' s your
preference? Luxury, economical, something in between?’

“In between,” Flinx told him. He wanted to add anonymous, but that was generaly not a description one
appended to arequest for ahotel recommendation. “1f my research goesas| hope, I'll only be herefor a
couple of days.”

The officia eyed him closdly. “I don’t know where you’ ve come from, and in any event it’ s none of my
business, but it strikes me that anyone who' d go to the trouble of traveling between worldsto vist
someplace just for acouple of daysis either unconscionably rich, unutterably bored, or in aterrible
hurry.”

Flinx mustered amasking smile. “I'm neither rich nor bored, but | aminabit of ahurry.” And it is
terrible, he added, but only to himself.

With acheery wave and alast strobing smile, Paya escorted him to the opposite side of the terminal and
saw him off.

The small automated transport that conveyed Flinx into town was covered by the usud transparent
plexdloy dome, dlowing him to study his new surroundingsin comparative comfort. Rolling off an
accessway, the vehicle paused to concede right-of-way to what looked like a cluster of two-legged rugs.
Ambling acrossthe busy route in singlefile, they appeared to lope in dow motion. Some weretal enough
to have stood eye-to-eye with afascinated Flinx— assuming he would have been able to locate any eyes
beneath the blanket of long, flaccid quillsthat completely covered the creatures conical bodies. Splayed
feet sporting multiple digits provided support that was probably equally stable on snow or pavement.

A few of them turned in his direction asthey crossed. He strained to make eye contact where no oculars
could be seen, yet from the primitive anima emotions he was perceiving it was evident that they were
aware of hispresence. Or a least that of the transport craft in which hewasriding. If they could not see
it clearly, could they detect itsfaint electrica fidd? As he struggled to decide, he felt that he was
overlooking something. It was aquestion he could have put to the helpful port officia. Now it would have
to wait until he could strike up a conversation with another equally knowledgesble local.

Proving the truth of Paya sword, the tolerant hired vehicle reflected the native concern for the welfare of
Gedtdtian wildlife by waiting until the last of the creatures had wended itsway safely across the transport
lane. Only then did it resumeits course, taking him deeper into the city.

Tlossene was acity of eggs. Or rather, egg shapes. Without aflat or sharply angled roof in sight, the
comparison was unavoidable. The use of bright colors somewhat diluted the initia impression.
Apparently, there was no compunction againgt coloring the curving, interconnected buildings everything
from robin’ s-egg blue to astartling mix of swirling fuchsaand tedl.

While the mgority of Tlossene' s human inhabitants made use of the spaghetti-like network of sedled,
climate-controlled tubular walkways that connected each building to its neighbors, enough citizenswere



out on the open pedestrian wakways to give FHinx agood overview of the population. These passing
encounters aso provided him with hisfirst glimpse of Gestdt’ sindigenous species.

Short, resilient, and stocky of build, the Tldl were decidedly nonhumanoid. Patternsin their dense
dlicaceousfur ranging in color from beige dl the way to blue-black digtinguished oneindividua from
another. In place of more familiar gelatinous, single-lensed individua eyes, each Tlel sported aglistening
horizontal ocular that formed a semi-reflective crescent acrossthe front of their skulls. What sort of
images this unique vison organ conveyed to the Tlelian brain Hinx could only imagine, though they were
obvioudy more than adequate.

In the absence of teeth, wide mouths were lined with interlocking layers of some hard keratinous
substance. Tdl oval ears curved sharply upward from the rear of the flattened, disc-like head. Benegath
the area.a human would have thought of asachin, acluster of adozen centimeter-long black-and-white
tendrilswrithed and flexed, asif massaging the cold air. Cruising by in the transport, Hinx could not tell if
these appendages were purely decorative or had some practica use. Perhaps they were the lectrically
sengitive organs to which the helpful port administrator had referred. Or maybe they were used in
bringing food closer to the narrow jaws.

Air wastaken in and exhded through the mouth. Bearing in mind what Payasinadoriyung had told him
about the natives having no sense of smdll, Hinx was not surprised at the absence of anything resembling
nostrils. Reaching dl the way to the ground, apair of thin, attenuated upper armsterminated in an
anemone-like clutch of strong, grasping ciliainstead of bony fingers or tentacles. He could not see
whether the two legs ended in feet, pads, hooves, or something el se because they were concealed in
brightly colored leggings that spiraled up each native' slower limbslike striped candy.

Infact, every example of Tld attire he saw was vivid and varied in color, design, and materia. In addition
to leggings and foot coverings, they wore loose-fitting vests, many of which were transparent infull or
part. A few individual s sported speciaized fabric coverings over their grasping tendrils. Perhaps, he
thought, the bright shades and sharply defined patterns helped them identify one another when traveling
through the pink-tinged snowsthat prevailed at higher eevations. Many aso wore Smple one-piece
poncho-like garmentsthat, like the vests, were largely transparent.

Aswith any new species, Flinx was |ooking forward to meeting some of them. Reaching down, he
checked the trandator that formed part of the otherwise purely decorative necklace he wore. Gestalt
being part of the Commonwealth, itsindigenous language was well researched. The Teacher had
programmed the dominant tongue together with gpplicable diaectsinto the trand ation device as soon as
he had identified that world astheir next destination. He would not face the kind of communications
problems here that he had on Arrawd, for example. In any event, he reminded himself, records indicated
that alarge number of Tlel now spoke at least someterranglo. A preponderance of any such linguigtically
talented locals was most likely to be found in a cosmopolitan urban center such as Tlossene.

A single brief snow flurry momentarily obscured the view ahead. Then it was gone, in apink puff and a
smothered sigh, a Gestaltian welcome no lessidiosyncratic than that which had been proffered by the
port officid. Or by the ravenous kasollt, Flinx told himsdlf asthe trangport pulled into the welcoming
lobby of the hotdl that had been recommended to him. Asthe vehicle dowed to a hdt, atrand ucent
flexwal| flowed shut behind it, sealing out the wind and the cold.

The room he took, on the top floor, had a view through the curving transparent wall not only of shorter
egg-shaped structures but of the mountains beyond the city aswell. In the far distance even higher peaks
could be discerned. Thanksto Gestalt’ s unpolluted atmosphere, their ragged outlines were perfectly



sharp and clear. If only Clarity had been with him, he could have relaxed and truly enjoyed the view.
Spectacular asit was, he spared it only aglance. He was here in search of answers, not relaxation.

Stll, knowing that his mind would be clearer, histhoughts sharper, he made himsdf wait until the
following morning before starting in. He had waited hiswholelife to learn the truth of hisorigins.
Apocalyptic revelaions were dways better contemplated on agood night’ s deep.

Using his persond communit he could have accessed the planetary Shell from hisroom, or anywhere
within the hotel, or even out on the street. He chose not to. Even with strong security wrapsin Situ, even
with sweeper tics emplaced on the unit that would shadow his searching and shield it from any monitoring
externa source, he could gtill leave atrail. Making use of asmple, free public termind while taking care
to leave absolutely nothing in the way of personal markers behind would ensure that any curious probers
would be ableto trace hislines of inquiry no farther than that same termind.

Further seeking to preserve maximum anonymity of purpose, he made it apoint to explain to the hotdl’s
human concierge that he was interested in seeing some of theloca sights, whatever they might be. After
spending half an hour asking enough questionsto mark him as an interested but not particularly bright
vigtor and collecting sufficient information to convince any inquigtive parties of his unambiguoudy
tourigtic intentions, he exited the hotdl. Deliberately spurning automated trangport, he elected to walk.

Outside, he felt no additiona warmth through the boots he had chosen as the most suitable footwear for
the chilly world of Gestdlt. In the current absence of snow, the layer of thermotropic paving passing
benegth his feet remained temperature-neutrd. Should snow or hail begin to fall, the sensitive materia
would respond by outputting stored heat to melt it.

He could have chosen aroute covering the modest distance to the municipa hal that would have taken
him through climate-controlled aboveground wakways. Instead, obliged as he wasto spend weeks at a
time seded within the salf-contained environment of the Teacher, he took the opportunity to revel in
walking outside benesth the clear, clean, open sky. Hisview of cloud-swept blue was occasiondly
marred by the passage of aprivate or heavy cargo skimmer. Higher till, suborbital aircraft left occasona
streaksin Gestat' s upper atmosphere. Far fewer of these were to be seen than on most inhabited
worlds.

Despite being one of only two large cities on Gestdlt, Tlossene till had more than atouch of the frontier
about it. Some of thiswas no doubt due to the absence of any structure higher than half adozen stories.
Another reason lay in the penchant for Tld-ingpired architecture. Though he was not done on the streets,
the paucity of human pedestrians further reinforced the fedling of being on aworld far outside the
maingtream of Commonweath commerce and communication. A perfect place, Flinx thought, for an
organi zation such asthe outlawed Mdiorares to sequester secrets. A world where avisitor might ook
draight a something of significance and still manage not to seeit. Like a certain long-sought-after
paterna personage, for example.

While humans were scarce on the city’ s streets, the Tlel were not. Observing that there never seemed to
be more than four of them together, Flinx wondered if there was some prohibition against them traveling
in larger groups, or if four was smply considered some kind of optima number for an outing. Perhapsin
the presence of more than four of their kind it became difficult for them to distinguish individud eectrica
fields. Severd times he saw them in conversation with local humans. At least acouple of the latter
appeared to converse fluently without the aid of mechanical trandation devices such asthe one he wore
around his neck. Once, he also saw atal, lone Quillp ambling dong, its elongated skull retracted



downward toward its body asfar asitsflexible neck would alow. Other than fellow humans, it wasthe
only non-Tlel he encountered in the course of leaving the hotel behind.

Of thranx he saw none. While humankind’ s closest alieswould have found Gestdt' s dense atmosphere
appedling, its cold climate would scare off al but the most determined— or possibly masochistic— of
that tropic-loving species. No thranx would visit thisworld willingly, he knew. To be posted or sent here,
athranx would have to have offended more than propriety.

As he neared Tlossene smunicipa hal, he encountered representatives of yet another of the
Commonwedth’ s sentient races. More naturally suited to theloca climate than either Quillp or human, a
pair of ever-active, bundled-up Tolians disappeared through its main entrance. Gestalt was one world, he
reflected, where being born with afur coat was an advantage rather than burden. He prepared to follow
them.

Approaching the entrance, he observed severd Tle making minor repairsto the building' s decorated
exterior. Utilizing a patchpaster of unmistakably humanx origin, they were busy at work halfway up the
sde of the five-story structure. He paused outside to watch, captivated by the fact that they employed
neither lift packs, scaffolding, safety harnesses, nor anything other than their cilium-tipped arms.
Apparently usdessfor climbing, their legs and blocky, legging-concedled feet dangled freely over the
dreet. The strength in those long, thin arms was clearly considerably greater than he had initialy
estimated.

As helooked on, they swung easily from one location to the next, carrying the patchpaster with them
while continuoudy adjusting its spray. On further reflection, the seemingly unbalanced dien anatomy
made sense. Broad splayed feet were for walking on snow and mud. Long, sinewy armswere for going
over higher, rougher impediments, perhaps by swinging through vegetation. If he had the time and the
inclination once he had fulfilled his purpose here, he decided, it would be interesting to spend afew days
out in the backcountry closely observing the Tl in their naturd habitat. But not too closely. The

mal odorous body odor that emanated from them was more than merely conspicuous.

Taking into congderation different senses and what they reveded about others, he found himsdlf
wondering what his persond eectrica fidld “smelled” like to abeing capable of detecting it. As someone
who possessed aunique sense of hisown in the form of the ability to perceive the emotions of others, he
felt a sudden kinship with the Tlel who were at once blessed by the possession of such aninimitable
facility while being cursed by the absence of amuch more common one. When humans among them
spoke of how things smelled, of odors and aromas and scents and stinks, how could the
olfactory-deprived Tld possibly respond other than with bewilderment?

Unlike some corresponding facilities of municipa importance on more devel oped worl ds such as recently
vidited Visaria, there were no guards at the entrance. Security was not entirely absent, however: only
more unobtrusive. He knew this because a Tlel armed with both a humanx-manufactured sdearm and a
traditional dim, conical knife gpproached as he entered and addressed him in the guttural wheeze of the
dominant didect. AsHinx fiddled with histrandator, he reflected on the strangeness of meeting the gaze
of acreature that had no eyesin the familiar sense: only alens-like arc of photosenstive organosilicate
materia. The disc-shaped head wastilted back on the short neck, staring up a him. He had a brief,
unconscionable urge to wonder if it would spin if he dapped it Sdeways.

The wide mouth benegth the eyeband parted, and the grumbling challenge was repested. While the
gripping ciliaat the ends of both arms splayed outward to help bal ance the stocky body, the tendrils
beneath the chin areaflexed in afashion that could only be called impatient.



“Just aminute— I’'m getting it. Takesamoment for the presetsto adapt to actua auditory input. There!”
Speaking into the trandator’ s pickup, Flinx heard his own words transcribed into the aural gargle of
pharyngeal and epiglottal consonants and hard vowel s that passed for Tlelian speech.

It transpired that the sentingl’ s concern was not with the human visitor but with his much smaler, dimmer,
and largely concedled companion. Noting how thoroughly the motionless Pip was buried beneath his
Jjacket, Hinx found himsalf wondering how the Tlel had divined the flying snake' s presence. Peering past
the sentry, he could not see any kind of obvious detection gear. That did not mean it was not present, he
reminded himself; perhapsit was camouflaged as areading device, abit of décor, or the floor itsalf.

He hastened to explain that Pip was his close companion, that she was under his complete control, and
that she posed no threet to anyone. This confessiona was at least hdf true. He did not outright lie and say
that she was harmless. His swift explanation and genuine openness gpparently sufficient to satisfy the
sentingl and any unseen colleagues, the Tld turned away, rumbling by way of parting something
perfunctory that Hinx’ strandator did not catch.

As expected, the public terminas available for ng the Gestat Shell were located on the ground
floor. Out of more than two dozen, only onewasin use. That was not surprising. Though a sufficiency of
such free terminals was mandated on every civilized world, most citizens preferred to use their persond
communits to communicate, range their local Shell, and gather information.

Alwayswary of standing out or drawing attention to himself, he settled into an empty booth at the far end
of those that were not in use. A standard citizen' srequest activated the booth’ s visual and verba privacy
screen. Now no one could look in on him or hear any verba commands he might choose to voice.
Anyway, unlike occas ons during which he had been obligated to perform illegal searches or scans, what
he was going to do now was perfectly legitimate. Or so it would have seemed to anyone standing
aongsde him within the booth.

They did not see him dip the mazr into an open port. It would not only mask hisinquiries from anyone
who might use the termind after him but a so thoroughly homogenize, shunt, self-encrypt, and rephrase
his requests so that they resembled perfectly conventiona searchesfor everyday, sanctioned information.
Without the use of the mazr adeep-thrust query on “Meliorare Society,” for example, might trigger an
automeatic follow-up dert somewhere. That was unlikely, especidly on alaid-back world like Gestdt. But
Finx had not succeeded in staying dways a step or two ahead of those pursuing him by taking
informational aswell as persona security for granted. The hard lessons he had learned when he had
illegaly penetrated amain hub of the Terran Shell severa years earlier had led him to take more
proactive precautions prior to making such intrusions.

Taking aseat in the booth’ ssingle chair and dipping the tiara-like, featherweight, pae green induction
band over hishair, helet it automaticaly adjust until the fit was snug againgt hisforehead and over his
ears. Detecting the presence of an operator, the termina swiftly read his E-pattern and activated the
neura connection. Above the concealed projector located within the shelf in front of him, weft space
began to take shape. When the glow had strengthened sufficiently, he readied himsalf to input.

Much to his surprise, he found that he was trembling dightly. Worried by the conflicting emotions shewas
receiving, a concerned Pip poked her head out from beneath his jacket. Though no overt threat was
discernible, she remained edgy and dert. Reaching up and across with hisleft hand, he stroked the back
of her head and upper body. It could be argued that the habitua response was intended more to relax
him then her.



Taking adeep breath, he double-checked to make sure the mazr was running before voicing the initial
queryought as clearly as he could. “ Doesthe edicted Mdiorare Society have any history on the planet
Gedtdt, dso known by itsindigenous name of Silvoun?’

As expected, the response of the planetary Shell was as near instantaneous as it was brief.
“No.”

Concise and conclusive, hetold himself. Well, he had expected nothing less. Now that hewasin, with a
query that theoretically contained the potentia to aert certain security nodes but had not done so, he
found that some of the tension eased out of him. The mazr was doing itsjob.

“What do you know of a Commonwesdlth citizen named Theon a-bar Cocarol 7’

Asit had with hisinitia inquiry, the Shell came up empty. It was the same when he repeated the query
using the now-deceased Méeliorare sdias, Shyvil Theodakris. Though he was adready |ess hopeful than
when he had sat down, he was not yet disillusioned. His preiminary queries had been blunt and
undemanding. To ensure that the Shell had accessto the full range of Commonwesalth knowledge, he
pulled up agenera sybfile on the Society itsdlf. Thet, a least, should be readily accessible to anyone with
an uncontroversid interest in the sraightforward history of Commonwedth science.

The Shel hub responded immediatdly and exhaudtively, presenting him with the complete officia history
of the Mdiorares. how they and their activities had been discovered and quickly placed under edict, the
nature of their banned eugenics experiments, how they had been hunted down one by one, tried,
convicted, and sentenced, and an anaysis of the small but sordid chapter they represented in the history
of Commonweslth biological research.

It was the sanctioned history that the Shell gave him. He alowed himsalf asmall smile as he perused the
proffered information. Not everything had worked out exactly asthe officid records stated. For one
thing, a certain Meiorare experiment named Philip Lynx was il at large, harassed and besieged both
within and without, but as yet wholly himsalf and most decidedly unmindwiped. He shifted in the chair,
mentally preparing himsdf. It wastime to probe deeper, and differently.

He started tunndling.

Some of what he did waslega, some not. Having previoudy penetrated the Terran Shdll itsdf, he had no
difficulty avoiding theinternd floating security of the considerably lesswell-defended Shell on Gedtdlt. Its
secure sections opened for him, if not like abook, at least in a pattern of three-dimensiond sybfiles— a
flower of information. Despite the cool air within the adminisiration building, perspiration began to beed
on hisforehead as he dug and drilled and pushed ever deeper into the depths of thelocal hub.

He found little that was pa pably illicit— thiswas not Visaria, after l— and agood dedl that certain
citizens had reason to wish to keep hidden, but nothing whatsoever related in any way, shape, weft, or
form to the dead Mdliorare Cocarol or to the disturbing proscribed society to which he had belonged.
The deeper Flinx wormed, the more discouraged he became. Risking discovery, he entered his own true
name, his nickname, and even what he had learned of the persond higtory of his mother. All to no avall,
al for naught. There was nothing. Not a hint in words, not aglimmer in weft space, not asuggestion of
anything connected to the Society, to hisancestry, or to him.



When probing directly yielded nil, he tunneled sdeways. He searched in reverse, trying to find the tiniest
possible chyp of information that would dlow him to work in adifferent direction, dong another node.
He promulgated requests that were grounded in fantasy and fancy as much asin fact. Everything hetried
came up the same. Empty.

Physica hunger, as primitive and unsophidticated an intrusion asit was demanding, caused him to glance
at hiswrist chrono. He was startled to see that he had been in the booth nearly all day. Histhroat was
dry. It had not occurred to him to bring aong anything to drink or to take asip from hisjacket's
emergency supply. Contemplating options, he redized reluctantly that even if he wished to stay and
continue the investigation, Pip’s active metabolism demanded that she be fed. Why not take a break?

Hewasn't getting anywhere, anyhow.

Cramped muscles unlocking, he broke the connection, dipped the neuronic headband off over hishead,
and replaced it inits holder. A smpletug and twist removed the mazr from the console; he quickly
dipped it into apouch on his belt. The device would leave behind no trace of its masking presence.
Serioudy disheartened, he exited the booth and then the building. Neither the Tlel nor the few humans
who were gill working insde gave him so much asa curious glance.

It was dark outside and, in the absence of Gestdt’ s bright sunshine, noticeably colder. The materia of his
jacket and pantsimmediately responded to keep him warm. Pip burrowed even deeper beneath his
protective attire, awarm muscular cable relaxed againgt hisinner shirt and chest.

Therewere only two Shell hubs on Gestalt: onein Tlossene and the other on the far sde of the planet in
the second city of Tlearandra. There was nothing to be gained by flying hafway around the globe to pose
it the same queries. The hubs content, operation, and resourceswould be identicd. Law aswell as
custom demanded it, Since one unit would have to be available to refresh the other in the event either
suffered a catastrophic failure. Should he go there, only the scenery would change. Nor was Gestdt big
or important enough to warrant the existence of a private, access-restricted hub. For example, there was
no military presence significant enough to judtify such an expense. The chill that was beginning to creep
over him had nothing to do with the nocturna climate. It arose from disgppointment, and from within.

Maybe the Teacher wasright. A waste of time, it had called hisimpulsive detour to Gestdt' s system.
That, and selfish.

He had tried the planetary Shell and found it wanting. Probed long and deep and learned nothing for his
efforts. It was past time to resume the search for something more real, more tangible, in the form of the
brown dwarf-sized Tar-Aiym wegpons platform that Bran Tse-Malory and Truzenzuzex had pleaded
with him to locate. It was apparent he would learn naught here, unearth nothing on this cold, minor world,
about either himsdf or his paterna ancestry.

Hedid not cry, but he wanted to.

OnVisariaadying Médiorare swords had provided the best hope of finding out something about the
nature and identity of hisfather. If despite hismost intense searching they had led him nowhere but here,
where would helook next? In the absence of any other clue or information, how would he pick up the
DNA thread? Should he even bother to try? Perhaps it was smply one of those things he was destined
never to know. Hewould gladly have traded it for one of the many dispiriting, somber, sobering things he
did know.



The lights had come on in the city. In the clear, oxygen-rich air Tlossene' s many-domed and gracefully
curving structures took on the appearance of afairy-taetown, abet onein which contemporary
high-tech had utterly replaced fantasy. Photoemitting wallsilluminated the streets. Even a this
comparatively early hour these were largely devoid of human pedestrians, though Tlel were present in
number. Their guttural chuckling and gabbling filled the night with asteady burble of contented dien
chatter. It was dl that disturbed the otherwise perfectly still air. He kept histrandator switched off. At the
moment, he did not especialy want to know what they were saying. At the moment, he did not want to
know what anyone was saying.

Maybe, asthe Teacher had suggested, the devious Mdiorare Cocarol had expired with little more than
ateasing lie on hislips, sending the youth responsible for his death off on a desperate wild-goose chase.
Flinx refused to countenance the possibility. Not yet, anyway. He would try again, somehow. There were
other ways of finding things out. Methods that were not asfast or efficient asdirectly querying aplanetary
Shdll, perhaps, but il serviceable.

For starters, he would ask around.

CHAPTER 3

He began the following morning, starting by accessing fredy available Shell sybfiles viahis communit.
These readily offered up the names of anumber of organizations and businesses fronted by individuas
who had lived on Gestat dl their lives. They represented a broad cross section of settlers. He quickly
winnowed thelist down to those involved with immigration, obscure socid activities, and any that might
offer servicesto citizenswho had reason to be exceptionaly protective of their persond privacy. Hewas
looking for any person or commercia concern that might have contact with other individuas who had
more than the usual reasonsto keep the details of their identity discreet. In particular, he was looking for
one such individua who more than aquarter century earlier had sold or donated sperm to the Mediorare
Society and might subsequently have fled to the minor colony world of Gestalt.

Though 4till extensive, thefina list represented the best he could do based on apreliminary search. He
had to start somewhere. Simply checking every male inhabitant of the appropriate chronologica age was
certain to prove an interminable aswell as unrewarding task. Furthermore, the Mdiorares had
manipulated his DNA to produce resultsto their taste, to fulfill aspecific design. His paternal donor might
aseaslly be short and dark-haired astal and redheaded, and of any age over the necessary minimum of
forty. Hinx felt that he was likely to have more luck looking for distinctive, reveaing socid traitsthan for
specific physica characterigtics that might be nothing more than coincidence.

Neverthdess, whenever any mae who fdl within the appropriate age parameters cropped up on hisinitial
list, he felt compelled to run at least one cursory check of that individua’ s history. Men who choseto live
aonedso camein for particular scrutiny, as did those companies that maintained even the most
peripherd involvement with gengineering or other types of biologica research. Whileit struck him as
unlikely that hisfather would be so foolish or disdainful of his past asto become openly involved with
such enterprises, rigor and possibility demanded that they still be investigated.

His ability to tunndl the Shell helped immensaly. Hundreds of years ago, the search processwould have



taken forever, or rendered insufficiently specific replies. Most of the searches he ran, though not dl, were
perfectly legd. Those privacy shields he encountered he brushed aside. Gestdt’s Shell and germane
technology were not primitive, but neither were they particularly sophisticated. As days passed and he
worked hisway through sybfile after sybfile, he reflected on how much, and yet how little, hislife had
changed.

Look at al the progress I’ ve made since Mother Madtiff took me under her wing, he thought as he sat
and worked at the public terminal in the administration building. Why, I’ ve advanced dl the way from
geding thingsto stealing information. And so far not very encouraging information, at thet.

Once, on thethird day of searching, he thought he was serioudly on to something. Paid in advance, a
locd investigator— even aworld as minor as Gestalt had need for such services, it appeared—
circumspectly provided himwith alist of artisans who had dropped out of and no longer belonged to any
formal planetary aesthetic associations. Some of the documented iconoclasts doubtless objected to
association palicy, some to the need to belong, and some had abandoned the organizations out of sheer
irascibility.

Scrutinizing thisregistry of creative ma contents, Hinx found anumber whose persond information was
privacy-guarded. Brushing aside these protections, he came across one composer who not only was the
gppropriate age but aso physicaly resembled him in severa respects. Furthermore, and most intriguingly,
Sadako Basrayan was not a native Gestdtian but had emigrated from Earth itself some twenty years
ealier.

Hinx could hardly restrain himsdlf. Even the Teacher, contacted through his communit, allowed as how
itsowner might just possibly have ssumbled onto alead that held a shade more promise than fantasy.
Ogtengbly to discuss the musica accompaniment to an opera he was writing, Flinx managed to arrange a
mesting with the reclusve Mr. Basrayan. Once assured by his guest that the colorful minidrag
accompanying him was only reflecting her master’ s excitement when she rose from his shoulder to buzz
the living room, the rdlieved composer readily if unknowingly complied with Hinx’ s needs. Basrayan did
this not by suggesting music that caused hisyounger visitor’ simagination to take flight, but by sporting a
great dedl of hair. Though it was black and not red, Flinx was not discouraged. He only needed one such
strand, which he surreptitioudy co-opted hafway through the visit from achair the composer had been

occupying.

Running any DNA sequence was a s mple enough process. Not wishing to take the timeto return the
sampleto the Teacher, an excited Hinx utilized a self-service andyticd facility in Tlossene. The service
would extract the musical Mr. Basrayan' s genetic code and compare it with asample of Hinx’sown.

The following day he accepted the service' s hard copy with hands that did not shake. But hisface was
flushed. Initid excitement and high hopes soon gave way to crushing dejection as he eagerly scanned the
readout. The codes did not match. They were not even close. Tossing the costly andysisinto the nearest
public waste disposd, he strode grimly out of the facility and back onto the street.

Weeks later, he was on the verge of giving up when he found himself engaged in terse correspondence
with one Rosso Eustabe.

Aswith many of the contacts he had made, Flinx met thislatest in what so far had been an endless
parade of unhelpful personagesin the front lobby of hishotd. There, he and various locals with whom he
had worked long and hard to cultivate contact would indulge in drinks and snacks at his expense.
Introductions and casud conversation would be followed by the passing of information from avisitor to



thetal young man who had extended the invitations— information that had so far provided Flinx with
nothing more than amultiplicity of ingghtsinto the nature of some of Gestdt' sleast sociable denizens. He
had encountered and interviewed enough grumpy, grouchy, disaffected, irritable, semi-sane,
cantankerousiconoclaststo last him alifetime. The fact that he could on occasion himsdlf be accounted
among their number was adetail he unconscioudy overlooked.

Eustabe did not exactly lurch into the lobby, but it was clear that his motile abilities had been more than
dightly compromised by alifetime of hard work, and perhaps aso ingestion on aregular basis of organic
compounds |ess than beneficid to one' s hedth. Rising from the adaptive chair that had become intimately
acquainted with his backside in the course of the previous severd weeks, Flinx methodicaly extended a
hand toward thislatest in the seeming endless line of nonconformist informers. His guest accepted the
wel come with the one of his handsthat was till flesh. The other, together with the arm to which it was
attached, was wholly synthetic. Unlike the mgority of people who had incurred the need for extensive
prosthetics, Eustabe had not bothered to obtain one that duplicated the appearance of hisreal arm. The
plasticine and carbonfiber webwork and synflesh overlay that comprised the fingers, hand, and arm of his
artificia limb was an unrelieved, unadorned gray. Or perhapsits owner had not wanted to spring for the
additiona credits necessary to purchase a perfect duplicate, FHinx reflected.

In addition to the arm, the other man’ s stride suggested that al or part of hisright leg was equally mock.
So were both ears, and there were signs of inexpensive skin regeneration work on his neck and
forehead. His face was beaten, weathered, experienced, making him look older than he probably was.
Except for some filaments of light brown that had somehow succeeded in not being overwhemed, the
gray stubble that adorned his chin and the rest of his face was the same color, if not the same
composition, as his progthetic left arm. Sometime, somewhere, Hinx' slatest informant had suffered and
survived a horrific accident. The man’s emotions betrayed no evidence of any persona historica
catastrophe, however; nor could Flinx peer ingde him to identify any possible complementary internd
replacements. At hisyoung host’ sinvitation, Eustabe flumped down in the chair opposite.

“I'm SkuaMadtiff,” Finx told hisguest.
“Rosso Eustabe.”

Hinx found it difficult to put together an assessment of the man’ sfedings. One moment the newcomer
seemed completdly relaxed; the next his nerves knotted sharply, asif something was after him. Probably
something was, Flinx decided, though whether red or imaginary he could not have said.

“Word out isthat you' re doing sociological research for an offworld data company.” Eustabe' sred
fingers kept scratching, scratching, at the arm of hischair, asif trying to dig ahole in which his hand could
hide. Responding, the reactive materid of which the arm was manufactured kept flexing in afutile attempt
to accommodate the continuoudly fluctuating nervous pressure.

“That’sright.” Hinx tendered the automatic smile of atraveling professond. It gppeared quite genuine.
Aswell it should, its owner having had plenty of opportunity to practiceit in the course of preceding
interviews. “I’ ve been assigned to gather statistics on Gestdt. As| informed you through our
correspondence, we're particularly interested in those eclectic Commonwedth citizens who for reasons
of their own choose to withdraw from society at large yet continue to show an interest in changes among
their own kind. Artigts, for example, who frequently depict in their work different states of humanity. Or
cosmetic biosurges who sometimes find themsel ves working outside the bounds of what is commonly
thought of as good taste. Also those who shun widespread contact with their own kind for reasons that
arenot readily apparent.”



“I remember.” Eustabe was nodding, his expression uncommonly like that of awise family member who
knowswhere dl the bonesare buried. “I think | might have one for you.”

As he had done during so many previousinterviews, Flinx methodicaly detached his communit from his
sarvice bt, activated it, and instructed it to record. “Go ahead.”

Eustabe scratched at his stedly chin stubble with the fingers of hisrea hand, seeking tectile feedback.
“There sthe matter of payment...”

“The terms of which you agreed to when you responded to my request for information.” Trying not to
appear overly indifferent, Flinx forced arepeset of hisearlier smile. “And aso asagreed,” he continued
perfunctorily, “if your information leads to a usable contact, afurther bonuswill be pad— by my

company.”

Eustabe nodded thoughtfully. “I’m a private contract trangporter. I" ve got along-range heavy-lift
skimmer and | make aliving delivering supplies to backcountry residents. Quite afew of those hereon
Geddt.”

“Sol'velearned,” Hinx responded noncommittally.

The oldgter shifted in his chair. Though he could not be certain, Flinx thought he heard the man’sright leg
whine when it moved. An integrated servo in need of maintenance, he decided. Eustabe probably needed

money.

“Okay then. There sthisonefela, about me age, goes by the name of Anayabi. That'sal, just
‘Anayabi.” Usesonly the one name.”

Feding suddenly tired, Hinx Sghed. “I’m afraid that’ s not enough to qudify an individua for my
company’ s study. Or to meet the criteriafor abonus payment.” Relaxing on his neck and shoulder, Pip
glanced up deepily. No onewaslooking in their direction. By now the hotel staff, mechanical aswell as
human, was used to (if still not entirely comfortable with) the minidrag’ s presence.

“I’'mjust tdling you.” Eugtabe stone turned dightly defensive. “Asyou might have noticed, mesdlf, | an't
quiteall there naturd-like, if you know what | mean.” When Hinx’sslenceindicated that he did, indeed,
know to what his guest was referring, the other man continued.

“Most times, most folk, they don’t react openly to the prosthetics. Or if they do, they try not to show it.
Polite being, they are. But thisguy, this Anayabi moke, after acouple of deliveries| maketo him, he up
and right-out starts chattering about it.”

Hinx perked up dightly. “ About it?’

“You know.” Eustabe |eaned toward his hogt. “The nonmest parts of meself. Me arm”— he raised the
cybernetic limb in question—" and the other parts. Starts asking me dl kinds of questions about them.
How did | come to need the synthetics, how did they fedl. How did | respond to their presence
emotionally aswdl as physicdly, that sort of stuff.”

Interesting, but— not much more, Flinx felt. And hardly conclusive of anything. The kinds of questions
any curious dbet admittedly tactless person might ask. Or more specificaly but in no wise especidly



revealing of anything other than his profess on— a physician, perhaps. Having nothing el se planned for
the next hour, anyway, he decided he might aswell et Eustabe ramble.

“Goon.”

“It wasn't just the questions. I" ve dedlt with plenty of the like before, many times occasioned.” Leaning
forward, Eustabe lowered hisvoice dightly, asif he was about to impart something significant aswell as
unexpected.

“What was odd about thisfdlawasthat he didn’t just ask questions with hisvoice. He asked them, too,
with his eyes. Thefirst couple of times, | didn’t pay attention much. Then it started growing cregp on me.
| mean, he was making mefed like agpecimen in alab, or something.”

Deep indde Hinx, something tightened ever so dightly. “ Please, continue.”

Eustabe sat back in the chair, which morphed to accommodate him. “By thetime | made my fifth delivery
out hisway, I'd had enough. So | sraight-up caled him oniit. All the questions and the staring. Wasn't
worth thetip. | told him outright to back off. Wdll, he right up and gpologized. Indsted he didn’t mean to
offend in any way, that it wasn't a al in histemperament. That it wasjust his nature to ask questions
about things that interested him, and one of the things that interested him mostest was how human beings
can change themselves to make themsalves better.”

Flinx swallowed hard. Sensing the surge in her master’ s emotions, Pip awoke and lifted her head to
locate the source of the disturbance. Whatever it was, she decided, it was clearly not the harmless human
seated nearby. “ Better people?’ Flinx asked tentatively of his guest.

“No-s0,” Eustabe replied. “ Better human beings. Those were his exact words.” Letting out aderisve
snort, he reached for the bowl of snacks the hotel had set out on his chair’ s end table. Detecting the heat
emandating from his open pam, the snacks obediently leaped upward tofill it. As he munched something
then moaned pleasurably, he squinted at the tall young man seated across from him. “He sufficiently
interested in human changesto qudify him for your survey?’

Change. Make better . Keywords underlying everything the members of the Meliorare Society stood
for. The members— and possibly aso those who, while not forma members of the organization, had
fredy asssted them in their work. Assisted them by contributing their own knowledge, expertise,
experience— and in more than several cases, genes.

This hermetic Anayabi could be nothing more than aretired physician or decertified gengineer, or
perhaps a curious biologist with ahobbyist’ sinterest in genera eugenics. “What does this Anayabi ook
like?” Flinx could not keep himsdlf from asking. “ Skin color, eye color, body type, approximate
age...har color?’

Eustabe' sface screwed up dightly. “That dl relevant to your survey?’

Though he was much younger than his guest, Hinx had in his comparatively short lifetime seen agood
dedl more. This experienceinformed hisbrisk response. “Doesit matter to you if it is?”

The older man sat motionless for amoment. Then he nodded understandingly. Any additional words or
queries would have been superfluous. “ Couple centimeterstaler than me. Average build, pretty solid for
someone hisage. Living avay out where he does, | imagine he gets some serious exercise. Or usesa



good toner. Skin color about like yours.” Flinx’s heart skipped a beat. An unjustifiable reaction, perhaps,
but an irrepressible one. “Didn’t notice the color of hiseyes. Black hair, cut red short. Heand | are
about the same length of sentient existence, I’ d guess.”

Eustabe' s description made the subject sound asif he was aso the appropriate age. “ Any accent?’ FHinx
remembered to maintain theillusion that thiswas a proper scientific interview by feigning interest inthe
operation of hiscommunit, which continued to record the interview.

“Unadulterated Gestdlt, insofar as| could tell. If not native, then someone who' slived here along while.
Long enough to sprinkle his chat with Tld terms. That' s as clear amark of along-termer asyou can
find.”

Would hisfather give himsalf away as apossble collaborator of the Meliorares by showing such explicit
interest in the adaptability and improvement of another human being? On the other hand, who on Gestalt
would have reason to suspect that such questions might have their origin in such anillegitimate history?
This Anayabi’ s questioning and studying of someone like Eustabe might be percelved locdly as nothing
more than the tactlessness Eustabe himsdf had initidly fdt it to be. Harmless, if tasteless, chatter between
one of hundreds of recluse settlers and adeliveryman. To ascribeto it anything of greater sgnificance one
would haveto look at it from an entirely different perspective.

The perspective, he knew, of one all too familiar with the Mdiorares and their work.

Though she was unable to locate the source of it, Pip fluttered her pleated wings as she shared her
master’ sincreasing excitement. This Eustabe was presenting him with along shot, Flinx knew. An
extreme long shot. Almost as great along shot, albeit on amuch reduced scae of physica vaues, as
relocating the perambulating Tar-Aiym weapons platform. Hislips pressed againgt each other. If he could
take off across a sizable section of the Arm in search of the latter, he could damn well spend another day
or two checking out the former. More than one long shot in his past had proven worth the pursuing.
Clarity Hdld, for example.

“Young Mr. Madtiff, Sir?’

“Wha?" Dragging himsdf back from contemplation of severd unrdated curvilinear forms, Hinx
remembered that he was supposed to be conducting aforma interview for an unidentified employer.
“Yes, thisAnayabi, uh, fellaof yours certainly sounds like he might fit the profile of the kind of folkswe
want to include in our survey. Do you happen to have any additiond information on him?’

Eustabe shook hishead. “1 just made my scheduled deliveries, that'sal. | never had a hundredth the
interest in him-wise that hedid in me. Y ou can try researching him through the Shdll, but it' smy
experience that folks who like that much physical privacy teke careto shield their persondsaswdll. If
you go looking, | don't think you' Il much find.” He smiled broadly. “If he can fit into your survey, then|
expect your bonuswill fit into my account.”

Setting a secure, private link between their respective communits, both men worked in sllence. While
Hinx transferred the specified bonus credit to Eustabe' s persond account, his guest provided Finx with
what little additiona information his persond sybfile contained on the hermetic Anayabi. The mostly
speculative peripherals did not interest Hlinx half so much asthe coordinates of the settler’ s residence.

A quick check showed that the localein question lay at the extreme limit of a standard skimmer’ srange.
Its very remoteness was agood sign, though pre-arrival research had indicated how serioudy many of



Geddt’ siconoclastic artists, writers, and self-proclaimed philosophers vaued and protected their privacy
and isolation. So, too, FHinx knew, would anyone who had once had professiona intercourse with the
Méliorares. Anyone with any common sensg, that is.

He had to force himself not to utilize his own communit to link to the Shell, but to wait until he could once
more access a public termina to research the cryptic Gestatian resident named Anayabi. He was a once
disappointed and pleased to discover that Eustabe had been correct. There was nothing in the public
records beyond the most basic listing to be found on anyone by that name. Only asingle, terse,
uninformative identification string through which Mr. Anayabi could be reached viathe Shell. Nor did
inputting the coordinates Eustabe had supplied produce any information beyond alocation on a
topologica abstract. There was no description of the inhabitant of said location or his occupation; no
mention of any family or category of abode. Like so many of hisfellow settlers, the secretive Anayabi

had €l ected to disclose nothing about himsalf beyond what was necessary to identify and record him as
resident on the planet.

Wasthis notable lack of information smply typical of Gestaltian reclusveness, Flinx pondered restively,
or just possibly indicative of aman with something to hide?

Asit turned out, it would take him at |east one additiona day to find out.

The headache that woke him before sunrise the following morning defeated his every effort to moderate
the pain. The medications he dways carried with him, the precisely programmed neurd stimulator he
wrapped around his head— nothing worked. He spent the morning, then the afternoon, then the evening
lying in bed, dternately medicated to astupor and uncomfortably adeep, as wasted as the day itsdlf.

Asadways during such excruciating episodes, afretful Pip watched over him. Though she had witnessed
her master in the throes of cerebral agony many times before, she suffered through such repetitive
episodes with as much concern as she had when he had first experienced them as achild. By thetime
both the pain in hisbrain and the Sde effectsincurred from his effortsto muteit had diminished sufficiently
for himto function normaly again, night had falen, dong with any hope of accomplishing anything of
sgnificancein the smal remnant of what had been athoroughly dissipated day.

Even though he awoke the next morning feding physicaly drained but otherwise dl right, he held off
proceeding until he was reasonably sure his head was not about to launch from his neck. Such punishing
eventswould not drive him from Gestdt, and they would not deter him from hisgoa. Though it was
hardly areassurance, he knew he could die from a cerebral hemorrhage just as easily on Earth or Moth
or New Rivieraas he could on Gestat. History and experience had taught him that no medical treatment
extant could dleviate his condition.

However crippling his headaches became, he was not leaving Gestalt until he had exhausted every
possibility attendant on the dying Cocarol’ s words. Though he would resume by investigating the lead
Rosso Eustabe had given him, it by no means represented the only prospect. Anayabi was not the only
eccentric living inisolation on thisworld. Further digging might well turn up others.

The skimmer that arrived at the hotdl in response to his requisition was not new, but it looked perfectly
serviceable. He could have cdled forth his own transport, bringing it into town from its docking bay in the
shuttle, but such adisplay of obvious independent wedth might have occasi oned unnecessary and
unwanted comment. No youthful, midrange fieldworker for an offworld company would be likely to have
access to such an extravagance. Instead, it would be expected that he would have to hire the necessary
vehicle locdly. So that was what he had done.



Preliminary research had a so suggested that it would be good form, aswell as socidly proper, for him to
engage a native escort. He did not need aguide, of course. Once the coordinates Eustabe had supplied
had been entered into its Al, the skimmer would navigate its own route to the described destination.
While Hinx would have preferred making the journey on hisown with only Pip for company, his
extensve travels had demonstrated on more than one occasion not only how important it was to adhere
toloca customs, but how frequently they tended to prove unexpectedly useful aswell.

The rented skimmer was not asfast as his own, nor as Sraightforward in its construction and contrals,
but it was built with an eye toward the terrain and climate where it was deployed. The familiar transparent
plexaloy shield was heavier than usua and double-strength, both to protect against the westher and to
further insulate passengersfromit. A purdy utilitarian vehicle, the unstylish craft was intended to convey
people and cargo from coordinate A to coordinate B efficiently and without lugging any false pretensons
aong withit. Squat and unlovely, it would have drawn no admiring gazes on any developed world.

Fadter, flashier modelswere dso available from the rental company, al of which Flinx spurned. As
aways, the less attention he drew to himself, the better he liked it.

Though indigenous escorts were available for hirein Tlossene itsdlf, the agency that had rented him the
skimmer suggested he contribute to the human-Tld economy by engaging one from any of severd
outlying towns. With nothing to recommend a particular village over another, helogicaly chosethe one
that lay along the route his skimmer was going to follow anyway.

With the rented craft stocked with the limited supplies he would need for the journey, he performed a
perfunctory routine check of its functions, made sureitsinternal vorec was properly keyed to hisvoice,
set abowl of treats on the floor for an eager Pip, and, with the minidrag munching away, directed the
skimmer to lift off from the roof of the rental facility (one of the few nondomed structuresin Tlossene)
and head northwest to the town of Sluuvaneh. Ten minutesinto the flight, assured that the craft was
performing efficiently, he alowed himsdlf to relax and spoon hisway through one of the self-contained,
sl f-hesating medls stocked in the vehicle s stores.

The country through which he was soon traveling was as beautiful and pristine asit was dien. Once
beyond the |ast suburb of Tlossene, the semi-urbanized |andscape quickly gave way to what a human
would have described as unbroken boreal forest— abeit one that was twisted, angular, and al too blue.
Gentle hillsdes gave way to more rugged dopes cut by streams that were dternately rushing and raging.
Gedtdt’ s denser atmosphere did nothing to inhibit the wild white water below. Given the planet’s modest
and widely dispersed population, both human and native, he was not surprised by the absence of
roadways. Transport by skimmer and aircraft negated the need for investment in such impractical and
expengveinfrastructure.

Ranging from afamiliar subdued green to agtartling deep azure in hue, some of the tree-like growths
whose tops his vehicle skimmed were well over ahundred metersin height. Few branched in Terran
fashion. Instead they tended to conserve such efforts until their respective crowns were reached,
whereupon each growth exploded outward like the tip of aused firecracker. Below these heights,
thickets of lowlier growths fought for soil, space, and access to sunlight. When cruising over more open
terrain, Flinx sought in vain for aglimpse of asingle flower.

Hedid, however, espy someloca fauna. Severa times, flocks of dender-winged flying creatureswith
long, straight beaks dtered course to avoid crashing into the skimmer or being overtaken by it. In
keeping with the somberness of their surroundings, they tended to range in color from gray to black. On
the other hand the herd of wackensa, asthe skimmer’ slimited-knowledge Al identified them, were



boldly striped in turquoise and mauve. They fled from the skimmer’ s shadow on multiple legs, their
flexible cropping mouths flgpping with their rippling gait, reminding him of shorter, less aggressve variants
on the carnivorous kasollt that had confronted him at the shuttleport.

Ashetraveled farther from Tlossene, he gained dtitude. Peaks that had been distant from the city drew
gradudly nearer. The distinctive heliotropic tinge to the snows that covered their crestswas unlike
anything he had encountered € sawhere. Some unique minerdization, he mused, that ascended with
evaporation or transpiration only to precipitate out again as pink snow. With more pressing matterson his
mind than loca amaospheric chemistry, he did not bother to query the skimmer’s Al for amore detailed
explanation. Shifting his attention back to his current qwikmed, he dug his spoon into the steaming bowl
of mixed vegetables and mest of an uncertain origin.

It would not do to confront on an empty stomach the man who might or might not be hisfather.

CHAPTER 4

The town of Suuvaneh was no primitive assemblage of smoking huts and hand-tilled fields. Whilethe size
of the mgority of smal, domed, pastel-hued buildings clearly marked them asindividua residences, there
were aso anumber of ditinctive larger structures whaose functions Hinx could not immediately identify
from the air. One boasted an impressive field of antennae of varying shape and size. Loca
communications center, he speculated. Others suggested the presence of low-leve or boutique
manufacturing facilities. At least two landing Sitesfor visting vehicleswere clearly marked out. Both
featured large structures— domed, of course— intended to provide protection from the elements for
local vehiclesaswdl as offer temporary shelter for visiting craft. Buildings and touchdown padswere
immaculate, free of debris, and as contemporary as any counterpart on more populous Commonwedlth
worlds.

His approach had been monitored by loca traffic control ever since his rented skimmer had crossed
Suuvaneh municipd limits. Automated ingtructions directed him to set down at the northernmost of the
two welcoming ovas. Communicating with his skimmer’ s Al, loca navigation as efficient and current as
anything in Tlossenetook control of his craft. Guiding it smoothly into one of the beckoning hangars, it
parked the arrival nestly between apair of dightly smaler craft. One of theselooked brand new whilethe
other sat beaten and battered on its charging pad, badly in need of an update and refurbishing.

Not being agovernment representetive, adeliverer of goods, or in any other way significant, FHinx's
arrival was not met. For dl anyonein Suuvaneh cared, he was welcometo st in his skimmer until his
suppliesran out. As near as he could perceive, there were not even any emotionsaimed in hisdirection.
Gathering up Pip, he checked to make sure histrandator was activated as he exited the rented transport.

Asit developed, even the trand ator was not necessary. Many of the town’ s Tlel inhabitants spoke
terranglo, he soon learned. Sometimes broken, sometimes more avariety of loca pidgin than
grammaticaly correct, but consstently comprehensible. After chatting with a couple of workersat the
landing area, he turned off the trandator atogether. It appeared that engaging a native escort to
accompany him for thefew days trave it would take to reach the man who might, just might, be his
natura father was going to be even easer and more straightforward than he had imagined. If only his



intermittent headaches didn’t put him in ahospita before that meeting could take place. Though he had
yet to master the problem, he had lived long enough to redize that the impatience that led to stresswas
more dangerous to him than a boatload of zealoudy upwardly mobile AAnn. Stress, he reminded himself,
that invariably fertilized the dightest tingle and throb at the back of hishead.

Given itslocation and the smaller stature of itsinhabitants, the Streets of Suuvaneh were both wider and
better maintained than he had anticipated. The town was an idiosyncratic amalgamation of traditiona
native design and advanced Commonwedl th technology. Aswith agrest many of its sbling communities
scattered around the planet, it might be isolated physicaly, but itsinhabitants were in constant contact
with the planetary Shell and related support facilities. Just one example took the form of the conventiona
automated navigation facility that had taken control of Flinx’s skimmer as soon asit entered the relevant
traffic zone and guided it to a perfect, gentle touchdown.

The robotic persond transport vehicle that conveyed him to the town center was similar to many he had
ridden on other worlds, with the exception that haf the seats had been removed. They had been replaced
by Tlelian floor padsto better accommodate traveling natives. Asthere were no human or Tlel residents
requiring trangport from the landing site at the particular moment when he stepped up onto the transport
platform, he ended up having the vehicle dl to himsdf asit pulled away from theloading area.

Almost immediately, Hinx’ s vehicle was humming dong down astreet that separated neetly aligned rows
of domed, brightly colored Tlel homes and businesses. Confirming their presence in the community, afew
humans were out walking, but unlike the case of the much larger and more cosmopolitan Tlossene, he
saw no evidence to suggest the presence of any other Commonwedl th species. Sluuvaneh, apparently,
was too unimportant to attract even Tolians.

It took severa minutes of cruising through town for it to register on him that no street or byway was
perfectly straight or sharply angled. From domed housesto curvilinear avenues, something in Tlel custom,
it gppeared, mitigated againgt straight lines. He found himsdlf wondering if hewould find himsdf held in
better regard if he douched. Pip’s appearance, at least, ought to engender nothing but admiration. Letha
or not, shewasal curves.

Information obtained in Tlossene led him to the Tlel equivaent of the local chamber of commerce. It was
something of ashock to see Tld, clad in their often transparent or tranducent outer attire and colorful
leggings, operating the same kind of equipment one would find on Moth or Earth. While some species
had to have human- or thranx-designed instrumentation re-engineered to fit their individua anatomical
requirements, the clusters of prehendle cilialocated at the ends of long Tldl arms had no difficulty
operating controlsintended to be manipulated by thicker, clumsier human fingers or chitinous thranx
digits

As he strode deeper into the building, he was conscious of needing ashower. On the other hand, since
the Tlel had no sense of sméll, his human body odor was unlikely to offend anyone other than himself. If
not his scent, then did hisbody’ sdectricd fied precede him?How far from hisepidermisdid it extend,
and a what distance could it be percelved by a Tlel? How did they distinguish between thefields of a
living creature and, say, that of a battery-powered communit? Did the presence of € ectronics confuse
them in the same way that releasing aliter of perfumeinto aroom would overwhelm the olfactory senses
of any humans within? Could one sense be considered superior to the other as ameans of sampling and
evauaing one simmediate environment?

No need to burden himself with such questions, he told himsdlf firmly, when there were other matters that
foremost demanded his attention.



There were no barriers, no internal wallswithin the building. Where humanswould favor individua work
cubicles, the Tlel clearly preferred unobsiructed lines of sght. Swallowing and stedling himsdlf againgt the
overpowering stench, heignored the paired reek of the duo of busy Tlel he approached. As soon asthey
acknowledged his presence, he proceeded to state his purpose. He spoke in terranglo, owly and
clearly, ready to resort to histrandator if hiswords were not understood.

“My nameis Philip Ly— SkuaMadtiff. I'm avisiting researcher from offworld who isheading into the
northlands. | have askimmer and supplies and | need an escort.” He gazed at the two horizontal
eyebandsthat were, he presumed, staring in his direction. The sensation was more akin to eyeing apair
of dark-tinted mirrorsthan a set of eyes. That their owners were aware of his presence and listening to
him could not be denied, however. Their emotions confirmed this.

It was soon clear that he would not need histrandator. One of the two workers advanced toward him.
Aswell asthe high, narrow earsthat protruded from the rear of the disc-like skull, haf the
black-and-white hairs atop its head were inclined sharply in Hinx’ sdirection. These upper specidized
growths were what were giving their owner a*“picture’ of the human’sdectrica fied. The longer, more
flexible gppendages benegath the jaw must be employed in feeding, Flinx decided. Opening itswide,
flattened mouth, the native exposed the opposing layers of hardened, shiny, horn-like masticating materia
within. The words that emerged were decipherable, if more than alittle mangled by the Tlel’ s voca

apparatus.
“Which uv yu isthe dominant?’

“Which...?" Glancing down, Flinx saw that Pip had stuck her head out from beneath hisjacket and was
subjecting the expansive work areato seriousinspection. “1 am,” he replied, adding aprobably usdless
gmile. “That is, | am unless she objects.” Pip eyed her master quizzicaly and, conveniently, said nothing.

“Yu are heading tu the north.” As he spoke, the first speaker’ s associate was busily manipulating the
controls of aportable console. Taking notes, Flinx wondered— or checking to seeif he was wanted by
the authorities? The highly devel oped sense of paranoiathat had kept him in good stead since he was a
child functioned whether he wanted it to or not. “What isyur purposepurpose?’ The Tlel’ stone wasflat
and dmog sern. Hinx iffened dightly.

“Asl sad, I'm aresearcher, working for an offworld firm. My work involves traveling around and
interviewing individuaswho fit acertain socid and psychologica pattern.”

“Clalak,” theofficid coughed. “Would yu like tu interview me?’

“Uh, I'm only hereto interview human residents.”

“Is something wrongwrong with my kind, that yu du not want tu interview me?’ Swaying dightly onits
pair of blocky feet, the Tlel leaned purposefully toward him. “Does it have something maybe tu du with
thisincomprehensble perceptive ability yur kind cdl ‘smdl’?’

“It' sgot nothing to do with that,” Hinx replied hastily. Unsettled, he struggled to explain further. “It’ sjust
tl,]a_”

He broke off. While he could not understand the odd sequential noises the two officias were presently
uttering, their emotiona state was open to him without the need for trandation. In contrast with the



standoffishness their words conveyed, he thought he could detect alightness of being combined with a
certaindigtinct easeand air of ...air of ...

They werelaughing & him.

He could not indicate that he knew that, of course. So he smply stood silently and waited for the speaker
to resume his end of the conversation.

“Forgive bad manners,” the officia told him. “We want yu tu understand that there is not muchmuch fur
thosein ur pogition tu du herein outsde-city way station community like Suuvaneh. Therefur we must
find ur entertainment wherewe can. It isathing Tld share with yur kind. Be confident no offending is
intended.”

“Nonetaken,” Finx assured him— or her. He gill was not confident of his ability to distinguish between
the sexes, not even on an emotiond levd.

After having added little to the ongoing verba exchange, the second officid stepped forward. His
eyeband continued to focus on the device he held gripped securely in more than two dozen flexible cilia

“Y u swearswear by the law-givings uv the Tlel aswell asyur own government, that which is caled the
Commonwedlth, that yu are come tu Tlossene and thence tu Sluuvaneh fur noillega purpose, and that
yur intentions are honorable and in kegping with alall locd traditions, customs, and courtesies.”

“I du,” Hinx replied with astraight face.

The specidized fur atop the second officid’ s head rippled like burned grain in abreeze. Flinx knew there
were devicesthat could detect when aperson was lying by andyzing minute fluctuationsin an individud’s
electrica fidld when he was made to answer specific questions. Could the Tlel do so naturaly? If so, they
might by their very nature be one of the more honest speciesin the Commonwesdlth.

For whatever reason, the interrogating spesker fiddled with his (Hinx had by now decided both of his
interrogators were male) device until it projected a three-dimensional image accompanied by smple
Tlelian script. Rotating the result, he made certain it was clearly visbleto the visitor. As Hinx eyed the
projection, it rotated dowly above the instrument, giving him a 360-degree view of the subject. The
image wasthat of adifferently attired Tldl.

“Thisisescort Bleshmaa, whu is experienced but not aged, with knowledge uv where yu desire tu go.
Standard rates apply, with gpplicable commisson tu the town general account.”

Hinx had never before chosen an alien companion from looking at itsimage. Given hislimited knowledge
of Tlelian convention, it seemed as good amethod as any. After al, he was relying on these two officids
for help and advice. If they vouched for this Bleshmag, that should be good enough for him. In lieu of any
obvious aternatives, it would have to be.

“Very well. | accept the recommendation and thank you for your help. Where and when can | meet this
gentleman?’

More airy emoting accompanied areprise of the previous amused gargling. “ Bleshmaa.is notnot
gentleman.”



There were indeed, he noted afew minutes later as the escort he had agreed to engage | eft her
workstation and ambled over to join them, subtle differences between male and femae Tldl. In contrast
with humans, sexual dimorphism was not as blatant but, once understood, was easy to recognize.

Clad in the by now familiar transparent vest and el aborately decorated leggings, Bleshmaa had aneck
shorter than those of the Tlel whom Hinx knew to be male. An unobtrusive difference, but onethat he
learned was common and cong stent among the locals. Though just asflat asthose of her mae
counterparts, his escort’ s skull was not aswide. Persona adornment was restricted to the same kind of
cosmetic fur-tinting that was practiced equaly by both sexes. The lower portion of the body tended to
broaden out as it approached the upper legs.

“| am Bleshmaa.” Like aloading bucket on the end of asmall crane, one cilium-tipped limb rose toward
him. A handful of worms encircled his proffered fingers to complete the gpproximation of aprimate
handshake. The gesture was not unexpected. Humans, he knew, had been living alongsdethe Tld for a
long time. The cilia contracted gently. It was like shaking hands with awarm-blooded squid. When it was
over, the digits did not so much withdraw as dide off hisfingers.

“Niceto meet you.” He hesitated, then added helpfully, “Y ou can cal me Finx. It'san old nickname.”
“Claladag,” sheresponded. “Likeatitle”

“No, not atitle,” he corrected her. “ Something less...” He shrugged. The definition was not important.
“Yes, likeatitle” Looking down at himsdlf, he indicated the iridescent green triangul ar-shaped head that
was regarding the new arriva attentively from its resting place within his partly open jacket. “ThisisPip.”

Bleshmaa s eyeband regarded the minidrag. “Fur its Sze, very strongstrong flii,” she commented.

Flii wasthe Tldian term for an entity’ sindividuad dectricd fidd, herecaled from hisintensve pre-arriva
research. Another word cemented in hisdowly but steadily expanding vocabulary. “1 need to go north to
interview another of my kind,” hetold her. “How soon can you be ready?’

“I am not partnered. Can leave now.” She turned to the patient, watching officias. “ They will seetu it that
the necessary forms are appropriately flooded usng my vaues. | will report tota billable time upon
returning.”

Flinx would have thanked the pair of helpful bureaucrats again had they not turned and walked away,
returning to their work. He found himsdf donewith his escort.

“Y u have coordinates?’ she asked him. He nodded. Pivoting, she started for the exit. “ Then time spent
talking here s usdless evaporation. Also costing yu money.”

Appreciating her concern whiletrailing in her wake, he could not have agreed more.

* % %

Not only did Norin Halvorsen not look like what he was, he did not even look like his name. He was
short and bald except for scattered, fitful swirls of dark brown hair that clung to the Side of his head, with
apaunch that was just large enough to demand attention. Thiswas complemented by a puffy face, a
bulbous and perpetudly sunburned nose, eyes that might have twinkled were they not set in a permanent
squint, and a mouth that unaccountably appeared frozen in a perpetual grin. He looked more like abadly



out-of-shape ef than a scavenger of other people’ s miseries, which was a polite way of defining what he
didfor aliving.

Halvorsen tracked down those who owed money, services, or bits and pieces of themsalvesto
sometimes honest, sometimes |less-than-reputable concerns. He did this with absolute disregard for the
designated unfortunate s persond situation. To Halvorsen, the term mitigating circumstances was an
oxymoron. Those unlucky enough to cometo his attention might lose avehicle, abusiness, ahome— or
aggnificant body part. He was not above employing physica violenceto carry out hiswork, up to and
including threatening bodily harm to otherwise innocent spouses and children. To Havorsen, aguiltless
child was just another correlated asset, dbelt anirritatingly noisy one. Moreover, children’sbones were
easer to bresk than those of the adults he was employed to chase down, and they rarely fought back.

In short— and he very nearly was— Norin Halvorsen the person was as disagreeable as his profession:
anoisomeif fitting match. Hewas afoul and forlorn person to be around, unless he had just been paid.
The rest of the time he had little use for humanity and even less for other sentients. He was proud of the
fact that for each and every known nonhuman species he had invented a personal, unique, and highly
offengvedur.

Unlike many others who practiced the same odious occupation, Halvorsen prided himself on his
professionalism. Not aday went by that he failed to scan every available form of media, lega and
otherwise, for prospective business. He dso paid close attention to loca and planetary gossip, no matter
how lowly its nature or disreputable the source. The infrequent overlooked diamond, he was wont to
reflect philosophically, was occasionaly to be found buried in piles of excrement. He had no
compunction about rooting through the latter in search of the former.

Takethe surreptitious apped his highly specialized search software had recently finished decoding, for
example. Concedled within aline of the mundane grester Commonwealth newsthat was diffused dally via
pace-minus tranamission, it conssted of asizable reward that was being offered by some eccentric outfit
cdling itself “the Order of Null.” Thiswasto be paid for the verifiable demise of an gpparently
unremarkable citizen name of Philip Lynx, who sometimes went by the terse nickname of Hinx.

Halvorsen had never heard of theindividua in question or the faction that wanted him dead. His
ignorance in these twinned respects, the fact that he knew nothing about ether, troubled him not awhit.

What he did know wasfigures. The one promised by the Order of Null was substantid, electronicaly
escrowed, and waiting for whoever could ddliver certifiable proof of the unknown Mr. Lynx’ sdesth. As
to the nature of the individua who had been thus perversely singled out— his character and morality,
family and dreams, persond probity or individua worth— thisin no wise whatsoever impinged on Norin
Halvorsen' s conscience. The gentleman in question might be asaint, asinner, or representative of the 99
percent of imperfect humankind whose makeup fell somewhere in between. It made not the dightest
difference.

The great mgjority of such automated reports offered their diligent reader nothing more than interesting
reading and occasional unexpected entertainment. Only rardly did they augur anything subgtantia. This
new one focusing on the citizen Lynx certainly did. Halvorsen sat up alittle straighter as he studied the
floating image his desk unit had automaticaly generated in the air before him. Thisjust might be, perhaps,
one of those rare instances.

Because his expensve, well-maintained, continuoudy updated custom programming had, quite
unexpectedly, made amatch.



A recent arrivd to Gedtalt, theindividua hisinstrumentation had sculpted out of the air above the desk
went by the name of SkuaMadtiff. Other than that, he fit the details and imaging supplied in theillicit
gpped flawlesdy. The straightforward visual reconstruction was a perfect equivaent. Height, build, hair
and eye color, skin tone— other than adopting an dias, this Flinx person had made no attempt to
disguise himsdlf. The presence of arare winged Alaspinian pet, so visblein the sybfile Havorsen's
insrumentation had illegitimately pilfered from Port Immigration viaillegally accessng certain supposedly
secure portions of the Gestdt planetary Shell, provided the clincher when it came to making the
identification unconditiond.

Such gpparent indifference to persond appearance on the part of an individua others of hiskind badly
wanted dead suggested anumber of possihilities, every one of which raised awarning flag within
Halvorsen the professiond. For example, this Flinx might not be aware that asizable reward had been
offered in return for histermination. Or— he might know of it, and feel he was safe on aworld like
Gedtdt. Or he might know of it, and fed so sure of hisability to defend himself that physica disguise was
asafeguard he could safely forgo. As he picked up his communit, into which the information from his
desk had automatically been transferred, Halvorsen was equaly confident in his ability to claim the
pledged payment. In the course of hisignoble career he had run to ground and successfully dealt with
wanted families, groups, and teams. One individud, no matter how sdlf-assured or well-trained, no
matter how letha theimplied capabilities of hisexotic pet, ingpired little trepidation.

Idly, he wondered who this Flinx was, what he might have done, or whom he might have offended to
ingpire such asplendidly hefty incentive for his demise. Halvorsen did not waste more than aminute or
two on such speculation. The only raison d’ ére he required to justify hisintermittently murderous dedings
was the number of zerosthat followed theinitial number on an offer of remuneration.

Following lunch, heingtructed his exclusive and highly sophidticated instrumentation to embark on a
planetwide scan for the newly arrived visitor. Even taking into account this Flinx-Lynx person’slack of
any serious attempt to disguise himself, the search was concluded absurdly soon. Moreover, his objective
had been in Tlossene itsdlf as recently asthe previous day. | might have passed him on the stret,
Halvorsen reflected as he rose from his chair. The hotel where the visitor had stayed was only a short

hop away by public transport. If they had any information on the intentions or habits of a guest who had
so recently checked out, thiswas going to be a quick job indeed. Quick and clean— that was how
Halvorsen liked them, his professond life being so very different from his private one.

Of course the hotd management could not possibly think of releasing nonauthorized persona information
on one of their recent guests. The human clerk Halvorsen spoke with did, however, let dip in the course
of the conversation with the pudgy and squat abeit polite figure confronting him the number of the room
where the guest in question had stayed. It was aharmless morsdl of information. Though regretful a not
obtaining what he sought, a smiling Halvorsen voiced histhanks. S multaneoudy, he amused himself by
mentally flaying the handsome and barely contemptuous young clerk until not an inch of skin remained on
hisred, raw, screaming body. Keeping hisfury to himsdlf asadways, he left the reception areaand settled
himself in one of the severd thick, highly responsive chairs that dotted the outer |obby.

Pretending to view aloca tridee cagt, he utilized his customized communit to remotely riff thefilesin the
hotel’ s subox. Preset to make amatch should it find the appropriate one, it did so within seconds,
generating asybfile that agrunting Halvorsen swiftly devoured. Every detail of the guest’ s stay, from the
food he had ordered into hisroom to any communications that had been passed on to him viathe hotel’s
subox to how often he had used hisroom’ sfacilities to sanitize his clothing, lay opento Halvorsen's
perusa.



Of particular interest were multiple contacts with severa rental agencies. Inventing and feigning a
relationship to the now departed guest “ Skua Madtiff,” Halvorsen contacted each of these enterprisesin
turn, claming to be holding something of importance that hisgood friend Mr. Madtiff had |eft behind at his
hotel. Both less protective of their client’ s privacy and more concerned with their respective reputations
for helpfulness, each agency responded with appropriate concern. Only one, however, acknowledged
having had commercia intercourse with the young visitor in question.

Vigting that agency in person, Halvorsen killed time until his ever-questing instruments had quietly and
furtively extracted the information he needed from the agency’ s subox. Whether owned by an individud,
acompany, or various branches of government, every skimmer in use on Gestalt had alocation tracker
integrated into itsinstrumentation. Found commonly in skimmers used on Earth or Hive-hom or any other
highly developed Commonwedlth world, trackers were of proportionately more importance on wilder,
less populated worlds such as Gestdlt. They dlowed the location of each vehicle to which they were
affixed to be pinpointed from multiple sources by satdlliterelay at any time of day irrespective of
inclement weather or awkward terrain, and continualy updated the craft’ s position.

According to itsintegrated tracker, Halvorsen noted as he once more studied the readout on his
communit after leaving the agency, the skimmer the visitor had rented was presently occupying a
dationary position in the northern town of Suuvaneh.

Thiswas going to be dmost too easy, he reflected contentedly. The Tl community in question was
located lessthan aday’ stravel from Tlossene. Considerably smdler than either of Gestat’ stwin capita
cities, it would offer atal redheaded offworlder little room in which to hide even if he redized there was
reason for him to make himsdlf inconspicuous. While Halvorsen made it apoint not to dally when
engaged in business, neither did there gppear to be any untoward urgency in pursuing this particular
quarry. The unpredictability of the weather on Gestalt aso had to be taken into account. For that and
other reasons, whenever it could be avoided he preferred not to fly a night.

There was no rush. He had plenty of time. Judging by his actions subsequent to hisarriva on Gestdlt, this
Hinx individua plainly had no ideaanyoneloca might have morethan apassing interest in him. Halvorsen
could take it easy, check out his equipment, enjoy a proper supper, and start out first thing tomorrow
morning. By evening of the next day at the latest, he would havein his possession incontrovertible,
verifiable proof of acorpse to pass adong via space-minus beam to the group caled the Order of Null.
He could expect the pertinent hefty credit transfer to follow directly.

Business was dways best, he hummed to himsdf serenely as he made hisway back to hiswaiting vehicle,
when it was possibleto conduct it calmly and with aminimum of fuss

A few dark clouds had shouldered their way to prominence among the less threatening white cumuli that
gathered every morning around the jagged pesks of the high northern mountains, but otherwise the
following day dawned clear, crisp, and chilled. Perfect for aquick direct flight to Suuvaneh, the making
of afew surreptitiousinquiries, and a swift execution. Halvorsen was at ease as his skimmer lifted from
the rooftop landing pad of hisbuilding. Set on autopilot, it accelerated rapidly northwest in the direction
of its programmed destination whileits owner relaxed and studied the pornographic imagesthe craft’'s
central projector inveigled for him out of the climate-controlled interior. In between glancing up at the
perverted inventions, none of which was new and only some of which he any longer found stimulating, he
passed the time checking and cleaning and checking again the gleaming, highly speciadized black handgun
that reposed in the carrying case spread open across hislap.

It was amenacing little appliance. Unlike many contemporary hand wegpons, it had no Stun setting, no



life-preserving paralysis parameters. It was designed to do one thing and one thing only, and that wasto
terminate the life-force of motile organics. The nature of the disruptive charge that it unleashed was such
that it was not necessary to strike avital areaor organ in order to accomplish itstask. Hit on ahand, a
foot, thetip of afinger, that individua would expire just as Speedily and absolutely asif struck inthe
heart. Though Halvorsen was a sure hand and excellent shot with awide variety of weapons, the
gleaming, beautiful black dayer was a persond favorite. Thelazy man’s means of nation, he mused
to himsdlf. Not only did it kill instantly, but because it was nonexplosive there was never any untidinessto
clean up afterward.

Though the public landing pad a Suuvaneh held adozen skimmers of varying sSze and origin, thanksto
the information supplied by the renta company Halvorsen had no trouble homing in on the location of the
one belonging to hisquarry. At thisrate, he reflected as he dipped the black dayer into its concedled vest
holster, he would be finished with the job and back homein Tlossene in timefor dinner. Disembarking
from hisvehicle, he sauntered casually across the heated tarmac in the direction of one of two nearby
service hangars. Theinformation available on his handheld communit was identicd to that Smultaneoudy
being displayed on his craft's command console.

Perhaps his quarry’ s sSkimmer needed repairs, or arecharge, or smply a systems update. He smiled to
himsalf. He was about to save the offworlder the cost and inconvenience of any repairs.

There was one skimmer parked in the front of the hangar where the sgna was coming from. Halvorsen
hesitated when he saw the craft, frowning dightly. It wasacommercid renta, al right, but bigger than the
moded whose identification he had appropriated and belonging to a different company. How had his
information become so scrambled? Tensing as he approached the battered, well-used vehicle, he
observed that the signa was not coming directly fromiit, but from apoint dightly behind it. He
accelerated his pace.

Anincreasingly anxious stroll around the far side of the parked vehicle reveaded not the expected second
skimmer but an extensive service and repair area. Replacement parts, containers, vacuum-sea ed
shipping crates, tools, analyzers, and adjustersin a bewilderment of sizes, shapes, and standardsfilled
work consoles and were piled on the floor space between them. As near as he could see only asingle
human was present, working patiently aongside severa equaly engrossed Tld. With his sense of smell
recoiling from the combined stink of native and lubricant and holding the communit unobtrusively at his
side, he approached the woman.

“Morning, ma am.”

Despite the Tlel-tolerant ambient temperature insde the service hangar, she was sweeting profusaly.
Wiping perspiration from her forehead, she turned to look a him. A glance down at hiscommunit’s
readout showed that the sgna from the skimmer the offworlder had rented was stronger than ever. So
strong, in fact, that he should have been standing inside that very craft right then and there, instead of out
on an open hangar floor preparing to question adowdy middle-aged technician.

“Good morning, Sir. May | help you?’
Halvorsen’ sfrustration was increasing exponentialy. Leaning dightly to hisright, he peered past her.
Looking up from hiswork, one of the Tldl technicians stared in their direction. To avoid meeting that

glistening aien eyeband, Halvorsen turned away. His rudeness was ddliberate.

“I was supposed to meet afriend of mine heretoday.” He recalled applicable dliases. “ SkuaMadtiff 's



hisname.” Pivoting dowly, he sudied the interior of the hangar. There was no place to hide anything
larger than acar. Manifestly, it held only one skimmer. “1 was supposed to meet him here, but thisisn't
histransport | see parked.”

While replying, the woman fiddled with a piece of apparatus he didn’t recognize. Probably all she ever
got to fiddle with, he thought snidely. “Oh certain, clodat. He was here.”

Was. Interesting, Halvorsen suddenly found himsdlf reflecting, coldly, how asmple change of tense could
turn an ordinary three-letter word into a pernicious four-letter one.

The woman continued. “Left early thismorning.” As she spoke, she continued to adjust the circuitry
gprayer shewas holding. Turning dightly to her |eft, she gestured toward asmall, glassy, rectangular
shape ditting atop aworktable surrounded by a dozen or so other sealed modulesin varying states of
disarticulation. “ That' sthe tracker off hisrental. Said hewasn't sure it wasworking properly. | told him it
was againgt the law to go out into backcountry without one, and he said he knew that, but that he had an
important appointment he couldn’t miss and that he didn’t need to go more than afew kilometersfrom
town.” She shrugged, apparently not noticing the angry flush that was rapidly adding color to her visitor's
cheeks.

“It washiscdl, friend. I’'m not the one who' Il haveto pay thefineif he gets caught skimming around
without alocator. That's between him, the law, and the company that rented him the transport in the first
place.” She nodded once more in the direction of the recently extracted device. “Told him I'd haveit
checked out and ready for reingtallation when he gets back tonight.”

If he gets back tonight, afuming Halvorsen seethed silently. The visitor might have told this pasty-faced
woman the truth— or he might choose not to return for afew days, or a couple of weeks. When he
finally deigned to do so, it might be viaacircuitous route that would make him difficult to intercept before
he bade fina farewdl to this happy, smdly world.

Halvorsen briefly considered returning to Tlossene and doing nothing more proactive than waiting for his
quarry to finish his galivanting around and show up at the shuttleport. Such a course of action presented
complications of its own. His diligence might draw the attention of curious authorities, or he might smply
miss histrangting quarry whilein the process of doing something as Smple as eating, deeping, or
attending to demanding necessary bodily functions.

One possibility the exasperated hunter discarded from the outset was any thought of trying to snesk
aboard the viditor’ s private shuttle, there to lie in wait for its wandering owner to return. Such craft were
invariably equipped with defenses designed to dedl harshly with snoopers and interlopers. Furthermore,
the shuttleport itsalf was often busy. Even if he did manage the timing so that he could confront his quarry,
there was dwaystherisk of encountering potential witnesses.

No, to ensure the safety and success of the modest enterprise on which he was presently embarked, he
needed to find histarget and deal with it asfar away from Tlossene, as distant from the innocent eyes of
curious bystanders, as possible.

Unsurprisingly, when questioned the phlegmatic technician had no ideaasto her recently departed
customer’ s degtination. Thetall young offworlder had not volunteered the information, and she had not
regarded it asany of her busnessto inquire. Which lack of information left the irate Halvorsen no choice
but to commence the arduous and disagreeable task of asking questions around town. Much asit
repulsed him, this meant not only interacting with thelocad Tld but being polite to them, aswel. Having



no other choice, he held hisnose both literally and figuratively as he strode from placeto placein search
of information that might give him aclue which way his absent, perambulating “friend” might have gone.

He spent afurious, wasted day in search of clues before finaly finding one the next morning in the person
of anative functionary working at the central administration center. Clue was the operative description,
snce“he said he going north” was as pecific asthis even more than usualy maodorousindividua could
be. Though damningly ambiguous, it was the only information on his quarry’ s plans that Halvorsen was
ableto unearth. The adminigtrative functionary, of course, had no reason to suspect that afellow human's
moativation in inquiring asto the route taken by one of his own kind was anything other than benign.

A ddlay. That wasdl it was, Halvorsen fumed as he made hisway back to his own craft. Thistaking off
without atracking locator was very inconsiderate of his quarry. Fortunately, Halvorsen’ s skimmer was
equipped with sophisticated tracking equipment that did not rely for success on following the clear sgna
of another vehicle s safety instrumentation. Catching up to histarget would require a couple of days
longer than he had anticipated, a bit more expenditure, alittle more wear and tear on both himself and his
equipment, before he findly ran the man down. Though the provisond aggravation quotient continued to
rise, he knew it was only amatter of time until he would be able to claim the stipulated reward. It was
often 0. One sometimes had to spend more time and money than originally envisioned in order to make
more of the latter. The only thing he could not amortize was hisown irritetion.

So upset was he at the unexpected turn of events and in such arush to resume the pursuit that before he
left town he neglected to check with the repair technician to seeif there was actually anything wrong with
the locator his quarry had left behind to be “ checked out.” Had he lingered long enough to learn that it
wasin fact in perfect working order, the surprising revelation just might have proven sufficiently
unexpected to give even Norin Halvorsen pause.

CHAPTERS

One way that escort and employer passed the time as the skimmer cruised steadily northwestward was
to work onimproving their knowledge of each other’ slanguage. In thisthe willing and voluble Bleshmaa
had the clear advantage, since she dready spoke very good terranglo while Flinx’ s knowledge of Tldlian
barely quaified as minimal. Ten meters below the skimmer, the crests of the highest alien treetops
unfolded like cauliflower floretsin arecurring eruption of green and shocking blue.

“Nono,” shetold him, employing the characterigtic Tldlian doubling of aword to indicate emphasis.
“Clelet cleleen jlatat. Notnot jliteet.”

Hinx tried again. As befitted amoderately expensive rental, the skimmer’ s seats were warm and
comfortable. Plush but not pushy. Outside, the lush but chilly surface of Gestalt sped past at a constant
peed maintained by the skimmer’ s automatics. Pip dozed nearby, only occasiondly glancing up
whenever her magter or his new friend grew more than usudly excited.

Bleshmag, it devel oped, was not presently conjoined. Both she and her deceased mate, who had been
killed in a backcountry encounter with something large, hairy, and tooth-laden called adeang, had
supplemented their income by escorting not only human vistors and settlers but dso other Tld into some



of the more primitive, less visted expanses of Gestat’ swild northland.

“Clelet cleleen jlatat.” Hinx repeated the phrase clearly despite the fear that by doing so correctly he
risked swallowing his own tongue. The feeding cilia beneath Bleshmad s flattened, horizonta chin rippled
inabrief wave of gpproval.

“Muchmuch better. If yu continue tu progress, tomorrow we will try some more advanced action words.”

The farther north they travel ed, the more variable and unpredictable the climate became. The good
wegther continued to hold, however. Nothing beyond the occasiond light hailstorm or brief shower
interrupted the spectacular view outside. Hinx was most impressed with the ferocious rivers. Descending
from the high mountains that marched down from the northern pole, these roared southward in what
seemed to be amultiplicity of never-ending cascades of churning, frothing water anxiousto reach the
equator. The glint and flash of white water was particularly striking where it cut through tall stands of
fibrous growths that were azure or cobat in hue. Againgt dense dien forest, the rushing rivers resembled
shifting cracksin avast pane of blue glass.

When nat initiating her employer into the mysteries of Tldian enunciation, Bleshmaabusied hersdf with
typicd native amusements. Some were Smple enough to improvise without externa input. Others
required downloads ble viaher own basic but perfectly adequate communit. Due to Gestdt' slong
association with the Commonwesdl th, advanced technology had made more than casua inroadsinto Tlel
society, transforming it in ways her ancestors could not have dreamed. Like most of her kind shewas as
comfortable with the progressive advances and with the skimmer’ s full complement of sophisticated
insrumentation aswas her current human employer.

Thefourth day of steady flight found him three-quarters of the way to his god: the coordinates that had
been supplied by the hel pful Rosso Eustabe. Accessing information from the skimmer’ sinstrumentation
viahis own communit, he continued to hunt for additiona information on the enigmatic Mr. Anayabi. As
with hisorigina probe conducted from Tlossene' s administrative center, search after surreptitious search
turned up nathing new. In lieu of hope of actudly learning anything, he had given to substituting
persistence, aquality that had served him well in the past.

His atention was drawn sharply away from his research by the voice of the skimmer’s Al. For achange,
the message did not involve the weather. The announcement was asterse asit was utterly unanticipated.

“I must please ask you to secure yoursalves in your seats, as we are currently under attack.”

Taken aback, a startled Flinx asked the Al to repesat the dert. It promptly did so, in the same even tone
of voice. Asdarmswent, Flinx thought the renta craft’ s excessively polite,

Throwing himsdf into the forward passenger chair, he ingtinctively pushed back into the crash padding
and alowed the safety harnessto activate around him. Whileit did so and as an agitated Pip settled onto
his shoulder, helooked around wildly, searching for the source of the declared threat. A quick scan of
the deep blue sky through the craft’ s trangparent plexaloy dome reveaded no imminent danger; no diving
arcraft, noincoming kinetics, no pardlding vehicles of any kind. Bemused, he started to pressthe Al to
project whatever it had detected into the air above one of the forward consoles.

Then hefdt it.

The hlusumaka came diving out of the brilliant white sun, heading straight for the skimmer. A bare



moment after Hinx’' s cantankerous specia Taent sensed the creature’ s murderous intent, he saw it.
Swift, septuple-winged, golden-hued, and furry, the aerid predator had eyes asbig asthe skimmer’ s aft
port, atrailing crania crest of feathery crimson tassal's, and amouth large enough to swallow Hinx whole,
One outstanding feature dominated the remarkable beast’ s appearance. Like agreat golden sail, a

trand ucent membranous arc formed an enormous spine-supported, fan-shaped semi-circle from one sde
of the cresture’ s head to the other.

Asthe hlusumakal swept past, pulling up at the last minute to avoid a head-on collision with the skimmer,
Bleshmaaflinched in her seat. Letting out an untrandatable cry and moaning in obvious pain, her long
arms doubled up to dlow their ciliato grasp her flattened head, she remained upright on afloor pad only
due to the support of her automated safety harness. At the sametime, severa readouts on the skimmer’s
ingrument console went temporarily crazy. In contragt, dl Hinx fet wasadight tingling.

“I' will now proceed to take evasive and defensive action.”

The voice of the Al wasascam asif it were ddinesting standard arrival procedures at Tlossene
shuttleport. Sharply descending severd meters, it dropped dangeroudy close to the cerulean crowns of
severd of the highest forest growths before resuming flight on amore or lessleve path. Leaving her
perch on Hinx’ s shoulder, an angry Pip fluttered and begt at the transparent canopy like afrustrated,
oversized butterfly, seeking the open air beyond and a chance to strike back. Meanwhile a concerned
Hinx, disregarding the skimmer’ srequest to remain in his seat, had thumbed the manua release on his
harnessto go to the aid of the obvioudy beleaguered, suffering Bleshmaa.

“My head!” Her dien whimpersreminded him of adistressed kitten. The Tlel did not cry, not in the
human sense. But the emotions were undeniably akin. “HIusumakai attacks with very strongstrong flii.”
She managed to recover her equilibrium enough to gesture outside with onelong arm. “1f | not protected
by partia diffuson mechanism integrated as safety measureinto al Tle transportation, | might be dead

“Dead?’ Flinx had seen no poison spewed, witnessed no strike of fang or claw, observed no emission of
anatura explosive or disabling gas. Cometo think of it, other than a possible attempt to intimidate
through sheer size he had not seen the hlusumakai initiate any kind of hostile action whatsoever. Then he
remembered the short-lived but unmistakable reaction of severd of the skimmer’ sinstruments. They had
gone momentarily crazy when the creature had been at its closest to the sSkimmer.

The Tld had the ability to sensethe dectrica fidds emitted by other living beings. The carnivorous kasollt
that had tried to vacuum him up subsequent to hisarrival at the shuttleport had possessed the same
natural faculty. What if anative predator had evolved the ability not only to sense such fields, but dso to
overpower them with somekind of projection? In the same way that a human would be blinded by
contact with Fip’s caudtic venom, could a Tld’ s highly evolved dectrosensory facility literaly be
short-circuited by a high-powered blast from another denizen of Gestalt?

In Finx’ swidespread travels he had encountered creatures that could blind by focusing and
concentrating light, and othersthat could stun by emitting deafening blasts of sound. Why not adisrupter
of natural dectricd fieldsaswell? Much in the fashion of asolar flare or lightning discharge, asufficiently
powerful natural emitter might for a split second even generate a strong enough pulse to momentarily
interfere with the dectrica systems of amodern vehicle. Just as the skimmer’ sinstruments had been
momentarily affected.

Herecdled hisflegting view of the diving hlusumaka’ sflaring cranid membrane. A sexud attractant— or



somekind of organic transmitter? The burst emitted by the beast had only given him adight tingle—
because unlike Bleshmaa, he possessed no highly developed capacity for detecting dectrica currentin
others, no wide-open sensory gpparatus for the attacker to disrupt. Similarly, a sound-generating
creature would have little effect on someone who wastotaly deaf. Just asthe olfactory-deprived Tld
would be immune to the odiferous persuasions of skunks.

A glance upward through the transparent canopy showed the imposing dark mass of the hlusumakai
pacing the skimmer overhead. Perhapsit was puzzled, Flinx reasoned, asto why its peculiar intended
victim continued onward above the treetopsinstead of plunging to the ground like proper prey, stunned
into immobility. As he stared, the predator’ s shape changed. Folding its multiple wings, it plunged like an
arrow and began to grow larger. Pip continued to bang against the skimmer’ s unyielding canopy,
desperate to gain open sky in which to fight.

“Hereit comesagain!” he shouted more forcefully than he intended. Whimpering and rocking dightly
againg her safety harness, Bleshmaa folded both arms across the front of her head, completely blocking
her arc of vison.

Gazing ddiberately at the fagt-diving hlusumakai, Hinx readied himsdlf to try to project onto it. Hewould
conjure asense of danger and attempt to frighten it off. Asit happened, his questionable effort was not
needed.

No Gedtdtian enterprise worth its liability insurance would alow arental sSkimmer out into the wilds of the
northlands without suitable protection and appropriate defenses againgt the manifold dangersthat lurked
there. Itspartia diffusion screen had served to keep Bleshmaa from being numbed into insengibility. Now
it responded to the hlusumakai’ s second attack with amore proactive apparatus. Thistook the reassuring
form of anintegrated pumper built to unleash explosve shdlls. Having identified the target from itsinitia
pass, the skimmer’ s targeting apparatus locked on. Deploying from aport in the craft’ s ventral Side, the
protruding weapon swiveled, locked on, and fired once.

Not wishing to have to pausein hisjourney in order to clean the skimmer’s canopy, Hinx wasrelieved
when the hlusumakai blew up well off to the craft’ s starboard side instead of directly overhead. Or
worse, forward. Blood, shattered bone, and torn flesh rained down on the forest below, unexpected
mannaof Gestdtian biblica proportions for the hungry scavengers undoubtedly roaming among the
cobdt growths,

“BEvadve and defensive action concluded.” The skimmer’s Al voice was identica to the oneit had used
when it had first declared the emergency. Unlike the Teacher, it was not sophisticated enough to have a
command of emotiona modulation.

Careful not to exert too much pressure on her strong but dender arms, Hinx helped atrembling Bleshmaa
out of her safety harness. Though her wide, flattened feet provided a stable base for her tapering body,
she dtill swayed dightly for amoment or two after he released his grasp on her and stepped back.

“Very painfulpainful,” she declared when shefindly spoke again. Tilting back her disc-like head, she
focused her cryptic eyeband on him. *Y u humans are so very different from us. Sometimesit isalucky
thing tu be blind. But yu areignorant uv the beauty uv the flilandra. Y uwill never—see it. Nono,” she
corrected hersdf. “That is not the right wording fur what | am trying tu say. | think in yur language there is
no right wording.”

He nodded, because it seemed the proper thing to do. “Yes, I'm afraid that the beauty and mysteries of



the fliiandra will dways remain an enigmato me.” A hand gestured outward, past where Pip was
humming back to rgoin him. “On the other hand, | am immune to the danger posed by the hlusumakai
and any otherslikeit.”

“Passengers will please resume safety sedts,” the Al suddenly declaimed.

Both Hinx and his escort looked around apprehensively. Thistime he could detect no homicida animal
emotions rushing toward them. Bleshmaa sensed no oncoming disruption of her flii.

“I don’'t sseanything,” hefinaly declared doud. Nor perceive anything, he added, but only to himsdlf.
“Another hlusumaka ?’

“The problem isnot organic in nature,” the skimmer explained. “We are pproaching an area of very
turbulent low atmospheric pressure. If you prefer, | can set down and wait for it to pass.”

Finx consdered. “How long do you estimate, at our present speed, it would take to go around it?’

“Itisafairly large, active areamoving rapidly south-southeast and transecting our present course.
Perhaps aday or two.”

“How long to fly straight through it?”
“ Approximately one hour.”

Flinx had battled and survived serious wegather on ahost of worlds boasting wildly disparate climates.
Where rough conditions presented an obstacle, he had always found it better to get through them as
quickly as possible. He would not waste days sitting on the ground waiting for astorm to pass, or even
one going around it, and he so informed the skimmer’ s Al. Besides, how bad could it be?

Very soon hefound himsalf presented with yet one more reason why Gestdt did not rank high onthelist
of those humans and thranx who were desirous of emigrating to another habitable world. In fact, he soon
found himself completely engulfed by that particular reason.

It was athunderstorm to match the mountains through which the skimmer was currently flying, though
perhaps flying was not, at that moment, the most truthfully descriptive word. Rattling would have been
more accurate, or even the hoary term bucking that related not to mechanicas but to the violent
gyrations of a certain domesticated Terran ungulate. Despiteits robust engine and advanced stabilization
technology, the skimmer jumped and did wildly through the violent air currents. Powerful downdrafts
threatened to send it crashing into trees whose weirdly outstretched upper branches began to resemble
beckoning hands. The besieged, wind-tossed craft actualy did “top” acouple of native growths, sending
splintered branches and spore-laden spongy packets flying. The rental agency, agrim-faced Hinx
reflected as he vibrated helplessly in his seat’ s safety harness, would not be pleased with the appearance
of thevehicle sundersde when hereturned it.

Rain machine-gunned the transparent canopy. It aternated with heavy hail and occasiond blasts of snow
as Gedtdt’ s atmosphere threw everything in its meteorological arsend at the stubborn skimmer. Not so
idly and given the current circumstances, Hinx found himself wondering if removing the craft’ slocator and
leaving it behind in Suuvaneh might have been aless-than-optimal way of disregarding procedurein
order to protect his privacy. On the other hand, if anyone at the rental agency happened to currently be
tracking the wegther in the northlands, they would not be worrying about their vehicle. According to its



locator, their skimmer was at present safely and comfortably at rest in awell-protected service hangar in
Suuvaneh.

Ashe gritted histeeth and held on, both physicaly and mentaly, he reminded himself that thiswas not
New Riviera Then again climate, terrain, and isolation combined to cregte exactly the sort of
discouraging place that would gppedl to the hermetically inclined. Someone like, he could not keep
himself from yearning hopefully, hisfather.

Raising hisvoicein order to make himself heard over the banging and rattling againg the plexaloy of the
current hailstorm, he shouted at his escort. “Isthe weather like this often up here? Should we put down
and wait it out?’ He was tarting to think that where local Gestaltian meteorology was concerned, maybe
dlowing alittle extratravel timewasthe better part of traveling valor.

Despite the unabated violence of the current storm, however, Bleshmaadid not seem at al concerned.
“Weather in north can be viciousvicious, asyu see, but usudly not longlong.” She was looking, he noted,
not at him but at the forward console readouts. “I agree with skimmer-mind. We will be through this very
soon. Not tu be worried. Besides, ground here is covered with snowdriftings. If forced landing
necessary, would be very soft.”

Another Tlelian attempt at humor, he thought. Or maybe not.

His escort was as good as her doubled words, however. Five minutes after he had serioudy considered
directing the skimmer to find alanding site where they could wait out the tempest, it subsided as swiftly as
it had overtaken them. Impenetrable rain-swept darkness gave way to an uncertain drizzle. Then the
clouds parted, to reveal blueforest carpeting the steepest dopesthey had encountered thus far. Towering
pink-tinted cumuli clustered protectively around the highest peaks like giant cherubs guarding agoddess.
Turning dightly farther to the west, the skimmer began following the course of yet another ferocioudy
churning wildriver.

“I am going tu open canopy dightly.” Disdaining the artificia supportsthat had kept her upright during the
worgt of the storm, Bleshmaa dipped out of her safety harness. A curious Pip hovered behind her,
fascinated by the two sets of grasping ciliawhose supple curling movements were not so very different
from those of her own coils. The flying snake was a presence the native had aready learned to tolerate.

Disengaging from his own fastenings, Hinx reached up and outward in along stretch that emphasized his
lean frame. “Letting in somefresh ar?’

“Yuwill see” In the absence of aphysica smile on the native swide, flattened face, he found that he was
ableto perceive an emotiond one. “I think yu will enjoy.”

A portion of the port-side canopy did down into the skimmer’ s lightweight composite frame. By design,
the craft dowed its speed to reduce drag and alow for onboard observation without instruments.
Scrubbed clean by the storm, alpine atmosphere heavy with oxygen flooded the single compartment.
Having experienced firsthand one more reason why offworlders might not want to live on Gestdt, FHinx
now found himsdlf enveloped by areason why they might.

It was the most wonderful air he had ever inhaled.

Filtered and flushed through the immense undisturbed dien forest below, richer in oxygen than the
amaosphere of Earth or Moth or even Nur, the air that filled the skimmer was infused with the full,



unadulterated fragrance of the blue forest: redolent of scents half remembered and swirled with othershe
was unableto isolate and identify. The Smple act of breathing threatened sensory overload. Smilarly
simulated, an equaly exhilarated Pip proceeded to turn a series of backflips and pinwhed sthat
suggested her respiratory intoxication exceeded even hisown.

“I...” He had to pause long enough to take in another wonderful, invigorating lungful of air. “...seewhat
you mean.”

Standing near the opening but not sticking her head outside the canopy, Bleshmaa, too, was drawing in
breath after breath. “I1t iswonderfully clean and clear, isit not? No contaminants ever drift thisfar north.
A visitor does not need a sensor capable uv detecting airborne poisons, because there are none. The
atmosphere uv the northlands is safesafe.”

“Of courseitis” Hinx responded, “but it's so much more than that! The aroma, the sheer combination of
fragrancesissmply—"

He broke off. Shewas staring at him. He could sense the confusion in her mind even if he could not seeit
in her wholly nonhuman face.

Fragrances? Aromas? What are those? her fedings seemed to suggest. It hit him hard. The
extravagant perfumes the blue growths were releasing, the full-bodied bouquets— she could not detect
any of them. Nor could any member of her olfactory-deprived species. They could measure such
emissions scientificaly. Insruments would tell them something was being added to the atmospherein the
same way others could detect the paths of subatomic particles by recording their paths. But likeall Tld,
Bleshmaa had no sense of smell. The phantasmagoricd, pungent perfumes of the blue bored forests of
Gestat must remain forever an unknown qudity to those who had evolved among them.

By the same token, he went on in ignorance of anything organic in the skimmer’ svicinity that might be
generating eectrical impulses. While he could smell the spectacular forest, she could “smell” him and Pip
and doubtless the skimmer aswell by sensing and measuring the strength and type of current that ran
through their brains and bodies. He found himsdf wondering. If some djinn or sorcerer of legend could
somehow offer him the ability that among sentient species was unique to the Tldl, would he trade one
sensefor the other?

Of course, he knew nothing of what an individual’ selectricd field “smelled” like. Wasit like ascent, or
more like aclashing of bright colors? Or perhagps more like the emotions his own singular ability alowed
him to perceive? In the absence of the requisite biologica equipment, how to imagine such athing?

Not only could the Tlel not whiff their marvelous surroundings, they could not whiff one another. That
ability was|eft to vigtors and settlers who arrived with the properly evolved detection mechanisms
pre-ingtalled. He did not have to inhale deeply to smell his escort. Her body odor, to which she and her
kind were completely oblivious, fell somewhere between astench and areek. Even were he tactless
enough to point this out and complain about it, it would not matter.

She would not know what he was talking about.



CHAPTER 6

The storm that had bounced the skimmer around like awood chip in awind tunnel was not the last they
encountered as they continued northward, but it turned out to be the most severe. By comparison, the
occasiona subsequent snow flurries and intermittent assaults by windblown hail seemed dmost benign.
Allowing for the skimmer’ s need to follow aroute through deep canyonsto avoid having to crest
ten-thousand-meter-high mountain peaks, another day or two of comparatively easy travel should find
him and hisescort at his chosen destination.

Then would cometheinitia encounter and introduction. Hopefully, it would be followed by acordia
interview and, if fate and fortune were with him, the means to obtain the minuscule volume of organic
materid that would alow him to determine with certainty if he bore any genetic relationship to the person
he had spent a bit of time and money to meet. And if, in the end, nothing adong the line he hoped for
eventuated from that?

Hewould return to Tlossene, and he would try again.

For now, it was enough to relax and enjoy the uninspired but nourishing qwikmed s the rented skimmer’s
cooker served up, to chat with his ebullient escort about her people and their culture, and to continue his
hesitant foraysinto the throat-spraining complexities of the Tlelian language. Much as voyagers on the
ocean grow familiar with the motion of aboat and thereby gain their sealegs, he had become
accustomed to the occasiond jolts and bounces the northland weather imposed on the skimmer.

The smdl misslethat flew past, however, was another matter entirely.

It had happened so fast that the craft’s Al had not even had time to make awarning announcement. One
moment they were cruisng along asusud: FHinx in hisforward seat, Bleshmaabusying hersdlf in back, Pip
coiled on the consolein front of him. The next, the skimmer took alurch to port more violent than any
induced by wind or storm. Out of harness, he was nearly thrown from hischair.

“I must please ask you to secure yoursalvesin your seats,” the synthesized voice hadtily declared, “aswe
ae—"

“I' know, | know!” Ignoring the preprogrammed regulation warning, Flinx ssumbled to the rear of the
skimmer. From astanding position and despite her sturdy Tldlian posture, Bleshmaa had been thrown to
thefloor. He helped her up, for the second time in as many days careful not to put too much overbearing
human weight on her upper ams.

“Someoneistrying tu kill us.” Her dishelief was palpable. It was as much question as statement. He
shared her bewilderment. Taking evasive action, the skimmer dammed back to starboard, nearly
throwing them to the floor together thistime.

He did not venture to disagree with her analysis. But who, and why? Here on Gestdlt, of al places! He
had no enemies here.

He quickly corrected himsalf. That conclusion was sdf-evidently mistaken.

In any event, on the al-too-numerous occasions in the past when he had been confronted by other
sentients whose intentions toward him had tended to the homicida, they had invariably declared



themselves aswell astheir objective. Asthe skimmer rocked and weaved, dodging the occasiona
explosive projectile flung inits direction, no angry voice spat from its speakers, no accusatory projection
codesced initsinterior. Whoever was pursuing them was apparently content to commit murder
anonymoudly.

Except that with Flinx as the intended target, no would-be murderer could remain completely
anonymous.

Despite the skimmer’ s violent bucking asit fought to avoid obliteration, he reached out with his Talent.
The source of the enmity that was pursuing him opened immediately to his probe. Its most notable
characteristic was a cool detachment. Theindividual who wastrying to kill him was not particularly angry.
Y es, his emotions were heightened by the exhilaration of the chase, but insofar as Hlinx could tell the
man’ sfedingswere devoid of persond rancor. It was a state of being FHlinx recognized immediately
because he had encountered it previoudy. The fedings of professiona assassins such asthe Qwarm
differed noticegbly from those whose actions were inspired by raw emotion. The man (asusud, it was
essy for FHinx to identify the gender of the individua whose emotions he was perceiving) who was
pursuing him was not entirely al-business. There was afeding of excitement, asense of glee at what he
was doing, that was starkly at odds with what Flinx had once sensed in the mind of aQwarm. His
pursuer was not amember of the Assassins Guild, then. They truly were al-business, as cold and
unfeding when cutting throats as adesigner cutting fabric.

The skimmer sought salvation in low clouds. The attempt did nothing to throw off the pursuit, or evento
dow it down. Clouds, fog, snow— in these days of heightened instrumentation that rendered climate of
any kind invisble, weather made bad camouflage. That the man hunting him was properly equipped for
his murderous work was evident by the aacrity with which hisown craft followed Hinx’ sthrough the
cloud bank where hisand Bleshmad s shuttle had sought refuge.

The forest would have offered more cover, but darting through the densdly packed growths would have
forced the skimmer to dow, thus rendering it an even easier target for the craft onitstrail. It and its
occupants were not entirely helpless, however.

Though the rental was equipped to protect those it transported from the depredations of inimica fauna,
no maudlin regulations prevented it from defending itself when attacked by sentient beings. The same
shdll-pumper that had messily dispatched the attacking hlusumaka now fired back at the pursuing craft.
Inforcing it to take evasive action of its own, their pursuer fired less often, choosing its shots with greater
care.

That onewould eventudly hit homewaslikely, Flinx knew, given that his skimmer’ s ability to keep flying
and dodging was severdly circumscribed. A commercia renta, not astingship, it was being asked to
perform maneuversfor which it had never been designed. The assassin on their tail knew that just aswell
as Hinx himsdf, he reflected. It would be interesting to know why the man wanted Flinx dead. Under
tight control, however, the killer' s emotions offered no clue asto his maotivation.

Therewas aloud bang, asif alarge container full of trash had been dropped onto the plexalloy canopy.
The skimmer endured an abrupt drop of several meters and broke off severa treetops before recovering
dtitude. He did not have to ask the Al for an explanation. One was supplied anyway. The calm,
emotionlesstone of the skimmer’ s voice was maddening.

“We have been hit. My defensive wegpon has been disabled and is not repairable. | will continue evasive
maneuvering.” A pause, then, asair roared around them, “I have made severd effortsto contact the craft



that isassaulting us, in an attempt to obtain an explanation for the hostile and dangerous behavior it is
displaying. Neither it nor any plausible organic occupants have responded.”

If he had been with his own skimmer from the Teacher, Flinx knew itsfar more advanced weaponry
would aready have digpatched the pursuing vehicle. His craft mounted conceded armament that was not
only illega but aso well in excess of that available to most nonmilitary transport. Seeking aslow aprofile
as possible while on Gestalt, he had opted instead for the local rental. Now he was paying for it. In more
ways, possbly, than one.

Stll, even though the rentd skimmer’ s own weapon had been put out of action, they were not entirely
defenseless. He till had his pistol— aswell as access to another, far less visible weapon. In order to
make maximum use of its potentid, certain forced adjustments would first have to be made to the
skimmer’ s present tactics. Orthodox instructions would have to be manudly countermanded. Fighting to
keep hisfeet asthe deck rocked and bucked benesth him, he turned hisfull attention to the craft’s
console.

* % %

In the pursuing skimmer, Halvorsen was hard-put to rein in hisfrustration. Judging by the make of
skimmer that his quarry had rented, it ought to by now be asmoking ruin somewhere on the ground
below him. Instead, its unexpected ability to avoid obliteration was continuing to delay hisreturn to
Tlossene. Must be anewer modd, hetold himsdlf. He Sighed. Its Strained efforts to evade his assault
were only postponing the inevitable. Especidly now that its single defensve wegpon was out of action.

Secure in battle harness while his own craft’ s automatics managed the pursuit— indeed, managed it far
better and more efficiently than any organic pilot could have done— he contented himself with firing at
the target whenever it fell within range of his own skimmer’ swegpons. In thisalmost leisurdly manner he
sought to murder the occupants of the craft that was desperately trying to shake him. It could not do so,
he knew. Therewas no chanceitsinterna Al could outthink hisfar more sophisticated craft’s
ingrumentation. His skimmer had been specialy modified to win thiskind of chase. A rentd whose
principal function was the shuttling of people and light cargo back and forth between towns would
eventually run out of evasive options. One by one, hisown skimmer’ s adaptive intelligence would record
them. As soon as one previoudy utilized maneuver was repeated, asit inevitably would be, his craft
would be ready to respond with a corresponding fatal blow.

Diffidently, he checked the chronometer. Another ten minutes, he told himsdf, and no matter how new,
hisquarry’s Al would surely have run out of evasive options. Twenty at most. If alucky shot didn't
precede a predictive one. Either way, he was confident he would be on the ground scraping up proof of
his labors before the hour was up. That was why he did not employ hisvehicle s most powerful

wegpons. Utterly obliterating the frantically dodging craft in front of him would be counterproductive. He
needed to be able to recover at least alittle intact DNA to attest to his accomplishment in order to collect
the promised paymen.

* * *

Struggling to keep erect, Hinx did his best to secure Pip insde hisjacket. He didn't want her flying free
ingdethewildly gyrating skimmer. For one thing, despite her exceptiond aerid skills, an unexpected jolt
of sufficient violence could send her crashing into dome or deck.

Also, he had something sein mind.



“Open rear canopy!” he bellowed, directing the command to the skimmer’sAl.

Wl behind him, afrightened and shaky Bleshmaa flashed her horizontal ocular in hisdirection. “Open?
What fur du such athing, Skua Mastiff?’

“Cdl meHinx,” heydled back. If hewas going to die, he resolved, he did not want to do so with alie
lying on someone e <2’ slips. Even anonhuman’s. Even onewho had no lips. “I’m not through fighting
back!”

Though it briefly demurred, the skimmer’s Al findly opened asmal section of the rear canopy.
Screaming cold wind promptly rushed in to fill the skimmer’ sinterior. As he sumbled toward the rear of
the passenger compartment, Flinx drew his pistol. Inside hisjacket, an agitated Pip bumped and twisted
againg his chest. Unable to unfold and spread her wings, she kept her movements restrained. He knew
his companion. Sensing the threet to her master, she would immediately detect the opening in the canopy
and zoom out to attack their pursuer. Fast as she was, however, she would quickly be left behind by
both speeding craft. Having nearly lost her on severa previous occasions on other worlds, he had no
intention of losing her here.

Turning to watch the human, an uncomprehending Bleshmaa fought to keep her balance while clearly
wondering what her gpparently daft offworld employer had in mind.

“Cannot confront skimmer-mounted weapons with handgun! Target istuu far awvay! Pleaseplease, come
back and close canopy!”

“I’'m apretty good shot,” Hinx shouted back at her. “We have to try something.”

Shewasright, of course. At thisrange and under current conditions, with both craft swerving and
bobbing madly, the best pistol shot in the Commonwedth could not hit the skimmer that was shadowing
them. Besideswhich, beforeit would alow itsdf to come within range of ahand weapon, its own much
heavier armament would blow their own craft to bits.

If it wasfired, he thought determinedly. No doubt whoever was controlling the weapons could not
imagine ascenario under which the larger craft would close the gap between them without making use of
such an advantage. Flinx, however, could.

“Reduce speed!” heydled in the direction of the skimmer’s console.

Mad he surely was, Bleshmaa must have decided. “Order countermanded!” she gargled hadtily in quite
serviceableterranglo.

“Reduce speed!” Flinx repeated, asforcefully ashe could. “1 am the renter of record herel” The Al
should recognize hisvoice, not Bleshmaa s, and should respond accordingly.

Ciliacrawled over hislower left arm. “Thisis matter uv dying, not commerce protocol!”

“That' swhy you need to trust me.” He shrugged her off. “If you have a better idea, I'm listening.”
Squinting into the cold air and over the dightly bulged stern of the skimmer, he struggled to leve his
pistal. Precise aming would have to wait. At present and though he knew it was right behind them, he
could not even see the pursuing craft.



“Complying,” the Al responded. “Reducing speed. At thistime| fed it is gppropriate to point out that
certain damage is covered by the insurance option that you elected to take at the time of renting. Damage
not covered under the present circumstancesincludes...”

Flinx ignored the Al srecitation of what expenses were covered and which he would be responsible for
in the event of the skimmer’ s destruction. The craft was only following preprogrammed procedure, he
knew. Asadigraction, it was negligible. It did not prevent him from continuing to hold hiswegpon
aigned with the rear of the vehicle. It did not prevent him from half closing his eyes and concentrating.

It did not prevent him from projecting.

Beneath hisjacket, Pip's coils relaxed as she detected her master’ s efforts. With only two other sentients
in theimmediate vicinity, Flinx had no difficulty focusing on the one who was behind the imminent threat.
In the swirling, amost freezing atmosphere a the stern of the skimmer it was hard to hold the pistol
steady. The wesather did not, however, affect the fedlings he cast forth as sure and accurate and true as
any explosive projectile.

* % %

Securein hisharness, safe from the violent jolts and swings his craft was abiding, aconfident and patient
Halvorsen suddenly sat bolt upright and blinked. As his skimmer suddenly and unexpectedly closed onits
target, he knew he should be firing one or more of itsintegrated weapons. Instead his hands hovered,

pa msfacing downward, fingers trembling dightly, severa centimeters above the pertinent controls. Nor
despite straining his brain could he find the right words to activate them using verbd ingtructions. Had he
been wearing an induction headband, it was doubtful that at that moment he could have summoned the
will to put forth even amenta command.

Despite thergpidly increasing proximity of the target, he did not fire. Not because something had
suddenly gone wrong with his skimmer’ sweapons systems, nor because his quarry was out of range, but
because he had, inexplicably, undergone a sudden change of heart. For someone oft accused of not
possessing one, the abrupt shift in sentiment was striking.

Hisfingers quivered as he sought to depress one of severa contact points that would send degth in
various high-tech forms stresking toward the other craft. Why do such athing? he found himself thinking.
Isn't there enough misery in the universe? We dl of usare going to die soon enough. Even Norin
Halvorsen was going to die. Probably in some wretched, depressing hole somewhere, sick and aone,
with no one to murmur akind word or two over his decaying bones. Taking up space better reserved for
neutral neutrons, wasting oxygen, contributing nothing to a society of fellow sentients— that waswhat his
life had cometo. That was the pitiful summation of his miserable existence. What he had believed passed
for enjoyment was nothing more than the indinctive utilization of various primitive simulations designed to
numb his nerve endings. In striving to survive, he had done little more than anesthetize his soul.

He started to sob. A small, submerged part of him was screaming, shouting its outrage, trying to revive
the cool calculating killer that reveled in professona accomplishment, expengve liquor, and cheap
women. Normaly dominant, this segment of his character had at present been reduced to asmall squeak
buried beneath atsunami of despair. Had Halvorsen been able to identify the source of this anguish and
gloom he might have had a chance to fight back, to resst it. He could not. He could only suffer benesth
the weight of a crushing despondency the likes of which had not affected him since the earliest days of his
unsgpeskably disma childhood.



If he was not going to fire, the professonal, caculating part of hismind that till functioned indsted, then
he needed to back off. Or at least to change course or commence evasive maneuvers of hisown. But he
failed to issue the necessary orders to implement those actions aswell. All hefound himsdf ableto do
was gt in hisharness and sob a steady stream of melancholy whose source remained a mystery to him.

That source was looming rapidly larger asthe pursuing skimmer drew steadily closer to its decelerating
target. Standing straight and tall and exposed to the ementsin the rear of that craft wasasingular dim
figure. Staring unblinkingly into the approaching cockpit of the second skimmer, it was holding something
tightly in both hands.

A gun. A hand wegpon of a style that was known to Halvorsen but had been modified with aflourish that
was new to him. It was not alarge gun, but it did not have to be.

Move! apart of him shouted frantically. Shoot back, dive, climb, do something— or the skinny
son-of -a-hitch is gonnaetch you anew hairline. Lower down. Wonderingly, Halvorsen found himsaif
wrestling with his own unresponsive body, trying to find the missing will to make hisimpassve limbs
function. Desperation and fear proved strong enough to finaly force one hand downward, toward the
skimmer’ s console and the weapons controls embedded there.

At the sametime, Flinx fired.

His shot struck Halvorsen’ s skimmer just asit started to climb. Penetrating the plexaloy canopy, the
beam missed its weeping target. It did, however, pass through a portion of the craft’s control console. A
number of critical connections were ingtantly severed, melted, or fused. Rising from the console, smoke
began tofill theinterior of the pursuing skimmer. As aconsequence of this damage, it took evasive action
by banking away from its quarry far more sharply than its pilot would have preferred. But not before
getting off asingle blast of itsown.

Subsequent shots went completely wild. Unleashed more with frustration than skill, every one of them
went wide. Air was seared, tree-like growths were incinerated, but none came anywhere near the rented
skimmer— except for the first one. As he ducked reflexively, Hinx' s carefully wrought emotional
outpouring wasjolted by the attack. One consequence of this was that he projected even more strongly
on his pursuer than he had intended.

Rattled to the core of hisbeing by the potent emotiond projection, Halvorsen tore himsdlf out of his
harnesswith acry of utter despair. Fully intending to end it dl by cracking the skimmer’ s canopy and
flinging himsdf outside, he was saved only by the smoke that was now filling the interior. Coughing and
choking, he was unable to see his damaged instruments or voice the necessary command. Instead, he
stumbled severa times before collapsing to the deck. Alternately weeping and coughing, helay helpless,
hisright thumb jammed in hismouth, hislegsdrawn up againgt hischest in full fetal pogtion.

Only the planning that was the hallmark of an astute professiond saved him. Badly damaged, his craft
sought instructions on how to proceed. When none were forthcoming, and perceiving that its master was
at present unwilling or unable to respond accordingly, the skimmer’ s advanced Al reverted to the
ingtaled programming that was designed to deal with just such an emergency. Reversing course, with
speed and maneuverability reduced, it headed home.

* % %



That greetly-to-be-desired option was not available to FHinx’ s craft. At close range, Halvorsen'sfind,
agoni zed shot had severdly damaged not only the craft’ sinstrumentation, but also its power and
propulsive systems. Fighting with the manua controls, barking desperate commandsin aharried mixture
of Tlelian and terranglo, and despite her best efforts, Bleshmaawas unable to hdt its sudden, sharp
descent.

The plunge threw Flinx off hisfeet. Y anking open hisjacket, helet Pip out. Freed, sheimmediately took
to the air ingde the compartment. She did not try to escape out the opening that still gaped in the rear of
the canopy. The hostile mind that had been threatening them was now distant and moving rapidly away.

Thered and present danger was not one that could be dedlt with by her sngular abilities.

Rolling over, Hinx struggled to hisfeet and staggered forward to rgjoin the frantic Bleshmaa. Devoid of
the elaborate backups that were built into the Teacher’s skimmer, the smplerenta craft wasfinding it
impossible to cope with the damage Halvorsen’ swesgponry had inflicted on its vital components. Never
far below, the flaring crowns of the great Gestaltian forest loomed steadily larger through the transparent
canopy.

“Pull up, pull up!” AsHinx threw himsdlf back into his seat’ s harness, there was no responseto hisverbal
directive. The skimmer’s Al was dead, leaving them entirely on manual control. Helooked over at
Bleshmaa. “We re going down— find aflat placeto land!”

Even as he voiced the appedl he could see that he might as well wish for the smooth tarmac of a
shuttleport and for its own master Al to take control of their damaged craft and automaticdly bringitin
to asafe, gentle touchdown. The surface below was asthickly forested as any field of ripe grain. Where
bare ground showed through, mounds of naked rock thrust sharp stone fingers skyward. Directly ahead,
asoaring cliff marked thefar Sde of the valey through which they were rapidly descending. Crumbled
scree at its base promised alanding even rougher than that offered by the thick forest below.

As he became convinced they were going to dam into the granite rock face, Bleshmaa s cilia executed a
frenetic dance on apair of control contacts. The mortally wounded skimmer shuddered, fell— and turned
to the left. Left, left, ever so dowly, until he was certain it was going to impact the snow-streaked black
rock ahead.

Then more valley appeared, cut by white froth. He barely had time to register the abrupt changeinterrain
when Pip let out aviolent hiss somewhere aft of hisright shoulder, there came the terrible high-pitched
shriek of splintering composite, and the light went away from hiseyes.

Only for amoment. It was soon replaced by diffuse sunshine, the crackling and moaning of disintegrating
sructure, and an entirely new sound: that of rushing, churning water. Cold it was, and pouring excitedly
into the interior of the downed skimmer where portions of the plexalloy canopy had been snapped away.
Already it was over hisankles and climbing energeticaly up hislegs. Nor wasit the only thing in motion.
The skimmer was gill moving: erraticdly, intermittently, but continuoudy forward. Loud crunching and
grinding noises came from below. He could fed the recurring impacts benesth hisfeet asthe splintering
craft was systematically torn to pieces by the rocks over which it was being dragged.

Bleshmaa had managed to set them down on the only relatively flat surface for kilometers around—
smack in the center of one of north Gestalt’ sinnumerable raging rivers. The grating sounds he was
hearing came from the skimmer diding and banging over the unyielding, uneven riverbed.

The craft dewed suddenly sdeways. A fresh incoming torrent struck him in the face. Swallowing some,



he choked on theicy flow, shook it off, released himsdlf from his seat’ s harness, and began battling his
way toward the nearest breach in the canopy. Having no idea how deep the river was, he knew he had
to get out before the skimmer filled completely with water. Hovering above him now, immune to such
land-bound perils, an anxious Pip hissed encouragement.

The edges of the fissure in the plexalloy were not sharp, and he was able to grasp both sdeswith his
bare hands. Outside and beyond, ariverbank lined with twisted blue growths any one of which would
have stood out starkly in apark on Nur or Earth or Kansastan was gliding past at an uncomfortably swift
pace. Gripping the broken canopy tightly, he prepared to pull himself out and swim to shore. A sudden
redlization stopped him.

Where was Bleshmaa?

Cursing slently, he paused in the opening to look back. Because of the rising, rushing water it was
difficult to see anything inside the damaged, rapidly submerging skimmer. He shouted, trying to make
himsalf heard above theriver’ sroar. When no response was forthcoming, he growled silently one more
time, then plunged back insde.

Shewas hafway out of her harness. It was dl that held her upright. It was not necessary to be familiar
with Tlelian biology to redize that she was unconscious. In the absence of any eyesto see closed, her
limp limbs and utter nonresponsiveness, both verba and emotiond, were proof enough. Wrestling the
aien body out of the seet asicy river swirled and surged around them, he dung the flaccid form over his
left shoulder. It was surprisingly heavy.

By now the skimmer had sunk far enough so that water merely poured through the multiple gapsin the
shattered canopy instead of rushing in furioudy. Whileit was easer now to make hisway outsde and
onto the intact portion of the sinking craft, the constant damp cold was beginning to overwhem the ability
of hisspecid clothing to counteract it. After al he had been through in his short but hectic life, after
defesting menaces both sentient and unthinking, it was sobering to think that he might die from something
asprimordialy austere as hypothermia.

For the moment, swimming to shore was out of the question. The skimmer was banging and bouncing its
way down asuccession of ClassV rapidsthat were disturbingly broad in extent. Setting his escort’s
body down dongside him, Flinx studied the near shore. Better to pick a gpot, however daunting it
appeared, and svim for it than wait for the skimmer to sink completely or bresk up beneath them, leaving
him no choice when to make the attempt. Though a good swimmer, he knew that white water and cold
would combineto rapidly sap hisremaining strength. Once committed he would have to swim hard and
fadt, asit would beimpossibleto return to the skimmer. Glancing up, he could only envy Pip. Riding the
air currents above theriver, she effortlesdy kept pace with the hel pless, sinking transport.

Whether because it was too low on the emotiona scale to be noticed, or because he was cold, tired, and
preoccupied, FHinx faled to notice the diving jad ak. As a consequence, he dso missed its unique style of
attack, whereby it did acomplete revolution in the air in order to maximize the impact of the lump of solid
bone contained initstail. Though it missed Flinx’ s head and struck his shoulder, it ill hit him hard enough
to knock him down and dizzy. Fedling himself diding off the skimmer’ s broken, doping canopy, he fought
to hang on and keep from dipping into theriver.

Both eyes focused on the injured potentia prey, a second jadak came diving headlong out of the sky.
Trailing itsbone-heavy tail behind apair of broad furry wings, it dove straight at the struggling Hinx.
Usudly one blow from the club-like tail sufficed to knock aquarry off arock or out of atree, but this



strange animd floating downstream was larger than the flock’ susud prey. It was clear that it would take
severd blows, precisdly directed, to render it insensible. Only then could al the members of the flock
safely descend, to land on the body and pick clean the damp flesh with their protruding, incisor-laden
jaws.

Taking careful aim, the second jadak spun— and howled in mid-flip asathin but potent stream of toxin
struck not one but both eyes. In acute pain, it brought itswingsto itsface asit fell toward theriver,
plummeting harmlessly past a till-dazed Hinx as he pulled himsdlf back up onto the skimmer dongside
the motionless Bleshmaa. Still inits service belt holgter, his pistol would make short work of his aerid
attackers— once he was out of the water and his head had cleared enough for him to activate the
weapon and take aim.

Asthelr comrade splashed into the river and was swallowed by the roaring, boiling foam, other jadaks
folded their wingsto their sides and plunged to the attack. It was likely they had never before
encountered another flying creature as swift and nimble asthe Alaspinian minidrag. Agile asan oversized
hummingbird, Pip danced circles around her stymied assailants. Two crashed thuddingly into each other,
sending both tumbling into the water, snapping and yowling asthey fell. Struck by a second spurt of the
flying snake' s venom, another dropped screaming to smash againgt a protruding boulder.

Loath to let such afine meal escape but unable to get past the murderous flying creature circling
protectively aboveit, therest of theflock gradudly fell away, letting wind fill their wingsto lift them higher
asthey sought easier prey elsewhere upstream.

It was not necessary for FHinx to say thanks aoud. His constant companion could read his emotions even
if he could not quite decipher hers. It was aso possible that she recognized the significance of the smile
that now transformed his expression. Turning away from the patrolling minidrag, he looked down at the
Tlel he had dragged clear of the skimmer’ srapidly filling interior. Ignorant of the location of Tld lungs—
or even if the natives of Gestalt possessed anal ogous organs of respiration— he could not tell if shewas
gtill breathing. Benegth the sodden, transparent upper garment, however, her torso was still warm. The
feeding appendages benesth her jawline quivered like semi-invalid eds. He hesitated at gripping her cilia
lest inthelr chilled condition he inadvertently damage one of the delicate digits.

His attention diverted by arising roar, helooked up- and downriver. The sound arose from an asyet
unseen source. It took him amoment to identify it. Alas, it was not the rumble of an approaching rescue
craft. Instead, the source of the thunder was entirely natural.

Unableto gain amore elevated perspective, he could not tell the height of the waterfal the helpless
skimmer was fast gpproaching. From the increasingly deafening rumble he estimated it to be at least twice
the height of the wordt rapid they had so far run. That being the best-case scenario, he knew it wastime
to abandon the skimmer and strike for the nearest shore no matter how difficult the route or inhospitable
the potentid landfall.

At firgt he started to dip hisright arm around Bleshmaa s neck, much as he might have donein preparing
to tow ahuman. After taking into cons deration the extreme denderness and unknown carrying capacity
of that particular Tlel body part, however, he decided instead to try achest carry. Fortunately, hisarm
was long enough to reach around the entire upper portion of the escort’ s conical shape and beneath both
longarms.

Intheriver thesetrailed beside her like seaweed. By now he was too numb, mentally aswell as
physicaly, for the cold water to affect him. He was lessworried about becoming chilled than he was



about growing drowsy. Increasing lethargy would be a sure sign that hypothermiawas beginning to set in.

Though he swam hard for the heavily vegetated shore, the force of the current increased astheriver drew
closer to the fdls. For every meter he gained shoreward, he felt he was dipping twice that far
downstream. The roar of the still-unseen cataract was loud enough now to reverberate in hisears. Trying
not to think of how high it might be or what unyielding rockslay jumbled at its base, he concentrated on
kicking and paddling.

Azure undergrowth, dark and promising, grew steedily larger in hisvison. Hisgrip on thetrailing,
dragging body of Bleshmaawas so tight that hisfingers had cramped into ahook. Judging by the
unrelenting thunder of it, the threatening cataract was very near now. But so was the shore.

The physica feding of something giving way as he banged into and off asubmerged rock was matched
by a sudden lightness. Momentarily bewildered, he saw that he still had his unbreakable grip on the
femde Tld. Something € se had been lost to the implacable current, then. With agtart, he redlized what it
was. His service belt was gone, ripped off by the formidable flow. Belt, pistol, communit, firstaid
gpparatus and medicinas, emergency food rations— everything gone, gone, dl gone, swept away in the
dark, fast-moving water like adead serpent. Without the aid of the belt’s gear he had little hope of
survivd, let donerescue.

Going after it would mean abandoning Bleshmaa to the current and to the gpproaching cascade.
Furioudy treading water, he debated for perhaps ten seconds. By then it wastoo late. The belt had
surely been swept beyond immediate recovery now. Maybe he could retrieve it later, somewhere
downstream. It might be rolled and pushed to shore. More likely, he realized despondently, it would
wrap itself around an underwater rock or snag, never to greet the anxious eyes of its owner again.

He resumed digging water. If he didn’t make it to shore very soon, the matter of hisbelt’ s destiny would
be rendered moot. He and Bleshmaawould expire within theriver, or go over thelooming falsto be
broken on the rocks below. Only Pip would know of the time and manner of their passing, and beleft to
mourn.

Hisflailing right hand contacted something hard and unyielding. No attacking predator thistime, but a
protruding branch, so dark blueit was amost purple. He grabbed for it gratefully.

It pulled away from him.

His one exhausted thought was that he had no time for any more surprises. A second branch or root
bobbed in the water dightly farther downstream. As he drifted toward it, he reached out anew. For a
second time, the promise of safety drew away from him. Somekind of ingtinctive, reactive defense
mechanism on the part of the parent plant, he found himslf thinking, unableto keep from andyzing his
surroundings even with death stalking him by, literally, degrees. Maybe the river wasfull of aquatic
herbivoresthat liked to gnaw on water-loving tree limbs. Maybe, the inopportune line of thought logically
continued, the river wasfull of cresturesthat liked to gnaw on other things.

The redlization caused him to expend hisremaining energy in asudden burst of effort. Exerting al his
grength, he kicked hard, smultaneoudy paddling franticaly with hisfree hand. The effort thrust him
forward through the water just enough to push his chest out on land. The fragment of beach was cold, it
was hard, and it most certainly was not dry, but it was solid beneath him. Half pulling, half kicking, he
willed himsdf out of theriver, dragging the dead dien weight of hisescort behind him. Water doughed
away from hisbody, leaving behind only the chill that was its shadow.



Rolling over, he sat up, breathing hard. Settling on abush nearby, Pip watched her master intently. Faint
burbling noises came from Bleshmaa. He hoped she hadn’t swallowed alot of water, because he did not
have the faintest idea how to go about performing emergency resuscitation on a Tld. After sitting for a
while as histhermotropic clothes dowly shifted away the tiny beads of water adhering to them, he
crawled over to Sit closer to his unconscious escort. If not exactly warm and dry, neither washein
imminent danger of freezing to death. Silently, he thanked the unseen, unknown manufacturers of the
high-qudity attire he wore. In ancient times, he knew, anyone who had undergoneasimilar icy
submersion would have perished as the primitive fabric of their water-soaked garments turned to afrozen
cocoon around them.

Damp and cold, histrandator necklace still hung around his neck. That was fortunate, because his weary
brain was having enough trouble forming coherent thoughtsin his native terranglo. For the moment, at
leadt, venturing anything in the throat-twisting Tlelian language was beyond him.

“We're clear of theriver,” he murmured to her. Only when he spoke did it strike him that there was
absolutely no other sound to be heard in the immediate vicinity of the beach beyond the erratic snarl of
the nearby waterfdl. “How do you fed ?’

“Not— gud.” Thewords emerged feebly, like afailed effort. “ Something brokebroke— inside.”

Hewould have disregarded propriety even if he had known the physiologicd intricacies of the Tldl.
Taking histime, he examined her from flat head to broad feet. At first nothing seemed amiss, or missing.
Pulling aside the battered poncho-like outer garment, helifted up the right haf of the transparent vest
beneath. That was when he saw that her entire left side had been caved in. In the absence of blood he
had not noticed it earlier.

“Excuse me”’ wasdl he could think to mumble as he began, ever so gently, to fed of the flesh beneath the
short, glass-like fur. Her skin quivered under histouch. He could not tell for certain, but the partia
collapse of the upper body cavity seemed quite extensive. Maybe even, he told himself, too extensive.

He sat back, gazing down at her.

“Stmeup,” shewheezed weakly.
“I don’t know if that’s such agood—"

“Upup.” When she started trying to push hersdlf into agitting position, bracing her weight with arms that
threatened to give way at any second, he leaned forward to help her.

She sat that way, staring. First at the forest, then at the sky. She asked questions. Some of them hewas
able to answer; others he could not. A number of them had to do with which way the river into which
they had crashed was running. After awhile, she raised one arm and pointed. All the manipulative cilia
were lined up and pressed together to form asingle thick digit.

“That way. Nearest civilization lies.. .that way. Yu go fur help. | cannot walk. Will stay here and wait yu
return.”

Shedid not know about the lost service belt, he redlized. How could hetell her that without it and the
equipment it held, his chances of reaching anything remotely resembling civilization, muchlessintimeto
return and save her, were minuscule? Not that he intended to leave her, anyway. She was being more



than disingenuousif she thought that in her present injured condition she could survive the forest for more
than afew days. He started to remind her of the obvious.

She did not respond. When he put ahand on her upper right arm and squeezed, she still did not react.
His next bresth waslong and drawn out. Surviving the forest was not something she would have to worry
about. Shewould nat, in fact, have to worry about anything any longer. She could wait for hisreturn
without trepidation.

She had no eyesto close, but he noted that her formerly moist and bright eyeband had both dimmed and
dried out.

A weight settled on his shoulder. Seeking warmth, Pip had left her bush. Pulling his collar out away from
his skin, he waited while she dithered down under hisinner shirt. Her flesh was cold at first, but warmed
quickly.

He recalled the nature of the rugged, forbidding country they had overflown before they had been
attacked. High mountains, sheer precipices, raging rivers, ice and snow, dien forest inhabited by hungry
predators, and who knew what else. He had nothing left in the way of equipment except histrandator,
which would not help him in dealing with famished carnivores. He had that, and Pip, he reminded himsdlf.
Pondering his situation, he decided that any reasonable person would concur that he had no chance of
getting out of thisdive.

Certainly not if he continued to squat by the riversde feding sorry for himsalf, he mused. Mother Madtiff
would have been gppalled. He could amost hear her berating him for such fatalism. Berating him, and
boxing his ears. He promptly proceeded to do something e se he thought he could not do. He smiled.

It was astart.

Climbing to hisfeet, he consdered his surroundings. Cold, inhospitable, growing dark, Sarting to snow
lightly. Pink snow. He needed warmth, hospitdity, light, shelter from the harsh wegther. He would not
find it here, muttering to himself and bemoaning his misfortune. “ Therefore,” he declared doud, “1 had
better get moving.”

He garted hiking in asouthwesterly direction, as Bleshmaa had recommended. Very quickly she faded
into and became one with the pink snow and blue growths behind him. Soon the forest swallowed her
up, and she then was gone atogether.

CHAPTER 7

If the great northern Gestdltian forest had seemed quiet by day, the nocturna silence bordered on
smothering. Before daylight vanished completely, Hinx managed to raise afeeble palisade of fdlen
branches and clumps of an odd, thorny bush the color of 1apis that gave off a disconcerting scent of
burned meat when he pulled it out of the ground by itsroots. Settling himsdlf back against the tree he had
chosen to serve asthe rear wall of histemporary shelter, he ruminated that he would aready be dead of
hypothermiaif not for the thermosenstive clothing that not only kept him warm but by now had almost



dried itsdf out. How long the heavily stressed specidty garb would continue to do so under such difficult
conditions he did not know.

Whilein the utter absence of light he could see very little, hissingular Tdent dlowed him to perceivea
great deal. Though largely devoid of sound, the forest that surrounded him and Pip was raucous with the
ragged, rampant, primitive emotional broadcasts of creatures anxious to est and those desperate to avoid
being eaten. Lessintrusive than the more powerful, fully formed emotions of sentient beings, these prima
transmissions nevertheless generated a soft buzz in his brain that was impossible to ignore. The occasiona
brighter flash of shock or surprise was easily recogni zable even though the speciesinvolved were dlien to
him. They invariably indicated something about to be killed or devoured.

Thanksto his unique ability, he could sense presences al around him where any others of hiskind would
have been |eft literdly in the dark. The same was not true for the Tldl, however, or for many of the
creaturesthat inhabited the forest. In the absence of light their individua eectricd fids, or flii, would
stand out clearly to any creature possessing the ability to sense them. Including hisown, he redlized.
From time spent as a childhood thief he knew how to move silently to avoid being heard, and later years
had taught him how to utilize whatever camouflage was available to conced himsdlf from sight, but how
did onevell one' s persond eectrica field? Certainly not with branches, or piles of snow, or thick
clothing. Albeit to alesser extent, Pip must also be generating flii, he knew. Any Tlel engaged in asearch
for the downed skimmer should be able to locate them by identifying their distinctive dien emanations.

S0, 100, he realized, would prowling predators.

Snuggling back againgt the tree and its oddly spongy exterior, hewondered if one' sindividud flii grew
stronger or weaker in proportion to exhaustion. If the former, then he ought to be broadcasting asigna
al the way back to Tlossene. He was left pondering the possibility even as deep overtook him.

He awoke warmer and more refreshed than he would have believed possible. Fatigue had certainly
played apart in his sound deep, but there was moreto it than that. He was dmost comfortable, asif
some thoughtful passerby had draped him in a spare blanket or two. Blinking deepily, he brushed at
whatever was batting againg hisface. At first he thought it might be fdling leaves. Then he remembered
that the tree-like growths of Gestdt did not have leaves.

It was Pip, beating frantically againgt hisforehead, nose, and cheeks, trying to rouse him from the
comfortable but dangerous stupor into which he had fallen. Percaiving her concern, he smiled
encouragingly as he projected afedling of reassurance.

“Easy, long lady. Not only am | not deed, I' m feding alittle better, actualy.” Scales gleaming metdlicaly
in the morning sun that was sifting down between thetall boles, she backed off. He moved to stand up.

He could not. No warm blankets envel oped him— but something else had.

It wasthetree. He had spent an hour or so the previous evening wedging himsalf between the odd,
rippling folds of its exterior, seeking as much shelter and warmth as such minima sanctuary might
provide. A Terran tree would have ignored his efforts. One on Midworld might have seeped acid to
dissolve the interloper, or used flexible vinesto throw him aside. Here on Gestalt, it seemed that at least
one species of tall growth was able to respond accommodatingly.

During the night, folds of its blue-gray exterior had expanded up and around him. Liketheirritant in an
oyster, hewasin rea danger of becoming completely encased by the tree' s outermost layer. He might



not be transformed into a pearl, but aburl was no better destiny.

It took agood half an hour of squirming and twisting to free himsalf. Had Pip not awakened him he might
have eventualy awoken only to find himself irrevocably locked within the tree, able to see, breathe, and
scream but unable to free himsealf. Though the tree had reacted to his presence without malice, its actions
would have resulted in adow, horrible desth nonethel ess.

Brushing fragments of pithy, malleable fiber from hisjacket and pants, he took stock of his surroundings.
Sunlight bouncing off patches of snow forced him to squint. He had nothing with which to improvise a set
of gogglesto mute the glare. He struggled to remember. In what direction had the dying Bleshmaa
pointed? Unable to recal exactly, he settled on following theriver. As he started out, hetried very hard
not to think of hot food, hot drink, or, for that matter, anything that emitted heat.

Before the day was done, he had learned to avoid one especidly graceful, willowy tree. Asif dapdashed
by an artist inahurry, it flaunted streaks of bright yellow on itstrunk. Instead of acrown of expanding
branches, bush-like clusters popped out of its entire length. From these exploded feathery dotswith
barbed points. Pulling one after another from his clothing after passing too close, he suspected that they
were not poisonous. Parasitical, but not poisonous. The projectiles contained the tree' s seeds, which it
sought to plant in anything soft, organic, and motile. Had the growth detected him because of the heet he
was generating, Flinx wondered, or by sensing his flii ? It was aknown fact that plants aswell as certain
animalswere sengtive to eectrical emanations.

In any case, the stickery seeds were harmless enough— s0 long as none struck him in the face.

Following theriver and without any definitive destination in mind, hetried hisbest to keep descending. If
nothing else, the lower he went, the warmer it would become. Eventudly and with luck, a continuous
descent might even lead him to avillage, if not back to distant Sluuvaneh. Thinking of that community
reminded him of poor Bleshmaa. He wondered how the Tlel mourned their departed.

Water was no problem, but if he did not find something to eat within aday or two, the inhabitants of that
town would be given the opportunity to perform a unique double funerd.

Stumbling down a dope strewn with rocks, glassy bushes, and turquoi se-hued saplings that snapped like
plastic under hisgrasp, it struck him yet again that as aprivacy-preserving ploy, leaving behind his rented
skimmer’ slocation tracker had been alessthan-stellar idea. Eventualy someone at the rental company
would get nervous and initiate a search for their missing craft. Other than knowing that he planned on
traveling north from Suuvaneh, however, they would have no ideawhereto look for him. Evenif it had
not been broken into fragments following its plunge over the waterfall that had nearly claimed him aswell,
Hinx realized how difficult the ruined vehicle would be to spot from the air. In any event, he could not it
around waiting to find out.

Hedid, however, have hisprivacy.

Hisonered chancelay with hisown ship, the Teacher. If it did not hear from him after a designated
interval, it was programmed to assume he wasin difficulty. His shuttle would lift from its parking pad at
Tlossene' s shuttleport and start looking for him. Itsinternal Al was designed to perform arelentless
search until it homed in on his personal communit.

Which, even if dtill functioning, was either trgpped with the other equipment on his service belt
somewhere a the bottom of the river into which the skimmer had crashed, or floating indifferently



downstream. That was another reason why he continued to follow the course of that sameriver. If his
shuttle managed to locate the submerged unit, it would respond by beginning a search that would take the
form of an ever-widening spira with the device asits nexus.

None of which waslikely to happen before he perished from hunger, exposure, attack, or accident. The
Teacher would not even activate a shuttle search for another severa days. But with nothing else on the
horizon to offer encouragement or cheer, such hopes were the best he could come up with.

At least he was not done. Periodicaly, Pip would descend from her inspections of the surrounding
treetops to wriggle back beneath his jacket. She would ride there until his body heat had warmed her
anew. Thus refreshed, she would dither out, spread her blue-and-pink wings, and again take to the sky.
Watching her dip and soar among the blue-green adien boles, he reflected on abit of serendipity: the
same blue, pink, and green skin color that made her stand out in the forests of her native world of Alaspin
served to camouflage her presence on Gedtlt.

Her coloring did nothing to mask her flii, however. Twice while airborne she was attacked by predators.
Onewas sinewy to the point of invisghility, with long, dender trangparent wings that rendered it even
more difficult to see. Shejust did avoid its attack by braking sharply upon catching sight of it and soaring
sraight up. It was an aerid maneuver the predator could not match. After trying and failing to corner the
elusve minidrag againg atreetrunk, it findly gave up and glided away.

The second attack on Flinx’ swinged companion was less direct and moreinsdious.

From time to time she would pause to rest in the branches of atree. Since with few exceptionsthe
majority of forest growths put out branches only from their summits; thisfrequently placed her out of his
line of sight until she once again spread her wings and took to the ky. It was arare bole indeed that
featured branches between crown and ground in the fashion of a Terran tree. One such sturdy exception
held out the opportunity for her to take abreak within sight of her ground-bound companion. Choosing a
limb that was hafway up the trunk she touched down lightly, folded her wings againgt her sdes, and
gripped the woody surface with her ventral scales.

Thetree promptly tried to grab her.

While not as subtlein its actions or as fast-reacting as the ferocious carnivorous plants Flinx had
encountered on Midworld, the brown-spotted blue tree that did its best to trap and ingest the minidrag
would not have been out of place in their company. Flexible strips of pseudo-bark retracted like coiled
springs, folding shut around Pip with the audible cracks of a dozen whips being snapped smultaneoudly.
She avoided them by simply spreading her wings and rising straight up. Evolved to seize unwary visitors
by their feet, the dynamic growth was stymied by the fact that Pip had none. As she hovered safe and
unharmed above the booby-trapped branch, Flinx saw the deadly coilsdowly relax and lieflat once
more. They were not large enough or strong enough to pose adanger to him should the occasion arise
when he might have to climb such atree, but anything Pip-sized or smdler and devoid of wingswould
have found itsalf immediately restrained. Scrutinizing the growth, he looked for amouth, but could not
find one.

Half-trangparent aeria carnivores one couldn’t see clearly, predatory trees, no food, no certain path,
constant cold— at least, he told himself, things couldn’t get any worse.

Then it started to snow.



Ason previous occasions, he found himsalf wondering exactly which trace minerals were responsible for
the splash of pae pink that tinted the snowflakes. They descended around him in languid spirds, asif the
sky were bleeding. Asdrifts began to accumulate, it became harder to make progress. He was grateful
for the presence of theriver that had swallowed his skimmer. Its chortle and clatter offered company,
abeit of theinorganic kind, and gave him aroute to follow, even if onethat led only downward.

Stumbling through the cold and snow, he was burning caories the way a gambler burns house credit.
Both he and Pip had to find food soon, or all the fresh snowmelt in the world would not kegp them going.

Accompanying abrief break in the weather came an opportunity to try local nourishment. This presented
itself in the form of a squat, thick-boled growth that was the color of burnt turquoise. Empty
dumbbell-shaped shellslay scattered around the plant’ s bulging base. Examining severd of the baby-blue
husks he saw that their interiors had been scraped clean, though by what kind of anima he could not tell.
The odd shapeswere some kind of nut, he theorized. The multitude of cracked and emptied shells hinted
grongly at the edibility of their contents. How would his human digestive system dedl with it? How would
the dien nutmeet respond to his gadtric fluids? He was o hungry he was on the verge of not caring.

Some sharp-eyed, dow-footed inspecting of the ground produced a double handful of unopened pods.
Setting one on aflat rock, he smacked it solidly with another chunk of loose granite. The action exposed
the pod' sinterior. Likeits parent growth, the nutmest itself was a speckled blue. The color did not
dissuade him. Right then, he would gladly have bitten into a bright green steak. He reached down to pry
out the shell’ s contents— and got a shock.

Literally.

Pip wasinfront of him ingantly. Sitting up, he waved her asde. “I’m okay,” hetold her. * Surprised, but
okay.” Thefingersthat had tried to extract the nut tingled asif his entire hand had gone to deep.

A cautious search of where he had been standing before the shock had knocked him down led him to the
shell. It was empty now. A unique method of seed dispersd, hetold himself. If each nut waslikea
storage battery, waiting for some unsuspecting herbivore to bite down on it before flinging it aside, it did
not explain the abundance of empty shellsthat ringed the tree. It made sense that at |east one herbivore
had evolved amethod for dealing with the growth’ s heavily defended reproductive system. Perhaps, he
told himsdlf, whatever fed on the falen nuts was immune to their stored energy. Or possibly it possessed
ameansfor safdy discharging the potentialy letha shock. A better one, hetold himself, than he did.

Nutritious though they might be, he decided to give the tempting nuts apass. A more powerful jolt froma
larger one might do more than just knock him backward and down. The thought of trying to eat a handful
of what were essentialy organic batteries was less than appealing. Even if he could somehow force them
down, there was no telling what might happen subsequently. Theinsde of his ssomach was not the place
to risk a series of secondary shocks.

In the end, it was Pip who provided dinner.

In fairness, she was attacked first. Theflock of aerial predatorsthat swarmed around her were smaller
than the single soaring, graceful carnivore with the transparent wings that had tried to make amed of her
earlier that day. Given their smdler size, only adrop or two of accurately spat venom was enough to
send one after another of the fluttering, fuzz-covered fliers crashing to the ground. When she had
effortlesdy digpatched haf a dozen of the persistent but overmatched hunters, the survivors sensibly
broke off the assault and hastened for the cover of the nearest low-lying cloud.



Hinx paused to examine the broken corpses. While their brown, furry wingswere aslong as hisforearm,
none of the creatures’ bodies was much bigger than his closed fist. Though far smdler and tinted green,
their eyebands were not unlike those of the Tlel. Short, powerful jaws were lined with smal serrated
teeth for dashing and tearing at prey. Instead of talons, their limber feet terminated in clusters of tiny
suction cups that were equally adept at grasping tree branches, tree trunks, or unfortunate prey.

Asheknet examining one, Pip dropped down beside him. Folding her pleated wings against her Sides,
she didocated her lower jaw and began the dow, steady process of swallowing the smallest of the dead
predators. Picking up the one he had been studying by its X-shaped tail, ahungry Hinx contemplated
joining her, though he knew he could not do so right away. He knew from experience that by tomorrow
morning the caustic poison that had killed the creature would have degraded to the point that it would be
safefor himto eat. Pip, of course, wasimmune to her own venom. Furthermore, self-defined by itsteeth
and actions as a mest-egter, the dead flier’ s flesh was unlikely to contain any dangerous plant toxins. Or
s0 he argued to himsdlf.

Hisinggtent, demanding innards madeit difficult to wait out the night. The following morning, when hefelt
aufficient time had passed for the minuscule amount of venom in the creature’ s system to have degraded
aufficiently, he considered tearing off the wings and tail and emulating Pip by swalowing hismed raw.
While the ideawas acceptable to his advanced, developed mind, his more discriminatory primitive
somach rebelled. Virtualy empty it might be, but it was not yet wholly indifferent. While Hinx felt thet he
could repress his gag reflex, the entire exercise would be usdless it he prompitly threw back up anything
he succeeded in choking down.

What he needed was afire. How did one make afire in the absence of tools? Fallen brancheslay
everywhere, somein places where they had remained relaivey dry. Utilizing abit of ancient lore known
to hiskind from when it had first stood upright on the mother planet, he proceeded to gather an armful of
likely kindling. Selecting the two driest pieces, he sat to work rubbing them together.

They broke dmost immediately. It was the same with each pairing hetried, irrespective of origin.
Tree-like the forests of Gestalt might be, but they were composed of aien growths, not solid Earth-like
trees. Rubbing bits of them against each other did indeed generate friction, but only enough to cause
every piece to crumble to apowdery substance. Hours of hard work brought forth no flame and no heat:
only apile of what looked like amixture of sawdust and crumbled sponge.

A lesser individud might have given up. Hinx had been through too much, had endured too many smilar
desperate circumstances, to abandon hope. Then he remembered the seeds that had given him such a
jolt, both literdly and figuratively. Retracing his steps, he gathered up as many as he could find, stuffing
them into pockets while being careful not to touch any that had been opened.

Returning to where a now stuffed and contented Pip was relaxing, coiled between two folds of atree, he
dumped the nuts on the ground next to the pile of fibrous powder his energetic but so far uselessrubbing
had produced. While the preponderance of his attire was decidedly nonferrous, the front seal on his
boots was fashioned of flexible adhesive metal. Although the morning had dawned cold and he did not
have the meansto accurately gauge the temperature, the air continued to warm as Gestat’ s sun rose
Seadily higher in the Sky. He did not think frostbite would result from a short period of semi-exposure.

Sitting down near Pip, he removed hisleft boot. Carefully gripping one of the cracked but unscavanged
nuts by its neutral outer shell, he brought it toward the boot’ s open metal sedl. How would the nut react
to the possible contact?



The consequent flash and crackle that jumped the gap between seed and boot seal brought the first smile
to hisfaceinalongtime.

Though not strong enough to ignite something as dense as a branch, the spark was more than hot enough
to ignite the pile of powder that had resulted from his heretofore futile stick-rubbing. Quickly piling first
small and then larger punky branches onto the flames, he soon had a respectable blaze going. Carefully
watched over and maintained, it would alow him to cook the smal predators Pip had brought down.

Choosing the largest of the deceased carnivores, he shoved the sturdiest branch he could find down its
gullet. Gripping the remaining exposed length of the stick in both hands, he held the incipient medl out
over the open flames and settled himself down to wait until it was thoroughly cooked. It was hard to be
patient. The pungent aroma that arose from the fire as animd fat dripped into the flames and was
incinerated was dmost overpowering.

Happily, the smal carcass did not take long to roast. Torn from the cartilage-like internal support
structure, the meet tasted faintly of bad fish. He devoured it nonethel ess, wolfing down mouthfuls asif he
were dining in the finest restaurant on Earth itsalf. Fur that had been crisped but not burned off added an
attractive crunchiness to the rudimentary med. Forthrightly omnivorous, Pip was happy to clean up those
parts, such asthe predator’ s diminutive organs, that despite his hunger her master smply could not
somach.

When al but the last of the deceased, crumpled aeria predators had been roasted and consumed, he
shoved the remaining well-cooked corpseinto a pocket to gnaw later and prepared to continue following
his chosen path downriver. He was careful to scatter and douse with pink snow the remnants of the
cook-fire, making sure not to leave so much asasingle glowing coa or warm ember behind. Given the
spongy composition of the woods through which he was hiking and the higher oxygen content of

Gedtdt’ samosphere, it would teke no time at all for aforest fire here to rage violently out of control.
While such a conflagration might attract distant observersto his present desperate situation, the attention
would prove moot if he wasincinerated before anyone could spot him.

His onelump of heavily carbonized “trail food” made for abland supper. Although no stranger to cooked
food, Pip would not swalow any but the least burned pieces of meat Flinx stripped from the modest
carcass. After that, there was nothing. Two days later, she killed and consumed something small and
dazzling that she cornered in the upper flora spread of an unusualy narrow growth. It left her wesk and
listless, barely ableto fly. Though Flinx’s own body demanded sustenance and his belly was once more
growling ferocioudy, he thought hunger the better part of expediency and declined to try the remaining
fragments of glistening mest his smaller companion had eschewed. If the flash flesh made her sick, there
was no telling what it might do to his dready stressed digestive system.

By afternoon of the next day, he was so famished that he considered retracing his stepsto recover that
which he had shunned the previous afternoon. He did not do so only because it would have involved
trekking uphill. With little strength remaining, he could not afford to waste any on doubling back.

That meant he and Pip would have to find something to est somewhere downstream.

An hour later they encountered anew species of flier no bigger than his thumb. Observing these small
aeria grazersfeeding on flat, low-lying deep blue ground cover, he scattered the flock ashefell to his
kneesto share the bounty they had identified. The fingernail-sized, sickle-shaped seedsthefliershad
been eating had virtually no taste, but neither did they outrage his ssomach. He picked and downed



handfulsin hopes that they were more nutritious than they looked. Mogt of them, aas, passed through his
gut unaffected by his human digestive juices. Eating them had briefly taken away the emptinessingde, but
the effort had delivered preciouslittle in the way of sustenance. In acouple of hours, he was hungry
again. Pip did better, disdaining the seedsin favor of catching and gulping down anumber of the
Seed-eaters.

Clouds began to veil the sapphire sky during the day and the sars a night. Intermittent bursts of silver
moonlight shivered and shimmied until the last of them finaly melted into dirty sunshine. The hours, like
the days, became indistinguishable. Native fauna howled, peeped, squealed, and rustled in the occasiona
blue copses whose tempting interiors he forced himself to bypass. Lie down among welcoming dien
boughs, he knew, and he might not rise again.

By now, his shuttlecraft should have recelved ingtructions from the Teacher’ s Al to start looking for him.
The same ought to be true of the firm from which he had rented the skimmer, anxious for the return of
their now overdue property. He needed to be vigilant lest searchers miraculoudy appear in the vicinity.
Unfortunately, lack of nourishment had steadily sapped his aertness dong with every other aspect of
menta acuity.

Once, he thought he sensed the faint presence of human emotion and tried to stagger initsdirection. It
was very faint and distant, cutting in and out on the edge of his perceptivenesslike abad radio signal.
Either that, or he had begun to halucinate. That led him to consder if one could halucinate fedings.
Whileit brought forth no rescue, the menta exercise did help to keep him conscious and aware.

I’'m losing it, he had sense enough remaining to redize. He wastoo tired to be angry at the turn of events.
His remaining strength was focused on remaining upright and putting one foot in front of the other while
hoping Pip might kill something that was even remotely edible. Tracking the treetops, she evidently
succeeded in finding enough to keep her going. None of it fell hisway, however, and he had never tried
to train her to hunt on his behaf. There had never been any need to do so.

Shewas a hissdein an instant when he ssumbled, going down hard. Hisright knee protested when he
tried to rise. Clenching histeeth, swaying dightly from weakness, he managed to straighten and resume
the plodding downward tread that had kept him going. Next time he tripped, or the time after that, he
knew he might not have the strength to get up again. Everything revolved around time, he mused. Or
perhapsit was time that revolved around everything. Learning the truth of hisorigins. Trying to find
something with which to counter that which was coming out of the Great Emptiness. Clarity Held hedling
from her injuries, waiting for him to return, expecting him to return. Understanding himself. Acquiring
wisdom. Finding hisfather. Time, time, time...

Timetorest.

Was he gtill moving downd ope? Was the nearby grumbling that of the river that had swallowed his
skimmer solong ago, or did therisng rumble exist only in hisears, in hishead?

He graightened dightly and strained his eyes againgt the muted daylight. Ahead he could see only dien
flora, rock outcroppings, scatterings of half-melted snow that bled pink. But with hiserratic Tdent ill
gpparently functioning he thought he perceived something €lse. Something new.

Emotion. Not human— evenin his serioudy debilitated condition he was certain of that— but arisng
from asentient source. It was off to hisright, away from theriver that had served as his guide ever since
the crash. Hetried to bring some coherency to histhoughts. What kind of guide had the river been? Cold



and indifferent. He could continue to follow it, but for how much longer?

Thefdtering feding came again, not filling his mind so much asteasing it. Wasthat anxiety he perceived?
Or determination? It was often difficult to be sure he was interpreting dien emotions correctly. In his
present Stuation, however, it was not vitd that he infer them accurately: it was only important that they
were.

Theriver could guide him, but it could not save him. Reaching adecision, he turned to hisright and
gtarted in the direction of the emotions he was convinced he had detected. He had gone lessthan half a
kilometer when they began to grow noticeably stronger, vaidating his choice. He had not quite
completed thefirgt kilometer in their direction when his shivering legsfindly gave out, and he collapsad.

He had been fortunate most of hislife. That luck stayed with him at least in some smal measure when he
fdl. Instead of the hard ground to ether sde, helanded in apatch of soft snow that lay directly in front of
him. Thistime when he tried to get up, he only managed to raise historso dightly off the ground. When
hisarms refused to obey him and finally gave out, his resultant dump was utter and complete, as much
mental asphysica.

It was not so much that he minded dying, he redlized as he lay there unmoving. He just did not want to
dieinacold place.

Pip tried fluttering in front of him, besting at hisface with her wings. When that failed to rouse him, she
landed on his back, dithered forward, and used her pointed tongue to flick rapidly and repeatedly at his
face. Hetried to generate the kind of emotions necessary to reassure her, but in his enfeebled state
managed to project only awesk smile. Bit by bit the air around him, the snow and soil beneath, seemed
less cold than they had when he had firgt fallen.

She stayed with him for dmost an hour, warming his face with her cails, licking at him repestedly. Except
for thedow riseand fdl of hischest, hedid not move. Findly sherosg, circling above him as she gained
height. She hovered there for awhile, watching, looking down. Then she turned and glided away to the
west, the chromatic blur of her wings diminishing rapidly among the blue growths.

Overhead, asingle pae yellow shape settled into the crown of an indigo trunk. Sporting dozens of
tapering, centimeter-widewings, it trained eyeslike black ball bearings on the prone, motionlessfigure far
below. Rafts of needles protruding from itsfour gripping feet flexed expectantly. Within its spade-shaped
jaws, smal razors dripped acidic sdiva. Asit sat staring fixedly downward, it wasjoined by another of its
kind. The pair fussed for amoment, each reluctant to make room for the other. They were swiftly joined
by athird, then two more. All focused their sngle-minded attention on the till-bresthing but unmoving
shape below. They werein no hurry.

They hadtime.

CHAPTER 8

With long, dender arms the length of hisbody, Zlezelrenn did not have to bend over to adjust the bottom



of hisleggings. Prehenslecilia coiled around the rear straps and tugged them tight. While the leggings that
covered hislower limbswere striped and swiped in the traditiond patterns of his clan, the fabric of which
they had been fashioned was wholly atificia. In fact, the materia had not even been woven on Silvoun.
The colorful synthetic textile had been imported from some far-off world in the sky whose name
Zlezdlrenn did not know. Itsaien origin did not matter to him. While Elders among his socidl decried the
loss of ancient crafts, the younger Zlezelrenn and his contemporaries delighted in the many choices
introduced fabric had made available. They lasted longer than hisancestors' attire, held their colors
better, were chegp and easy to customize, and, unlike treated valask hide, were imperviousto water rot.
He still championed the weaving of vaask-hide appardl by others, however. Traditiond textileswere
very popular with tourigts.

He cradled his puronn lightly againgt hisleft arm, the grasping cilialightly fondling thetrigger at thefar
end. The five other members of the hunting party trailed behind him, their eyebands dert for telltale
movement among the rocks and trees, the senditive specidized hairs on their flat, disc-shaped skulls
attuned to the dightest risein ferd flii. An intermittent breeze caused their inscribed transparent veststo
flutter around them. The wegponsthey bore were afar cry from the primitive dingstones and jabsticks
employed by their ancestors. Like hisleggings, their wegpons were aso imported.

Life on Slvoun had changed in significant ways ever sinceit had agreed to join the vast multispecies
galactic authority that called itsdf the Commonwedth. His kind had adapted more easily and successfully
than many othersto that al-embracing, system-spanning authority. Even on their homeworld, the Tldl
were not numerous, and they were by nature nonconfrontationa. They represented no threet to the
largdly benign control exerted by the Commonwedth’ s two dominant species, the hairless mammalian
humans and their partners the insectoid thranx. The Tld did not even particularly mind that when
discussed e sewhere, their homeworld of Silvoun was usudly referred to as Gestalt, aname bestowed on
it by itswel-meaning but initidly uninformed human discoverers.

Silvoun, Gestdt, Zlezel renn— names were unimportant. What mattered in life was boon companions, a
sated digestive system, entertaining art and inspiring music, spiritud fulfillment, intellectua discourse,
respect for one'sElders (if not for their clothing) and for tradition. That was why he and five other
members of hissocie were out hunting in westher that, judging by aglance at the sky, was threatening to
turn bad. They did not need to hunt. No Tlel needed to hunt for food any longer. The gaactic economy
that had arrived with the Commonwed th had flooded Silvoun/Gestalt with asteady and sometimes
bewildering variety of manufactured goods, foodstuffsincluded. Thelarder in hisown dwelling waswell
stocked with processed provisions, including introduced exotics that had been tested and approved as
safe for consumption by hiskind. These would be prepared to order by machines designed to
accomplish in minutes what had taken his primitive ancestors entire daysto render edible. Like many
(though not all) of hisfriends and rdations, Zlezerenn did not mourn for the Old Days. The “Old Days’
might epitomize greater adherence to tradition and family life. They also meant disease, garvation, and
war.

Hunting, however, was another matter. So ingrained wasit in Tlelian life, so much a part of hispeople’s
customs, that someone who did not participate in the time-honored endeavor was not considered to be
wholly Tlel. No native would have seen any contradiction in thetraditional Tlel respect for lifeand the
need to hunt it to sustain tradition. Live and let live was the Tlelian way— except when it wastimeto kill.

Persondly, Zlezelrenn enjoyed the activity. It was bracing to be outdoors, tracking the forest’ s abundant
wildlife utilizing ancient techniques, killing something that you and your friendswould then skin, butcher,
and eventually consume. It was even better to do so using modern weapons. Some Elders complained
that this diluted the respect that ought to be accorded the prey. Zlezelrenn and hisfriendswould have



argued that their own possible deaths by goring, trampling, or biting would have |eft them in postionsto
deny the prey any respect whatsoever.

They tracked, and camped, and traveled in the Old Way. But when it came to facing down acharging
chasinx or kasollt, it was unarguably better to be holding a puronn instead of a dingstone.

A cold gust caused hisvison to momentarily darken asit brushed his eyeband. Though hisvest wastight
around histapering torso and he had not shaved in acycle, he found himself wishing he had let hisfur
grow even longer. It was, after dl, the season for it. Then there was the matter of his most recent
full-body dye job. Streaking, he decided, did not become him quite as much as the fast-talking village
sylist had ingsted it would. He vowed that next time he would abjure dl bright colorsin favor of hisusua

taupe.

Though he picked up the movement almost as soon as he perceived thefirst hint of flii, he recognized
neither. Visualy, the cresture seemed more dream than redlity. Its flii pattern was as erratic asit was
dien to hisexperience. Finding himsdlf awash in uncertainty, hisingtinctive reaction wasto raise the
puronn. Behind him, the unsettled murmuring of his companionsindicated that they, too, had detected the
arborneanomaly.

Almogt asif it was reading their intentions, the strange flying creature that had surprised the hunting party
promptly ducked behind the central bulge of atrio of large, linked, cerulean huluds, worming itsway into
their festering hoop of cauliflorous blossoms.

Zlezdlrenn's companions gathered around him. In aprelude to shooting, energetic discusson ensued. This
was accompanied by much waving of long arms, fluttering of ciliaand chin gppendages, and contentious
phraseology.

“I have never seenseen anything likeit,” declared an astonished Hluriamm as she checked her gunto
make sure it would be ready to fire on amoment’ s notice.

Vlashraa extended an arm in the direction of her fellow sociel’ s weapon. “Nono, we cannot shoot! It is
clearly aspirit creature and must therefur not be harmed.”

Haf raising her puronn, Hluriamm stepped forward and took aim at the cluster of bright flowerswhere
the creature had taken refuge. “If it isaspirit cresture, then ur smple weaponswill not be abletu harmiit.
If itisnot avigtor frum ur ancestors hypothesized spirit world, then it isfair game— whatever itisor
wherever it comesfrum.” Sheraised the puronn the rest of the way. “ Easy enough tu find out.”

Elder among them, Klerjamboo placed adim forearm on the barrel of the fema e sweapon, applying just
enough weight to ruin her aim. “Tuu easy by hdf, tu day that which we du not understand.”

“Thenyu agreewithme,” Vlashraa said earnestly, “that we should not attempt tu kill it.”

“No, | did not saysay that.” Ever courteous, Klerjamboo was quick to correct the younger female. “|
implied that we should try tu understand it.” He gestured with his own somewhat smaller and lighter
wespon. “ Then we can kill it.”

While the discussion around him grew more animated, a curious Zlezelrenn continued to focus on the
place where the unfamiliar apparition had disgppeared. Aslong asit remained conceded within the dense
cluster of hulud blossoms, he could not seeit. But its strange flii was as clear and discernibleto him asif



the creature were wrapped around his neck.

Could it wrap around his neck? Might it possess other, even more threstening capabilities? Visbly dien,
its potentid remained as mysterious asits origins. Which led to the most interesting and equaly obvious
question of dl.

What wasit doing here, in anisolated river valey of the Anuvu Range? Wasit possibleit had been lost
by its owners and had subsequently flown here dl the way from Tlossene, the only nearby place where
one could reasonably expect to encounter exotic offworld creatures? If so, why it had chosen to trave dl
the way to these northern mountains and this valey? Many places much closer to Tlossene would offer
more hospitable surroundings to an abandoned offworld anima. Such questions only added up to more
guestions, none of which would be answered if they smply shot the thing.

Asshesensed asurgeinits flii, Viashraa began gesturing excitedly. “1t' s coming out— thereitisagain!”

Hestantly, the creature had emerged from the cover of the huluds and was flying toward them. Itswings
beat in afashion Zlezelrenn had never seen before, so fast that they werelittle more than agaudy blur.
Everyone was|ooking to Elder Klerjamboo for ahint on how they should proceed. Holding hisfire, the
Elder scrutinized the dender flier asit halted to hover before them, seeming to St on thewind. After a
moment it turned and zoomed back toward the cluster of trees from which it had just emerged. Reaching
these, it pivoted in midair and came back. It repeated this maneuver severa times.

“It wantsustu follow it,” Zlezelrenn heard himsdf saying. He wiped cold moisture from his eyeband. It
was beginning to snow. They had to make adecision.

Nlowwnee spoke up, his speech asclunky ashisaim. “It is said that those whu follow spirit crestures
may follow them tu their desthdeath.”

Zlezdrenn could barely hide hisdisdain. “What are yu, somekind of primitive? Thisisthe six thousand
and twelve cycle uv the Raised Aborning. The Tlel are become a modern folk, members of gaactic
civilization. There are no such things as sirit crestures.”

Asan angry Nlowwnee started forward, Klerjamboo stepped between them. The specidized hair-like
receptors on his head parted, haf focusing on the intemperate speaker, the other half on the heftier hunter
who was ready to make a bracelet of Zlezelrenn's eyeband.

“The observation is unnecessary,” the Elder declared. Eyeband bright, Nlowwnee continued to glare at
Zlezdrenn. “ Spirit crestures emit no flii,” Klerjamboo continued. “This one does, therefur it cannot be a
vigitor frum ur ancestors spirit world. It isanorma being made uv meat and fluid, albeit one notnot frum
Sivoun.”

Though clearly disgppointed a the Elder’ sandyss, Vlashraawas forced to agree with hislogic. “It
seems extraordinary tu encounter it here.”

“I wasthinking the same.” Slipping his puronn into the long, narrow holster strapped across his back,
Zlezdlrenn focused on Klerjamboo. “Du we let it go— or du we follow?’

The Elder consulted the sky. There waslittle wind, which meant the approaching storm would be dow
moving. It would be inconvenient to move about in such wesether, but not especialy dangerous.



“Not being an expert in offworld biology, Zlezelrenn, | cannot say fur certain which would ultimately
provetu bethewiser course. But | see no harmin doing so fur alittle while. We might learn something.
And,” he added as an aside to the stymied Hluriamm, “if it proves tu be expedient, we can aways shoot
it later.”

To Zlezdrenn, at least, the vdidity of this decision was soon confirmed. Though it could easily have done
30, the dien visitant never flew out of view. It would wing itsway ahead of them only to pausein midair
or linger on abranch until they caught up again. Then it would resumeits course.

“It seemstu know exactly whereitisgoing,” Vlashraa pointed out.

Huffing to keep up behind her, Hluriamm was less sanguine. “Y ou ascribe Tldian motivation tu acreature
about which we know nathing. I, fur one, have no intention uv following it interminably. What will yu say
if it crossesthe Bdamm?’

“Wewill not crossthe Balamm,” Klerjamboo assured her. “If the creature does so, we will turn back.
Crossing the Baamm would put usin the territory of the Tl-racouuy.”

Not even Zlezelrenn would go that far to satisfy his curiogity about the outlandish visitor. Like anumber
of other gr-socidls, the Tl-racouuy were Revisionists who rejected many of the new ways. Conflict
between such sociad groupings was not inevitable, but was best to avoid whenever possible. For himsdlf,
he could never be an associate of such a drictly conservative and conformist gr-sociel. Nlowwnee, now,
would be aready candidate except that he was a blood member of the same group as Zlezelrenn and the
other members of the hunting party.

Such philosophical and socid conflicts had dways raged among the Tld. Instead of bringing the
adherents of different gr-sociels together, the advent of the Commonweslth and everything it had brought
to Silvounian society had only added another layer to traditiona Tlelian squabbling. Though exasperated
by this unexpected devel opment, Commonwedth officia s were prevented from interfering by regulations
governing interspecies contact and by the dtrictures of their United Church.

The hairs on his head were dl inclined forward as Zlezelrenn tracked the airborne dien’ s flii. The shock
he experienced when they detected a second flash of otherworldly energy was profound. It was as strong
aburst of flii ashe had ever encountered. He had no idea what could generate such aflare-up.
Superficidly, it reminded him of theerratic flii of those few humans he had personaly encountered. Only
thiswas far more powerful.

Without warning, it faded amost to nothingness, then flared again. Though its origin was undeniably
organic, it was asif it were being controlled by a switch, like a piece of eectrica equipment. From the
writhing of facia appendages and twisting of mouths among his companions, it was clear thet they were
suffering from identical perceptions.

“If thisnu being | detect isnot aspirit creature,” declared Vlashraa, “then it surely must be one whose
Spirit istormented by them.”

“The second certainly seemstu bein distress.” Klerjamboo had lengthened his stride, his bound
foot-padsleaving dushy imprintsin the leisurely accumulating snow. Hisyounger companionswere
hard-pressed to keep up with the Elder. “If that isthe case, we must helpit, evenif itisan dien.”

“Better tu shoot both,” Hluriamm grumbled as she struggled to maintain the pace. No one commented



aoud, but Klerjamboo threw her alook that had the effect of forestalling any further comments.

Zlezelrenn sensed the new dien emissions weakening. Having momentarily lost sght of the flying cregture,
he was afraid they had run past the source when Hluriamm halted sharply and pointed to her left.

“There!”

Though initidly reluctant to do so, the beautiful flying thing findly rose and moved away from the body
that was lying on the ground. Snow had not yet covered much of the human’ sface. As Zlezelrenn and his
companions gathered around the figure, the flying beast hovered nearby. While watching intently, it made
no moveto interfere.

Klerjamboo started to reach down for the offworlder’ s arm. Hesitating, he looked around at the others.
“Does anyone here know anything about the physiology uv humans?’

“I have dedlt with some settlers.” Shifting his position dightly, Zlezelrenn regarded another of the hunters.
“So hasVlashraa”

“Only cursorily.” She was uncharacteristically reticent. There was nothing tentative in her physical
response, however, when she reached down and ran the gripping ciliaof her left hand over the human’s
bulbous face, lightly making contact with its assortment of peculiar bulges and protuberances. “I du know
that they arelesstolerant uv cold than the Tldl. This one seemstu metu be badly chilled.” She continued
to study the angular, motionlessform. “Unless attire deceivesits shape, | believeitisamae.”

“Anditsflii isaternately feeble and overwheming.” Klerjamboo looked upon the figure without fear.
Tld and human had lived together for a number of generations now. Mutua respect had long ago
eliminated any gpprehension.

“At least that denoteslife.” Much like his character, Nlowwnee was direct and uncomplicated.
Vlashraa eyed the slently staring Hluriamm. “ Do yu till want to shoot it?’

The larger fema e consdered the recumbent body. “Let methink. | am trying tu decideif its skinisthick
enough tu be mountable.” She was only being haf facetious. The other hdlf...

The human put an end to any such tawdry speculation by moaning and trying to roll over. The Tldl
surrounding him held their ground, though Hluriamm and Nlowwnee flinched dightly.

“Wemudt raiseits body temperature.” Straightening, Vlashraa studied the surrounding vegetation. “ Asit
istuu heavy tu be carried in the traditiona free manner, we must meke acarry-ded.”

“A chancetu practice atraditional craft!” Klerjamboo was clearly ddighted.

If the carry-ded was fashioned of traditional materias taken from the forest, however, the means used to
put it together were decidedly updated. Instead of strip-stem stitching, the use of cutting and sedling tools
made short work of binding together the necessary lengths of tree. When dl was nearly finished, a
somewhat chastened Hluriamm remarked on a deficiency that wasimmediately apparent.

“Thereisno cushion of materia tu support the neck.”



Here Vlashraa s knowledge of the offworlders cameinto play. “Noneis needed. See how much thicker
and more muscular isthe portion uv the body that supports the head? Unlike urs, it can lie out straight fur
along period uv time without sngpping.”

“Without moving adequately, ether, | would imagine.” Hluriamm, who could turn her flattened skull afull
180 degrees, could not envision how the creature could possibly see what was behind it without having
to turn itswhole body.

When they lifted the limp, remarkably flexible form onto the finished carry-ded, the flying creature darted
closeto monitor their actions. Whileitslesser flii remained more or |ess congtant, that of the human
continued to fluctuate like an erratic dynamo. Once, while they were pulling the ded behind them, the
slent human emitted a burst that nearly caused them to drop their gangly burden.

The hairs on her head twitching, Hluriamm hastened to employ her ciliato massage and relax the senditive
organs. “Nevernever have | been around a human such asthisl One would dmost think it was hiding a
small generator on its person.”

Zlezelrenn looked back at her from his position near the front of the dapped-together carry-ded. “Not
thisone. I’ ve checked his clothing. It s definitely emanating frum within.”

“Maybe he swallowed agenerator.” It waswith decidedly mixed fedings that Hluriamm continued to
study their newly adopted responsbility aswell astheflying creature that presently lay coiled on the
rectangular chest. That portion of the human’ storso continued to dowly riseand fdl, indicating that air
was il circulating within. Though Hluriamm had no idea.of the mechanicsinvolved, she had been
assured by Zlezdrenn that it proved the human was till breathing and wastherefore fill dive.

It was not that she wished to beignorant of the speciesthat now shared asmall portion of Silvoun with
her people. It was only that in her village, opportunitiesto interact with and learn more about the strange
creatures were infrequent at best. One day, she promised hersdf, she would have to go to Tlossene.

Meanwhile, awandering human had come into her community and that of her friends, and she would do
her best to learn what she could from him. Especidly if, as her more knowledgeable companions
Zlezdrenn and Vlashraawere inclined to believe, this human appeared to be something out of the
ordinary even for amember of hisown kind.

* % %

Flinx awoke with afamiliar weight on his chest. As soon as she saw her master conscious, and sensed no
panic, Fip uncoiled, unfurled her wings, roseinto the air, and flew over to settle down in the pool of
intermittent sunlight that was pouring through the triangular window. The materid of which the
trangparency was composed appeared to be normal spray glass. nothing exotic or alien.

He had no difficulty Sitting up, since the bed rested at athirty-degree angle. That was how the Tlel dept;

if compelled to lie on acompletely flat surface, their naturaly low center of gravity would put too much
pressure on their thin necks and, eventualy, on their heads. There was even apillow of sorts— a soft
balloon-shape that had been placed not under his head but under his neck, Tlel-fashion. Whereas
whoever had provided it had doubtless done so with the best of intentions, the result was that Flinx sat up
with aneck that was more than alittle Siff.

He swalowed hard, fighting back his digestive system’ sinitid adverse reaction to his surroundings. While



the room in which he found himsdlf was nest, orderly, and well-appointed, it stank like an unfumigated
old fish locker. He needed no further sgn that hewasin aTle dwelling and not ahuman one.
Straightening, he surveyed his surroundings. The functions of some of the devices and furniture he saw
were self-evident. Others remained a mystery to him. In one corner he was startled to see agarish
tri-level twizzat— threeiridescent discs that spun around acommon center, flashing colorsin series.
Though nothing more than a cheap child’ stoy, it was conspicuoudy out of placein the otherwise
atogether Tlelian room. He perked up at the sight of it. Its presence signified that whoever had found
him, freezing and unconscious out in the forest, had contact with Commonweglth goods and services.
Perhapsthe twizzat’ s owner had even bought it in Tlossene.

A shgpe ambled in, ambulating viathe now familiar sde-to-side rocking stride of Gestalt’ s natives. Hinx
recognized female accoutrements. She carried a sedled container. Flinx reached up to histhroat to make
sure the trandator necklace was till dangling in place. Liketherest of him, it was battered but till
functioning.

“My nameisVlashraa. My friends and | were out hunting when we found yu and yur creature.”

Nodding to indicate that he understood, he gestured in the direction of the single window. “Her nameis
Fip. MineisHinx.” Heturned back to her. “I lost my identification and everything e sein theriver when
my skimmer went down.”

Thetone of her reply suggested sympathy. “Y u were very cold-cold when we found yu.”

Squinting, he peered out the window. A number of unpretentious single-story structureswerevisible
among clusters of trees smilar to those where he had collgpsed. “ Thank you. How did you find me?’

“Yur creature led ustu yu. When we drew near, it was possible tu sense yur flii.” Her eyeband focused
intently on him. “Very grong fliiflii yuemit, Hinx.”

Interesting. No one had ever commented on his flii before. With reason, sincethe Tlel were thefirst
sentient species he had encountered who possessed the necessary sensory mechanism for detecting it.

She set the container she was carrying down on alow table. Severa notches cut into the sides of the
stand alowed room for the stout Tlel to more easily accesstheir food, since they ate stlanding up. When
she unsedled the very contemporary container aflurry of attractive aromasfilled the room, doing battle
with the otherwise noisome atmosphere. None of which the Tlel themselves could detect, he knew.

Taking astep back, sheindicated the open container. “Thisisfood yur system should be able tu tolerate.
Among ur Elders, Klerjamboo has severd times observed humans feeding and marked what they ate. It
was he whu suggested and oversaw the preparation uv the dishesthat areincluded here” Likeatilting
platter, her head dipped in Hinx’ sdirection. “If thereis something in it that does not agree with yu, please
tell me. We need no false reticence here.”

“Don’'t worry.” As he stepped away from the bed and moved toward the table, ahungry Pip joined him.
“I’'mnot shy.”

Sincethe Tld used beds and tables but not chairs he was forced to stand as he sorted through the
steaming packages stacked insde the container. Choosing the one that smelled the best, even though he
knew that odor was no especial indicator of palatability, he peeled it and took a bite of the spongy
meaterid ingde. Though it had the consistency of packing materid, the flavor was pleasantly peppery and



his ssomach did not rgject it out of hand.

“You saved my life,” hefindly thought to mention as he dug into the nourishing contents of a second
package. If not for the tiny eyeslocated on the end of each steaming tubular shape within, he would have
thought it contained poached mung beans. Resolutely ignoring the miniature eyebdls, he bit into the

gringy shapeswith rdish.

Vlashraa studied the process with interest. Unlike Elder Klerjamboo, thiswas thefirst time she had
observed a human egting. The mechanics of it looked awkward, asif with each bite the offworlder might
gprain hisnarrow jaws.

“Yu say yur skimmer went down. We saw nosign uv it.”
“Theriver swept it away.” He spoke while magticating another mouthful of the beady-eyed sprouts.
“What caused yu tu crash?’

Flinx did not hesitate. “ M echanica mafunction. The escort who waswith me died. | tried to save her, but
she was too badly injured in the crash.”

Vlashraa contemplated the human. His words were accompanied by a noticesble spikein hisflii. Most
likely areflection of the honest emotion he must be feding— though there was no proof of that.

“Yuarevertica. Would yu like tu go outsde?” With its gripping cilia pressed together to form asingle
tapering point, one long atenuated arm motioned in the direction of the doorway. “Fluadann, who is
senior Healer among us, saysthat fresh air is reputed tu be as restorative fur humansasitisfur Tld.”

“I wouldn’'t disagree. Yes, I'd likethat.”

Noting that his clothing had been as negtly cleaned and laid out asif it had been treated and returned by a
modern automated sanitizing unit, he dressed dowly and carefully. Though it appeared nothing was
broken, he wasn't about to take chances by making any sudden, sharp movements. Also, he was till
weak from his arduous sojourn in the forest. Sending out an emotiond call, he beckoned Pip to join him.
As soon as she was snuggled benegth hisjacket, he turned and smiled at theinquisitive Tld.

“It'snot that Pipisshy,” he explained. “ She gets cold even easier than | do.”

More village than city, Vlashraa stown of Tleremot presented an amalgamation of old and new Silvoun
he had not encountered previoudy. Built on adope, the village offered sweeping views acrossawide
forest-filled valley al the way to the mountains that rose anew on the opposite side. Theriver that had
claimed his skimmer and his escort could be glimpsed through agap in the trees. Modern sprayed,
prefab, and custom structures, primarily individua homes but with afew commercid buildingsaso
visible, stood arrayed around an open circle that was the Tlelian equivalent of a public square.

A road led through the town and down to the river. Smaller structures were visible on its banks. He saw
no sign of dray or other domesticated animals, though he knew that the omnivorous Tlel kept some.
When not walking, the adaptive natives made use of smal, powered persona transports. The largest of
these could hold as many as half a dozen travelers. Though he was disappointed not to see any skimmers
or arcraft, that did not mean the village was devoid of such fast means of transport.



In striking contrast with the newer part of the community, older habitations and storerooms had been dug
into the Sde of the hundred-meter-high cliff that formed the back of the village. Over time, natural caves
that amuch higher, faster prehistoric river had once excavated from the rock had been walled in and
enlarged. It wasto one of these ancient, traditiona dwellingsthat he had been taken, and it was there that
he had been nursed back to consciousness.

Asthey waked through the community, Vlashraa greeted and was greeted in turn by fellow citizens.
Though he could not see dl of it a one glance, Hinx estimated Tleremot’' s population at no morethan a
couple of hundred. That was not necessarily adrawback. Though small in size, the nature of its buildings,
the modern accoutrements he saw in use, aswell as dements of Vlashraa s speech, dl pointed to regular
contact with larger, more advanced communities. His hopes were quickly and easily confirmed.

“Y ou have communication with other towns and— cities?”’

“Of course,” shetold him. “We are serviced by multiple satellite relay. | s there perhaps someonein
Tlossene or ésawhere on Silvoun that yu wish tu talk tu? Tu assure them that yu are dive and well, if
momentarily stranded?’

Flinx consdered contacting the company from which he had rented his skimmer. Better to delay
reporting that awkward bit of news, he decided. Not only to avoid having to argue about circumstance
and money, but because he was not yet ready to announce his continued existence among the living.
Whoever had come hunting for him might aso have the expertise and the wherewitha to monitor an
unknown variety of communications, including any intended for acertain skimmer rental company. The
longer he kept knowledge of hissurvival quiet, the longer his privacy and safety would be ensured.

“Maybelater,” hetold the hel pful Vlashraa. Refusing to take a backsedt to his brain, his somach chose
that moment to speak up forcefully. The Tld stared at him but otherwise did not react to the peculiar
sotto voce growl. Even so, Flinx looked apologetic. “What I’ d redly like is something moreto edt. |
gopreciate what you' ve given me dready, but I'd belying if | denied that I'm still hungry.”

“Thereisno need tu gpologize. | am pleased fur yu. Hunger isasign uv good hedth. We will pay avist
to Hedler Huadann, whu will best know what additiona foods uv urstu recommend fur yu now that yu
are waking once more.”

“I have someidea,” hetold her. “I’ ve kept down what I’ ve dready eaten, and | dso shared some of my
escort’ sfood.” Bleshmaa had been accommodating that way, he recalled. Though he had thought many
times of the ever-helpful escort since losing her to theriver, it was only at that moment that he found
himsdlf choking up.

Obsarving the phenomenon in slent amazement, Vlashraafound hersalf wondering at the seemingly
inexplicable shedding of water that had commenced from the corners of the human’ s eyes.

CHAPTER 9

Nearly an hour passed before Halvorsen finally stopped yelling at the supervisor of the repair facility



where he had |eft his damaged skimmer. The frustrated hunter was nothing if not consistent: every facet of
the necessary repair work, from what needed to be done to get the skimmer back in working order to
what the repairs were going to cost, had brought forth from its owner an inventive, odious fulmination
covering everything from the shop owner’ s professiona ineptitude to doubts regarding the nature of his
ancestry. Having dedlt with Halvorsen before, the shop owner suffered through it al without comment.
Early on he had learned the important lesson that in businessit was better to cultivate aspiteful client who
paid in full and on time than one who was charmingly and congistently impecunious.

Halvorsen’ swrath was muted by the knowledge that the reward he was about to claim would more than
cover therepair cost to hisvehicle. Infact, if he so wished, he would be able to buy anew one. Having
verbaly relieved himsdf on the unfortunate but tolerant shop owner, he turned his attention to filing his
cdam. Sincelike dl space-minus communicationsit would have to crossthe rdlevant interstellar gap via
Tlossen€ s projector, he could not very well have hisdimensond avatar standing forth declaiming, The
one you wanted killed is dead—I took care of it myself. While admirably succinct, such a
graightforward admission could potentidly expose him to awkward inquiries. While modest in sizeand
limited in experience, Gestdt’ s planetary law enforcement entity was not entirely incompetent.

Consequently, he took the time to make efficient use of code words and intentiona misdirection. Those
receiving the message would know exactly what was being talking about. Developed and refined through
hundreds of years of use, Space-minus communication was swift and efficient. Everything being equd, the
response to his communiqué should take the form of a series (a series being employed to avoid drawing
attention to the overal sum) of substantial transfers that would significantly augment his bank account.
Just thinking about it dmost alowed him to forget what it was going to cost to repair his damaged
skimmer. Almost.

Descending on hisquarry with surprise on hisside, he' d expected no resstance. That his youthful target
had managed to put up much more than acursory fight spoke highly of hisahilities. It went along way
toward explaining why the crypticdly yclept Order of Null waswilling to pay such alarge amount to
arrange for hisdemise. It did not give areason why the unknown faction wanted him dead. This dearth of
detail did not trouble Halvorsen. It was none of hisbusiness.

A couple of days, hetold himsdlf confidently. Receipt, response, and transfer should take no more than
that. How wonderful were the advanced communications that alowed a citizen to be broke one day and
drowning in costly purchasesthe next. With his skimmer temporarily out of action and having nothing se
to do, he set about planning in meticulous detail exactly how he was going to lavish alordly chunk of his
ample new funds on what promised to be abinge of estimable depravity.

Watching the young Tlel &t play on the cliff edge, Flinx could not help but marvel at how readily the locas
had adapted not only to afad current among young humans, but to one that required specia
modifications to the necessary equipment. There were only four of them. That wasthe Tldl way. Other
than for traditional exceptions such asarescue or hunting party, it was best to have no more than four in
agroup, though he till did not know if the reason for this unswerving, self-imposed limitation was socid,
psychological, or physicd in the sense that it might be somehow related to their ability to perceive flii.

Though the sde street where he was standing was steep, he had no difficulty keeping hisbaance ashe
tilted back his head and stared upward. Built to accommodate the cloddish, blocky feet of the Tld, the
street had been deeply incised with horizonta ripples. The footing thus provided even in damp, dippery
wegther was as advantageous to ahuman asit was for the villagers.



Shading hiseyeswith hisright hand he watched as one of the youngsters, unburdened by any
complicated apparatus, stepped camly off the edge of the hundred-meter-high cliff and plunged
downward. Immediately, the adolescent’ s three friends raced toward him on their lifters, riding air as
each sought to be thefirgt to partner with the plummeter. They bounced and spun off one another,
jockeying for pogition.

Having spread wide her long arms and thick legs, the seemingly suicidal youngster who had initiated the
contest fell surfaceward. She wasin no danger, Flinx knew. Continuoudy monitoring the distance
between itself and the ground, the fail-safe lifter strapped to her back would engagein timeto dow her
descent and set her down safely on the pavement. Assuming, of course, that her plunge was not first
interrupted by one of the three other youngsters presently competing to do just that.

Sill at levitating, faling, fighting, and catching combined to award points to the most adroit and
successful. Looking on, Hinx had no difficulty understanding the game' s atraction. The part of him that
was still an adopted orphan boy fredly roaming the bustling streets of distant Drdlar, on Moth, wanted to
don alifter of his own so he could participate. He knew he could not. More important, more adult
objectives demanded his energy and attention. He was not akid anymore. Not that he had ever redly
been one, he musad wryly.

Someone else was not as congtrained, either by past or present. Sunlight glinted off a small winged shape
that darted recklessy in and among the competing lifters aswell asthe targeted plummeter. Gleefully
welcomed into their midst by the soaring, maneuvering Tlel youth, Pip’sjoyful presence added anew and
dimulating eement to the game. For achange, the fedings that washed over Hinx as he intermittently
connected with his colorful winged companion were entirely free of everything but joy.

| should get alifter, he kept telling himsalf. Show them how it’ s done. He stood and watched, pondering,
wishing. Approaching from behind, amore multifaceted set of emotions caused him to turn away from the
juvenile aeria contest. More multifaceted and more— mature. Ordinarily open and receptive, he found
that a that moment he did not especialy welcome them. As brief asthey had been heart tugging,
memories and thoughts of his carefree youth evaporated as quickly as a snowball on the sun.

Hisirritation was unfair to Zlezelrenn and Vlashraa, whose fedings were nothing if not kindly disposed in
hisdirection. Having no way of perceiving his melancholy, they could not sympathize. Dragged back to
the present by callousredity, Flinx forced himsdf to greet them politely.

Raisng along arm, Zlezerenn indicated the contending youngsters. “Going tu joinin?’

“No,” FHinx told him tersdy. “It'sjust akids game. | don’'t havetimefor kids games.” Histrandator
could only convey the meaning of hiswords and not the bitterness behind them. He put his
disappointment out of hismind. “ Thisisthe last place I’ d expect to find youngsters of another species

playing gravgrave.”

Satisfaction was evident in the sentimentsthe Tldl projected, if not inthe minima digtortions of hisalien
visage. Naturd physiologicd congraints prevented the Tld from being physicaly expressve. “ Asyu have
been told, ur people were and remain quickquick tu import frum the rest uv the Commonwedth whatever
isdeemed useful. Cultural influences are as readily welcomewe comed as technology.”

“It'snot usua.” Accompanied by the adult Tlel, Hinx started back down the street. Stabilizing ripplesin
the pavement notwithstanding, he was careful to watch his step on the steep downhill grade. “Especidly



at firgt, lesstechnologically devel oped speciestend to resist such influences.”

“We have awaysaways been highly adaptable.” Vlashraaindicated their surroundings: the deep valley
cut by its unnavigableriver, the dense blue and green forest, and the towering peaks beyond. “Ur world
demandsit. We have aways welcomed anything that makes ahard life easier.”

Finx glanced down at her. “Isthat why you agreed amost immediately after first contact to dlow

individuas of other Commonwesdlth species, especidly my kind, to settle here? Vidtation is one thing, but
actua settlement is something else again. The matter of granting permanent residency to large numbers of
another speciesisaquestion that many other sentient racesfind very—" He sought for theright Tldian

term. “— touchtouchy.”

After his escorts exchanged a glance, it was Zlezelrenn who replied. “ Stars, river, forest, sky— these
things belongbelong tu al. Humans and Tld— and other intdlligences— may be very different physicdly,
but what is necessary tu create happiness among usis not so dissmilar. Silvoun islike ahouse with many
roomsthat isowned by smal family. Better empty rooms should be used tu make people happy than stay

“Besdes,” Vlashraaadded, “we have aways gotten aong well-well with yur kind, frum very beginning.
Though we not look dike, we likelike many uv samethings. Clean air, beautiful mountains, gud food.
Human settlement has been gud fur Silvoun and gud fur Tlel. It ismuch easier tu participate in something
vadt and nu likeinterstellar commerce when oneis partnered with humanswhu are dready familiar with
itsworkings. We have made manymany successful and useful enterprisestogether.”

“Stll,” Hinx argued, “it’ s not usud for indigenous peopleto readily sdll property to offworlders. Much
lessto accompany it with citizenship.”

The feeding gppendages beneath Zlezdrenn’ schin rippled in reaction. “ The Tld have ample land fur dl.”

How long would that attitude |ast? Flinx wondered. While it was true that for now, at least,
Gedtdt/Silvoun was hardly overrun by humans, conflict over property rights was an inevitable occurrence
on many more developed worlds. He wondered why this should trouble him. Why should he care? In dll
likelihood he would be long dead before any such conflict arose. Or at the very least an old man on some
other world, in another system parsecs distant. Pondering the question, he supposed he cared because he
had aways cared about such things. Mother Mastiff, on the other hand, would have urged him to rush
out and buy land.

Wil, hewasn't here because he was tempted by the possibilitiesinherent in locd real estate, he
reminded himsdlf firmly. Tomorrow he would see about trying to arrange some form of transportation
back to distant Tlossene. It looked like he was going to have to organize hisjourney to vist the shadowy
Anayabi dl over again.

* % %

Propped up in the semi-vertica deeping position not only favored by but in fact essentid to her kind,
Vlashraa was dumbering soundly when she was awvakened. By the light he held, she saw that it was
Zlezdrenn who had roused her. A ample voice command activated theillumination in her degping
quarters. She was startled to see that he was accompanied by severa others, Healer Fluadann among
them. Stepping off the deeping platform, she confronted her nocturna visitors. The flutter in their flii told
her immediately that something waswrong.



“Itistheguest,” one of the other calers explained in response to her question as she hurriedly donned
leggings and transparent work poncho. “He tosses and turnsand criesout in hisdeep.”

“Thisnot typical uv human deep.” Though not amultispecies practitioner, FHluadann knew enough to
know when one of the furless bipeds was acting in an abnorma manner. “The guestisclearclearly in
consderable distress”

Vlashraawas dmost ready. “Why not just wake him?’

“Wewould,” Zlezdrenn told her, “but the flying creature will not let us near him. Making noise tu wake
him might cause more harm than gud.” Reaching out, he let severd ciliamake contact with the side of her
head. “Once dl whu have knowledge uv humans, and this particular human especidly, have assembled,
we will try tu decide how best tu proceed.”

“Unless of course,” Hedler Fluadann declared hopefully, “the guest’ s dumber has eased.”

It had not. Poncho closed tight around her body to ward off the cold night wind, Vlashraajoined the
othersin traipsing through the darkness until they reached the large cliff dwelling where the guest was
being housed. She sensed his disturbed flii even before she started up the doping walkway, heard his
eerie moans and cries before she entered his deeping area, and saw him tossing and rolling about on the
deeping platform before her view was blocked by the determined, hovering shape of the flying creature
that accompanied him everywhere. Claiming the space between the distraught deeper and the single
triangular doorway that was now crowded by Vlashraaand her friends, it left little doubt asto its
purpose. So long asit could stay airborne, no one else would be alowed to gpproach the figure whose
rest was o obvioudy and vehemently unsettled.

“What arewetu du?’ aconcerned Zlezelrenn murmured aloud.

“Thereisnothing we can du,” Vlashraaresponded. “ At least, not until and unlessthe flying thing dlows us
tu go tu the unsettled one.” Following her words, the figure on the angled bed twisted sharply to hisright,
smultaneoudy uttering along, drawn-out, pained ululation. Wel-intentioned but helplessto do anything
aslong as Pip prevented access to the deegper, the mindful Tlel could only stand by and watch.

* % %

It was closer now, Hinx saw. Vaster and faster, enveloping and obliterating everything in its path.
Organic life-formsthat hardly had timeto cry out before they were annihilated, cold uninhabited rocky
worlds and riotous seething gas giants, suns primeva and suns aborning— al gone asif they had never
been; wiped out, eradicated, swept from redlity like grains of sand from ashore. The dark evil that had
extinguished them surged onward. Mindless but mindful; uncaring, sinister, and unstoppable.

His gaaxy would be next. Millions of stars would vanish together with their companion worlds and
nebulae. The Commonwedlth and its tentative, burgeoning civilization, the Empire of the avaricious AANN,
gpeciesindependent and isolated, all would be erased from existence, eradicated as effectively and
efficiently as he would delete afile from quantum storage. Ever unsated, the incal culable maevolence
would sweep on to the next galaxy, leaving in itsimmeasurable wake only emptinesswhere intelligence
had once dared to peep outward and contemplate itself.

Clarity and Mother Madtiff, Bran Tse-Mdlory and Truzenzuzex: everyone who had ever meant anything



to him would be gone, gone, gone. In the end of ends it would not matter because he would be gone,
too. Nothing could halt the oncoming void. Nothing except perhaps an aien wegpons platform deficient
in memory and lost in time. Nothing except that, and by aquirk of fate asindifferent and uncaring asthe
Great Evil itsdlf, one minuscule organic blip. The blip had aname attached to it: Philip Lynx. Onewho
ought not to be aive was expected to try to save billions who should be, who deserved to be.

Hewas not entirely alone. There was thetrio of inscrutable sentiences that frequently participated in his
uneasy dreams and hel ped to sustain his deeping sanity: the hard, cold thinking of an ancient artificid
intelligence that was intimately related to the weapons platform for which he was supposed to be
searching, afera green life-force that he now felt had something to do with the place caled Midworld,
and awarm-blooded intelligence that remained unidentified but was definitely nonhuman. Having recently
been saved once again by his friendsthe brilliant but child-like Ulru-Ujurrians, he was now dmost certain
thislast could not be them. One component of the supportive dream triad he knew, one he emfoled and
empathized with, and the third remained an enigma. Hardly areliable army with which to try to oppose
peril on acosmic scae.

And hethe key. Thetrigger, he had been told. Thetrigger to what? | am not a gun! he howled at himself
and at the eavesdropping cosmos. Nor part of one, he added more calmly in hisrestless deep.

Catalyst, the uncompromising artificiaity countered.

Medium, ingsted the persstent emerad city.

Sad trigger, declared the sympathetic but steadfast passion.

No! No more...! he screamed.

And sat up.

He expected Pip to be eyeing him, watching over him, as she always did when he dept. He did not
expect to see the half adozen or so dightly reflective eyebands of solemn Tlel arrayed nearby. There was
no need to blink away deep. Aswas frequently the case following such episodes, he woke up aready
wide awake. The back of his head and neck felt asif apair of tiny but muscular invisible figureswere
taking turns using alarge dedgehammer to pound stedl rodsinto his skull.

“How long have you been watching me?’ he muttered, smultaneoudy embarrassed and pleased by the
attention. Though the odor of so many Tld packed into the space just ingde the doorway bordered on
the overpowering, he determined to ignoreiit.

“Long enough.” Hedler Fluadann stepped forward. Her master awake, Pip retired to the top of the
deegping platform and settled hersdf there, as exhausted by her discomfited master’ s Morphean anguish
as hewas. “We speculate on what could inspire such terribleterrible night-dreamings.”

“Wewonder if we can help,” Zlezdrenn put in without waiting for the Hedler to finish.

Hinx rubbed hard at his eyeswith the heds of his hands. “ There' s nothing you can do,” hereplied
disconsolatdly. “ There s nothing anyone can do. It smy burden. My suffering. | just haveto live with it—

until | die”

While he heard Vlashrad sresponse, it was the authenticity of her feglings that caused emotion of a



different kind to wel up within him. Their heads might be shaped like platters, their hands might terminate
inasnarl of glistening filaments, and their body odor might be stomach churning, but these were good
people who genuindy wanted to help.

“There must be something we can du,” she whispered earnestly.

Others have tried, he was about to say. About to, because he remembered that he did need help, dbeit
of akind that had nothing to do with his dreams and nightmares. Perhaps, if they were as concerned as
their straightforward fedings seemed to indicate, they might even be able to provide more help than he
dared hopefor.

“There...issomething that might ease my distress. | hesitate to mention it becauseit’'salot to ask. Evenif
you' d gill liketo help after hearing the details, you might not have the wherewitha to do so0.”

Emotions among the assembled Tlel grew confused. Zlezelrenn spoke for them all aswell asfor the
community. “We cannot demur until we are asked.”

Hinx nodded perceptively. Behind him, from the top of theinclined deeping platform, Pip surveyed with
interest the smal room that was now flooded with emotion. Open, guileless emation, Hinx was
convinced. For alittlewhile at least, in this good company, he felt confident he could let down hisguard a
tiny bit. He plunged onward.

“I’ve cometo talk to someone who might or might not be my father. It' s very important to methat | try
to meet with thisperson or | wouldn't have comeal thisway.” In the dim light, multiple impenetrable
eyebands shone back a him. But the emotions that stirred behind them were as clear and easy to follow
asthe veins on the back of hishand. “Y our villageisvery closeto where this person lives. | can wait until
| can get trangportation back to Tlossene, hire anew skimmer and escort, and start out again. But if you
really want to do something to help me, and we don’t have to go on fooat, it would be alot faster and
eader to go to thisplace from Tleremot.” He did not add that in that way, whoever had tried to kill him
would miss out on the chanceto try again in Tlossene.

The assembled Tlel murmured among themsalves. Findly, Vlashraaturned back to him. “Y u du not know
if thisindividud isyur mae parent or not?’

Finx shook his head. “No. I ve been looking for that person for avery long time. | wasraised by asingle
nonparent.”

Further discussion ensued before she spoke again. “Where isthe place tu which yu wish tu go?’

“I know the coordinates that were entered into my skimmer’ s navigation system. I’'m fairly certain | could
dsofinditonamap.”

“Mapswe have,” Heder FHluadann confirmed.

The youngest of Hinx’s nocturnal visitors was sent running, to return soon after with asmal projection
unit in hand. The three-dimensiona display it generated showed not only river valeys and mountain ridges
but dso forests and talus and caves, not to mention the current weather, continuoudy updated. Observing
that Tleremot wasthe only community in theimmediate vicinity of theriver, Hinx reglized how truly lucky
he was to have been found by Zlezelrenn and Vlashraa s hunting party.



Drawing upon hisexcedllent memory, heidentified asmdl valey a the confluence of two tributaries.
“That'swherel need to go.” According to the map and in accord with his best guess asto where his
craft had gone down, it was not far from the village— asthe hlusumaka flies. Or the skimmer. Getting
there by any other means was certain to take longer than a couple of days. How much longer would
depend on what mode of transportation was available to the villagers.

Vlashraa gestured at the location Hinx had indicated. “ There is some difficult terrain between. It would
require anumber of daystu reach the place yu have specified.” Shelooked over a him. “There are also
possible dangers.”

“On the pogitive Sde, there will dso be opportunities fur hunting,” Zlezelrenn pointed out encouragingly.
“Thereis nothing aong the obvious route that gaitgos cannot negotiate.”

“ Gaitgos?” Hinx inquired. No one answered him. The Tldl weretoo busy chattering anong themselves.

“Thisisaventure fur volunteering.” Hedler Huadann studied the human. *“Having trested youths whu have
lost parents, | believe | understand better than most the importance of thistu yu. | will go.”

Zlezelrenn and Vlashraa added their assent almost before Fuadann had finished spesking. By thetime
word had spread through the rest of Tleremot, the proposed expedition was oversubscribed with
volunteers.

The Tld might have skinny arms and funny-shaped heads, an overcome Hinx reflected somberly, but
there was no disputing the size of their hearts.

A gaitgo’ sfunction wasimmediately apparent even to an outsider such as himsdlf. Each of the motorized
walking devices would accommodate asingle Tlel comfortably. Behind the padded, danted seet there
was storage for supplies. Though open to the wesether, the extremdly lightweight frame formed a
protective cage around the driver. Designed for travel in Gestdt’ s rugged backcountry, the individudized
transports boasted eight legs. Or maybe, Flinx thought as he studied the line of waiting vehicles, eight
arms. Since the mechanica limbs were attached to both the bottom and the top of the transports, he was
not sure how to labe them.

Vlashraaexplained the design. “Y u have seen enough uv ur mountainstu know that it is asimportant tu
be able tu climb and descend asit istu travel in astraight line. The gaitgo has the ability tu du both. It can
even travel Sdeways acrossaverticd wal. That is not the problem we face right now.” She studied the
tal, lanky human. “The problem liesin finding onetu fit yu.”

In the end, it was decided not to try to supply their guest with atransport of hisown. That suited Flinx
just aswdl. Timethat would have been spent ingtructing him in the use of Tlelian controls and
ingrumentation was time better spent crossing open country. His dignity would not suffer from having to
make the journey asfreight. Asfor Pip, as soon asthey settled into the modified open cargo bay in the
back of Zlezelrenn' s gaitgo, she rose and found herself a perch atop one of the protective composite
honeycomb beams that came together above the Tldl’ s head. The multiplicity of openingsin the materia
offered dozens of gapsinto which she could insert her cails. If her presenceriding directly abovehimin
any way unsettled Zlezelrenn, he did not comment oniit.

There were adozen gaitgosin the expedition. All werethe same Sze, dl individudly piloted. Comparable



scaled-up devices could be used for transporting cargo and multiple passengers, but for those purposes
imported skimmerswere more practica. Able to ascend precipices, crawl through narrow tunnels, ford
rivers, and even climb trees, the one-Tlel gaitgos were the favored means of mechanized loca
trangportation among the inhabitants of Gestdt’ sinnumerable smdler communities. And unlike skimmers,
they were manufactured right on Gestdt, inits other mgor city of Tlearandra.

All those villagers who were not engaged in essentiad work turned out to seethe travelers off. Y et again
Hinx was struck by their kindly nature and general genidity. He could not have been rescued by
representatives of amore affable species. At ease around humans and securein thelr relationship with
them, the Tld were in no wise subservient. As equals, they truly wanted to help.

And, as Zlezelrenn had pointed out previoudy, the expedition offered those participating afresh
opportunity to engagein traditiond rituad hunting.

Whileit may havefdt perfectly natural to his Tlel driver, it took Flinx awhileto get used to the gaitgo’s
rocking forward motion. Considerably more unsteady than a skimmer, the vehicle' s movement was
defined and made possible by the smooth operation of no fewer than four and sometimes as many asall
eight of itsmechanica limbs. Once mogt of him (with the notable exception of his cramped backside)
became accustomed to the jerky, uneven motion, he was able to marvel at the device s abilities. He
found himsalf wondering if it had been designed by the Tld themsdlves and made amenta noteto put the
question to hisnew friends at the first opportunity.

By the end of thefirst day he was convinced that, should it have been necessary, Zlezdrenn and his
fellow villagers would have been ableto find the valley of the two tributaries even without the aid of a
map. Severa times he was certain the expedition had made awrong turn or had begun to retraceits
course. Each time he was assured by his hosts that they had not deviated from the predetermined
itinerary, and that sometimes the shortest and quickest route to the next waypoint was not astraight line.

In addition to the awkward waking motion, the gaitgo’ s climbing ability took some getting used to. It was
onething to be striding along up agentle dope, quite another to find himsaf dangling out over emptiness
as Zlezelrenn sent the multilegged mechanica clambering up a sheer rock wall. Not once, however, did
one of the unique grasping legsloseitsgrip.

Strange, Hinx thought, how one could wholly without fear traverse immense distances when traveling
between star systems through space-plus, yet suffer panic and disorientation when suspended only afew
dozen meters above solid ground. It was dl relative. Or amatter of relativity. One just had to have
confidence in the relevant machinery. In that respect the gaitgo was no Teacher. It wasn't even arented
skimmer. But after aday of watching it clamber over and around seemingly impossible obstacles without
losing so much asacomposite digit, hefinaly found himsdf garting to trust the vehicle as much asits
operator.

Onetimethe gaitgosin the lead touched off asmall landdide. It was at once frightening and enlightening
to see the severd machines caught up in the dide skitter downhill among the tumbling rocks without a
single one toppling over or losing its gyroscopicaly enhanced balance. Eight computer-coordinated legs
provided the kind of stability that would have eluded atracked or wheeled vehicle. Once the rockfal had
rumbled to astop, Vlashraaled those who had successfully ridden out the dide back upslopeto rgoin
their companions.

When it began to snow lightly, atouch on acontrol caused the protective arching framework to unfurl a
lightweight, transparent rain shield that kept both driver and cargo clean and dry. Streams were easlly



forded and deep, narrow canyons effortlesdy negotiated.

“Tumoredays,” Zlezelrenn called back to where Hinx had folded himsdlf into the gaitgo’' s modified
cargo compartment. “ Then we will arrive at the valley yu seek.”

“I won't betherelong.” Flinx shouted to make himself heard over the steady, metronomic thudding of
multiple artificid feet. “It should only take ashort whileto find out if this personistheindividud I’ ve been
looking for.”

“Takeyur time.” Everything was running smoothly, and Zlezdrenn was very much at ease. “We are dl uv
us enjoying the change frum daily routine.” From the emotions that emanated from each of the gaitgo
drivers, Hinx knew that Zlezelrenn wastelling the truth.

It was the following day when a different and |ess enjoyable change in routine interrupted the morning
medl. The disturbance aso served to remind FHinx that while his new friends and companions might be
wholly civilized, theworld that they had so magnanimoudy agreed to share with humans was not.

He had just finished eating and was watching the Tldl pack the last of their supplies and equipment onto
their vehicleswhen activity ceased. Whatever redlization was dawning over his companions, it occurred
progressively instead of al a once. First Sadehshuu, their lead driver, sopped what he had been doing.
From busly adjusting the sedls on his gaitgo’ s storage locker, his cilia stopped moving. His attention
shifted not to another member of the party, not even to the surrounding dark blue forest, but to the
mountaingde that loomed off to the eft. Then he was shouting as he hopped— given their low center of
gravity, the Tlel could not lesp— and pulled himsdlf into the driver’ scage of hisvehicle.

“Ressaugg, ressaugg!” heyeled. Theword was new to Hinx, did not trandate, and sounded as much
choked as spoken.

The cry wasrapidly taken up by the others. Zlezerenn was a FHinx’ s Side in seconds, urging him to
mount their gaitgo. With hisescort not lingering to answer questions, Flinx had no choice but to throw
himsdlf into the open cargo bin that had been adapted to accommodate him. An increasingly agitated Pip
swooped back and forth overhead, rising skyward in ascending spirals until she had climbed above the
treetops.

Gaitgos were starting up al around Zlezelrenn. Supplies and personal gear not yet packed were
abandoned where they lay. Casting aside any pretense at organization, drivers dammed their machines
into sprint mode and began to race away in dl directions. No attempt was made to coordinate the wild
flight. Unlike every previous morning, the Tlel did not line up themsalves and their machinesin singlefile.
Witnessto the near panic, Finx had the distinct impression that for the firgt time since he had known
them, the best and brightest of Tleremot's normaly mutualy supportive inhabitants had degenerated into
a sdlf-centered mob. There was no avoiding the impression that, whatever the cause of the confusion, at
that moment it was every Tld for itsdf.

Though he had no way of redlizing it at the time, the gpparent randomness of the scattering and flight was
not indicative of panic. It was a proactive reaction, the defensive opposite of fish schooling.

Concentrating on hisdriving, Zlezelrenn ignored his passenger’ sincreasingly anxious queries. Seeking the
source of the disorder, Flinx looked around repeatedly. He found what he was |ooking for moments
later, and not by picking up on any broadcast emotions.



How had he overlooked something so massive when every Tld in the group had detected its presence?
True, it was projecting nothing in the way of strong fedling, but its Sze done should haverevededit to
him more or |ess a the same time his friends became aware of it. As he stared at the onrushing mongter,
the explanation presented itsdf to him.

Something that big, he redized, must generate a proportionate quantity of flii. Every Tld inthetraveling
party would have picked up the mongter’ s particularized dectrical field at gpproximately the sametime. It
was an identifying characteristic Flinx could not have detected even if the creature was right on top of
him.

Which, if Zlezelrenn’s gaitgo could not muster more speed, was liable to be exactly the case.

CHAPTER 10

“Itisaressaugg!”

Flinx could barely hear Zlezelrenn' s shouted words. Not because the smooth-running, engine-dampened
gaitgo was making too much noise, nor because its composite feet were making loud scraping sounds
each time they dammed down onto the rocky ground, but because the monster his Tld friend and driver
had finaly identified was smashing down entire trees and splintering them benegth itsweight asit barreled
toward them. The deafening eectric crack of wood being violently splintered combined with the rumble
that accompanied the creature’ s attack to drown out all but the most penetrating cries.

Superficidly it resembled the round, furry rollersthat had come bounding toward and past him on the
tarmac of Tlossene' s shuttleport asthey had frantically sought escape from the kasollt that had been
pursuing them. Sheer size was the most obvious difference between those pani c-stricken herbivores and
the creature that now threatened the fleeing Tld. The largest of the rollers had been thirty or forty
centimetersin diameter.

The gigantic mass of dense pale pink and white fur that was bearing down on him now was bigger than
his shuttlecraft.

Like the harmlessrollers, the ressaugg was a so propelled by four limbs. Unlike them, these did not
terminate inflat, fleshy pads. Instead, each tapered to asingle five-meter-long curving claw. Asthe
creature rolled downhill, the fully extended arms rotated madly. So, naturdly, did the four scythe-like
claws. The spinning blades diced through tree trunks as if they were made of gelatin. Clearly, they would
effortlesdy and ingtantly dispatch anything softer they happened to come in contact with. Prey, for
example. Himsdlf, for example.

Almost lost againgt the booming hulk of onrushing inimical whiteness, atiny pink-and-blue shape was
whizzing back and forth just in front of it and out of its reach. Redlizing her master wasin danger, Pip
responded as she dways did: by confronting the threat. That was al she could do. Somewhere within
that tumbling mass of fur there were likely to be eyes, or an enormous eyeband akin to those of the Tld.
It didn’t matter. Whatever organ or organs the creature utilized to perceive the world around it was
completely hidden within the rolling thunder. Even if she attacked randomly with her poison, the corrosive



effects of her toxin could not halt so mammoth amonster initstracks. Much less the avalanche that
accompanied it.

Not only did the ressaugg half bury itself in a snowbank to mask its presence, but when it had Sarted
downd ope on the attack it had brought al that snow aong with it, Flinx redlized. Though he had spent
time on many dangerous worlds and had emerged unscathed from anumber of hogtile environments, this
was thefirst time he had encountered a predator that utilized snow as aweapon. If prey was not cut to
pieces by the monster’ s extended, rotating talons or crushed beneath its massive weight, therewas a
good chanceit would find itself buried beneath the snowfdl the ressaugg deliberately brought crashing
down around it. At the bottom of the dope atop which it had positioned itself the patient carnivore could
then collect itself, gather its quadruple limbs around its enormous body, and leisurely set about the task of
picking up the pieces of its diced or smothered quarry. The ressaugg’ s method of hunting was
exceptiondly energy-efficient: it did not even have to wak, much lessrun, after itsintended prey.

Flying ahead of the oncoming predator like dozens of smdll, stinging, winged scouts, snow at the forefront
of the avalanche struck Flinx’ sface as he looked out over the back of the gaitgo. He could no longer see
Pip. He could see nothing but hungry, flying pinkness. The expansive flii of therolling, tumbling ressaugg
remained invisbleto him.

Then thewall of snow dowed, along with the beast it shrouded. The roar of the aval anche faded together
withitsforce. Pink snow settled into drifts againgt the splintered shells of smashed trees. Looming above
it al and now clearly visble against dark rock and blue sky, the ressaugg retracted its scythe-tipped arms
and began burrowing into the new snowfield. A worried Flinx strained to see even as Zlezelrenn’ s gaitgo
continued to put distance between its two passengers and the spherical monster shoveling snow behind
them. Had any of his new-found friends been too dow in initiating their escape? How many Tld lay
buried benegath the combined weight of snow and ressaugg?

None, asit turned out. Individualy and in pairs, gaitgos and their drivers reassembled on the far Sde of a
small but fast-moving tributary of the main river. Stimulated by the near escape, the collective pong they
emitted was heady, dmost overpowering. It did not affect them, of course. Among the group there was
infact only one who had to struggle not to gag on the stench. Asvisitor and guest, FHlinx would have been
too polite to mention it. He would have been wasting histime if he had, since his olfactory-deprived
companions would not have had the dightest ideawhat he was talking about.

A fina head count confirmed that everyone had survived the assault. Having now lived throughit, Flinx
did not need to ask anymore for an explanation of the seeming panic that had enveloped the party when
the attacking ressaugg had first been detected. The predator’ s method of assault was clearly designed to
take down as much prey as possible as quickly as possible. Sinceits mass and lack of bonafidelegs
rendered it incapable of swift pursuit, it had to Stuate itself to bring down not just asingle animal but an
entire herd at one swoop. By scattering as they had when the attack had first been detected, the Tlel had
deprived the ressaugg of an obvioustarget.

Asthere-formed expedition resumed its course, FHlinx found himsdf frequently glancing up at overhanging
ledges and heavy snow-banksthat he' d previoudy ignored. What else might lurk among Gedtalt's
mountainous heights, waiting to roll, plummet, or perhaps drop down on unsuspecting passersby?

“A grest many harmful creatures makether lairs and nestsin such places” Zlezelrenn elaborated in
responseto FHinx' sinquiry. “Usudly they leave signsthat can be recognized, so that they may be
avoided.” Raising along, dender arm, he used hisciliato point to the lead gaitgo. “ That Sladehshuu did
not detect the ressauigg before it attacked shows how effective was its camouflage.”



Hinx conddered. Once again tucked comfortably beneath hisjacket, Pip had findly relaxed. He
wondered if the minidrag was experiencing frustration at her continuing inability to counter the threatsthis

world posed.

“I’d think more than one of you, not just Sadehshuu, would have sensed its flii before it started toward
US”

Zlezelrenn looked back at him, the sun glistening off his eyeband. “Did yu not know, Hinx, that many
predators possess the necessary biologica mechanisms tu suppress their flii ?”

Of course they would, he told himself reprovingly. Now that it had been pointed out to him, it was
obviousthat such an ability wasvitd. Otherwise flii-sengitive prey would aways be able to detect the
presence of those stalking them. A predator unable to mask its flii was less dangerousto prey ableto
senseit than acat with abell around its neck wasto amouse. He should have redized that before he
asked a Tlel what must have sounded like a stupid question whose answer was blatantly obvious.

“Yousad a great many harmful creatures,” he submitted. “I takeit there are worse dangersin these
mountains than the ressaugg?’

“Yes” Zlezdrenn told him. “Much more dangerous. And probably not like what yu think.”

Flinx eyed the immense bulk of the rocky spire that dominated the terrain to the immediate left of the
advancing column. “How do you mean?’

“Why waste warmth forming the words? We have just escaped aressaugg.” Though he could not be
sure, Flinx thought hisfriend sounded dightly testy. “ Those whu speak uv trouble often find it. Better tu
focus on the way ahead, and tu think instead uv gud weether and safe traveling.”

It was an gpproach Hinx could understand, even if his ever-active imagination prevented him from
dropping the subject as easily as Zlezdrenn. While apart of him wanted more of his curiosity concerning
the nature of hazardous Gestaltian wildlife satisfied, the rest concurred with his host. With luck, hewould
remain ignorant for the remainder of the journey asto the precise makeup of the threat to which
Zlezdrenn had aluded. They had dready been lucky in their surprise encounter with the ressaugg,
however.

As one who had counted on the Bank of Luck to bail him out of numerous difficult Stuationsin the padt,
Hinx knew well that his account was serioudy overdrawn.

While unlike his sengitive Tlel companions he could not detect the flii of aflea, hisown singular Taent
continued to function, interrupted only by the occasiond painsthat flashed through his head. Asaways,
the frequency and intensity of these were utterly unpredictable. Sometimes he would go for days or
weeks without so much asatwinge. Then there would come amorning when hefdt asif hishead were
going to explode every hour on the hour. He dreaded his repetitive dreams because the worst cerebral
attacks always seemed to follow close upon each occurrence. An ordinary day might pass, or two, or
severd, without any discomfort. But every time his somnolent visudizations interrupted his deep, he knew
that without fail afiery, stabbing headache would not be far behind.

Having recovered fully from the most recent of the trance-like dreams, his mind was clear when he
picked up thefirst faint sirrings of unsettled stress. They had the fed of emotions distant but closing, of



the faraway coming inexorably nearer. Straining for clarification, he perceived hostility underlain with
tension merged with gpprehension. Consdered as an emotiona whole, not an atogether comforting mix.

Hewould have informed his companions, who continued onward entirely ignorant of the stress-laden
fedingsthat wereinclining in their direction. Doing so, however, would have meant reveding his ability.
Jugtifying awarning by saying that he“just had afedling” would carry no moreweight with the Tlel than it
did with any other intelligent species, indluding hisown kind.

But astheline of gaitgos ambled through a section of particularly dense forest and growths from green to
turquoise to near indigo in color closed in claustrophobicaly around them, he grew more and more
unessy. The enmity he sensed was thickening in hismind like afog, threatening to drown out his
perception of hisamiable companions. That the hogtility he was identifying arose from Tlel minds and not
those of primitive carnivores rendered it no lesstroubling.

Hefinaly decided that he could no longer keep his concernsto himsdf. If one of hisfriends questioned
his“fedings’ or means of perception, he would extemporize some kind of explanation or excuse.
Debating how best to proceed, he leaned forward to address himself to Zlezelrenn.

He never got the chance.

Where his sngular ability was concerned, continued silence would keep his secret safe. However, it
would do him no good if he ended up dead. That seemed avery redl possibility asthe forest around them
erupted with gunfire. Though not nearly as advanced as the gaitgos, the weapons that were being brought
to bear on the line of travelers were more than adequate to accomplish their intended task. Rock-hard
projectiles whizzed around his head as Zlezelrenn took immediate evasive action. Smal projectiles of
forced metd capable of killing smply by unlocking the kinetic energy they possessed dammed into the
forest on dl sdes. Treesexploded noidly.

Zlezdrenn was ydling at him to stay down. FHinx needed no incentive. Though ignorant of the maotivation
and identity of the attackers, he still found himsdf wishing for hispistol. Regretfully, ong with the rest of
his equipment it lay somewhere at the bottom of theriver that had swallowed the skimmer.

Still and as dways, he was not entirely defensaless. There was hisfunctioning Taent— and Rip. As
sengtive as her master to threatening emotions, she had dithered out of hisjacket and takento the air
before thefirst shot had been fired. Now she patrolled overhead, singling out potential targets, flying
cover for FHinx, marshaing her venom. Ingtinctively awarethat it was limited in quantity, she would not
diveto hisdefense until her master was more openly threatened.

It was the appropriate, sensible reaction, he knew as he hunkered down in the back of the dodging
gaitgo, but her effortswould arrive too late if he caught astray shell from an assailant who was not
intentionally aiming in his direction. That was the trouble with being caught in arandom assault by many
attackerswho were not specificaly hunting him. Hinx had been able to ded swiftly and effectively with
whoever had attacked his skimmer because there had been only one assassin and that individual’'s
attention had been concentrated solely on him. In contrast, as just another gaitgo rider he was only one
potentia target among many for the unknown number of unidentified assailants.

Zlezdlrenn’ swords of the previous day returned to both enlighten and disturb. There were far more
serious dangers in the mountains than aval anche-exploiting ressauggs, hisfriend had told him. Probably
not like what yu think, the gaitgo driver had stated knowingly. Redlizing from the storm of
confrontational emotions he was currently perceiving the nature of what Zlezelrenn had meant, Flinx now



knew why the citizens of Tleremot traveled with what at first glance seemed to be asurfeit of ams. Yes,
wegpons were needed to fend off impressive predators like ressauggs and kasollts.

But more significantly, and in yet another blow to hisaready badly battered sense of optimism, they were
evidently aso needed to defend in conflicts with others of their own kind.

As hewas brooding over this disheartening state of affairs and the revelation that the cheerful Tld were,
likeal too many supposedly sentient species, not above daughtering their own kind when circumstances
required, Zlezelrenn ran the gaitgo in behind athick stand of particularly large growths.

“Stay herel” he admonished adispirited Flinx. A touch on acontrol caused the protective cage that
surrounded him and his guest to pop open like a blossoming flower. Climbing out, the Tld first removed
his brightly colored leggings and then the largely transparent poncho that covered him from neck to knee.
Unclothed, he pulled adender but |ethal-looking weapon from its brackets on the side of the vehicle and
began to weave hisway forward toward the heart of the conflict that was now raging among the trees.
Ashemoved away, hisfur changed color. White and mottled brown shaded to white and mottled
blue-green. Flinx looked on in surprise. He had not known that the Tlel were capable of chameleonic
transformations.

It was certainly effective. Though the woods echoed with gunfire, from his place of concealment behind
the trees he could not make out a single combatant. Not with his eyes, anyway. His Talent dlowed him to
perceiveindividuas as clearly asif with afied scope. It would have enabled him to greetly assist his
friends— except that he was without a weapon. Pip continued to swoop back and forth above him,
restraining hersdf from engaging hostile assailants who did not directly threeten her companion. Y et.

He consdered trying to project on the attackers. While it was an aspect of his Tdent that he had grown
more adept at applying, most recently to overcome the hired killer who had shot down his skimmer, the
presence of so many attackers was likely to render it much less effective. On a crowded battlefield where
he could only sense rampant hodtility, it was difficult to separate friend from foe. Straining, he found that
he was able to recognize Zlezelrenn' s emotional signature, and Vlashraa's, and to alesser extent those of
villagers such as Fluadann and Hluriamm with whom he had a so had previous contact. Unable to identify
and isolate the other members of the expedition, heran therisk of projecting on them if hetried to
incapacitate their attackers.

He could attempt to generate aredlly serious, wide-ranging projection that would immobilize the entire
field of conflict, friend and enemy alike. If successful in the effort, he could then pick through the dazed
and revitaize only hisfriends, one a atime. There was no guarantee that this would work, however. The
disabling projection might not be al-inclusive. Or, griving to revive his companions, he might
inadvertently restore one or more of the attackers. Mentally projecting adisabling or distracting emotion
was not the same as blanketing acombat zone in asoporific gas. His ability to focus his Taent had
improved considerably, but it was still nowhere near as precise as an actua weapon.

Hefdt he had to do something, but without agun of hisown, let done hisown familiar pistol, he could
not decide how to proceed. If heleft the shelter of the trees and wandered out into the line of fire, Pip
would immediately descend to take out any Tld aiming specificaly a him. That would work— so long as
he was singled out by only one enemy combatant at atime. Eventually she would run out of venom. She
would haveto retire and wait for her body to produce more, an inescapable biological interva that would
leave him without any persona protection beyond what he could conjure from his al-too-often
unresponsive and erratic mind.



Aswas S0 often the case in the course of combat, circumstances eventualy overwhelmed logic and
reason and he was forced to defend himsdlf.

Perhaps the duo who attacked him thought his human appearance was some sort of clever subterfuge on
the part of their enemies. Plainly, they were not put off by the fact that he was non-Tldl. It was apparently
enough that he was occupying a Tleremot gaitgo. Reasonable or not, that was sufficient to brand him an
aly by association. Had some of hisfdlow humans participated in battles like these among the natives?
Flinx wondered. The notion was too depressing to contemplate.

Inany case, hedidn’t havetime.

Altering the color of their fur to take full advantage of the position of the sun, the group of lantswho
came up behind him was camouflaged nearly perfectly. There was a good chance the well-conceived
flanking movement could have falen upon therear of the villagers' position without being detected until it
wastoo late. Only onething stood, or in this particular instance sat, between them and their intended
targets— thetal, lanky, bundled-up visitor who would gregtly have preferred not to get involved.
Convinced they werewell concedled, two of the stalkers broke off from the main body of silent
infiltrators and came toward him. Even looking straight in their direction, they were difficult to make out
againgt the rocks and snow.

Theair homicida emoations, however, burned like torches.

Flinx was not the only one to detect them. Pip perceived them aso. Folding her wings againgt her Sides,
she dropped from the sky like an arrow, ablue-and-pink blur. Flinx’ s stalkers never saw her.

The nearer of the two caught the full force of her venom square in the center of his eyeband. Letting out a
high-pitched squedl, he dropped his weapon and fell backward onto the ground, kicking wildly with
uncovered legswhilefrantic ciliafluttered futilely at hisragpidly liquefying vision. Taken aback, hisfemde
companion hestated, then tried to aim the pistol she was carrying at the darting, dodging, impossibly agile
aien shape. Shelowered her gaze just in timeto get afaceful of the replacement strut that Flinx brought
down across the top of her flattened skull. The disc-shaped head collapsed, folding inward like apie
plate chopped in the middle. Blood flew, splattering FHinx. Smultaneoudy stunned and disgusted, he
stumbled backward. But he kept his grip on the now bloody struit.

Their position revealed and the surprise they had been counting on logt, the remainder of the flanking
attackers rushed the villagers. Alerted by Hinx’ s self-defense, not to mention the rapidly fading screams
of the Tlel whom Pip had brought down, the travelers from Tleremot were ready. FHlinx was spared the
need to kill again as hisfriends began to gain the upper hand.

They did so by means of an advanced piece of technology that had been developed in concert with
human and possibly thranx expertise. When its properties were explained to him, Finx redlized that the
device had dl the hdlmarks of skillful thranx engineering. How it had come to be designed, sold, and
deployed on bucolic Gestalt was one tale he preferred not to hear told.

Therewas no mistaking its efficacy. Wholly contrary to his profession, Hedler Fluadann wielded the
gpparatus while being defended by armed villagers standing on either sde of him. Observing its
effectiveness, Hinx wondered why the device had not been brought into use at the gtart of the skirmish.
Only later did he learn that it took some time to activate properly— because no one dared risk its
accidenta activation.



The weapon emitted abroad but intense eectrica field strong enough to overwhelm any Tld caught inits
beam. An ana ogous human weapon would have been a sonic projector powerful enough to burst
eardrums. That the attackers were overwhemed was evidenced by the speed with which they fled. Not
al made a successful escape. Those who caught the full force of the device went mad on the spot, the
part of them that was able to sense flii shattered by astorm of discharge emitted by the weapon. Blood
dribbled from mouths whose owners had lost control of the relevant musculature. Blood gushed from
earsthat led to hemorrhaging brains.

There was entirely too much blood, adismayed Flinx observed.

Thecivilized, gentle, rudtic citizens of villatic Tleremot did not enhancetheir aturein hiseyes asthey
moved across the now quiescent battlefield, breaking the fragile necks of the wounded and scavenging
their persond effects. Only when these gridy tasks had been concluded did they retire to redon their
discarded leggings and ponchos. No matter where one traveled, he was forced to remind himsalf yet
again, the veneer of civilization was very thin. Would it be so terribleif that diver of sentience dipped into
oblivion, obliterated forever by whatever was coming out of the Great Emptiness?

Then Vlashraawas a his Sde, and the emotion that poured forth from her reminded him yet again why
consciousness and intelligence in this part of the galaxy were worth preserving.

“Yuareall right?” Her concern was sincere. Shetilted back her head so that her eyeband was able to
meet hisbinocular gaze. “ The miserable GrTl-Keegpers are not recognized. They are not frum this ares,
and came only tu foist their heresies on NaTl-Seekers such as ursdves.” She eyed him intently. “Had
they succeeded in proceeding undiscovered and unchalenged, they would have raided Tleremot. We
owe yu much fur yur help, Hinx.”

“Always pleased when | can repay adebt,” he replied mechanically. He surveyed the section of forest
where the bulk of the fighting had taken place. The snow was now spotted with death. “I’ d nurtured
hopes for— | didn’t know that the Tlel fought among themsalves. | wasn't prepared for such ferocity.
Internecine warfare is rare within the Commonwesdlth, though not unknown historicaly.” He smiled
tightly. “My own species offers ample proof of that. But except for small-scae, usudly highly
personalized conflicts, we no longer war among ourselves. We and the thranx are too busy dealing with,
for example, the AAnn. And— other threats.” Histone reflected bewilderment as much as honest
curiogty.

“Why do you fight?’ He gestured in the direction of the recent field of battle. “'Y ou said these who
attacked you came from outside the area. Isthere some kind of dispute over land, maybe? Or isit an
ancient rivary of somekind that social maturation hasfailed to dispd ?’

“Land?’ Vlashraalooked a him askance. “Why would we fight one another over land? Y u have dready
been told that the world belongstu all, and specificaly tu those whu make use uv it. What an absurd
notion, that intelligent beings should day one another over dirt!”

Different species, Hinx mused, different motivations. “If not land, then what?’

“Itisnot ancient, asyu suggest,” shetold him. “But the disputeiss old, and intense. It originated before
yur kind came to Silvoun— though it must be acknowledged that participation in the Commonwedth has
sharpened the divide between the two groups.”

Hinx made no effort to hide his confuson. Experiencing asudden chill, he shivered sharply. The



perspiration he had generated in the course of the fight was evaporating, leaving only cold behind.

“Two groups? What two groups?’ For the second time, he pointed to the battleground. “Isit just
between the people of Tleremot and these folk? Or isit more extensive and others are involved? Y ou
sadit'sanold quarrd.”

Shelet out asoft whidtle. “Regiond affiliations have dways been important tu the Tlel. Zlezerenn,
Klerjamboo, Hluriamm, mysdf, and everyone else on thisjourney is proud tu hail frum avillage as
progressive as Tleremot. If they were here, ur neighbors and friendswould expresssmilarly.”

Reflecting the uncertainty he felt, Hlinx drew his browstogether. “ So thisis a disagreement between
towns? Something politica ?’

“Not political,” she corrected him. “ Regiona and civic affiliations are determined by birth. One does not
get tu choose them and one cannot change them. Y u are acitizen uv where yu were born and that cannot
be changed. What yu cancan change, and modify, and dter, are yur individud beliefs”

Asher words sank in, Flinx found himsalf more troubled than ever. Knowing from his pre-arriva
research that the Tlel were aprosaic, largely nonreligious society, then what a somber Viashraawas
telling him suggested that. ..

“You'refighting over philosophy?

Gesturing with the ciliaat the end of her right arm, sheindicated in the affirmative. “ Among the Tld, how
onethinksisfar more important than where one happens tu have been birthed. Frum an early age, we
form and are bound tu one another by sociels. Fur example, Zlezelrenn and Hluriamm are both part uv
mine. Hedler Fluadann and Elder Klerjamboo are not. A base socid consists uv four individuals. Smilar
sociels promulgate smilar philosophies. In thisway are like-thinking groups expanded and devel oped.
Among the Tldl there are a present tu great competing sociels.

“Foremost are the NaTl-Seekers, uv which the sociels of Tleremot are but one small component.
NaTl-Seekers believe in showing respect for the established order while smultaneoudy far-seeking. That
iswhy we are happy being a part uv the Commonwealth. We keep ur traditions while adopting that
whichisnu and useful.”

Hinx nodded. “ And the others?’ A hand waved in the direction of the slent battlefidd. “ Those?’

“Adherents uv the GrTI-Keepers. They believe that by engaging fully in the Commonwedth we risk
losing ur heritage, that we will become something that isno longer trutu the Tldl sef.”

“| see. Maybe that’ swhy they didn’t hesitate to attack me. Asahuman, | present the face of the
Commonwedth they congder invasve.”

“Not at dl.” Her correction was as swift asit was unexpected. “ There are humans whu support the
GrTl-Keepers. Some settlers are dlied with them, others with the NaTl-Seekers.” Her gaze wasfixed on
him. *'Y u were attacked not because yu are human, but because they assumed since yu were traveling
with usthat yu are aNaTl-Seeker.”

“I’'mjusgt avigtor,” he protested. “1 don’t favor either argument. I’'m not an aly of either sde.”



She pointed to abody lying nearby, itsfur stained red. “ The GrTI-Keepers did not know that.” She
started to turn away, then paused. “We du not hate the GrTl-Keepers. We just find them and their
philosophy desthly passive. They're misguided, not evil. But they would withdraw frum the
Commonwedth if they could. Undu dl the progress that has been made, renounce dl the marvelsthat
have been brought tu Silvoun, forsake al the scientific and technologica advances membership in the
Commonwedl th has brought us. The GrTl-Keepers du not want tu go backward so much asthey wish tu
freezetime”

“Soyoufight.” On his shoulder, Pip regarded the Tlel thoughtfully. “ And employ whatever marvels and
wonders and advances you can lay your hands on to murder one another. | haveto say that when | first
arrived here, Vlashrag, | wasinclined to think better of your kind.”

She stared at him. Her expression, such asit was, meant nothing at al to him— but her emotions were
railing.

“I am sorry if wedisappoint yu, Finx. | have studied something uv other sentient species, including yur
own. At least we fight over ideas, and not fur dirt, or meaningless property.”

Hesghed tiredly. “It' sjust that | was hoping, that I'm always hoping, to find something better.”
Sheindicated understanding. “Y u would make agud NaTl-Seeker.”

A sudden thought made him ask, “What does the Commonwedlth representative on Gestalt think of your
internecine warfare?’

She had turned away from him. Now she looked back. “Though both greater socielsvie fur
Commonwealth favor, the representative refuses tu take the side uv the NaT|-Seekers over the
GrTl-Keepers. Asasupporter uv the more progressive socid, thisis something | and my friends cannot
understand.”

It's caled politics, Hinx thought as he turned and headed back in the direction of Zlezelrenn’ s gaitgo.
While hisview of the Tldl had changed, and not for the better, his opinion of at least one unnamed and as
yet unencountered Commonwedlth functionary had risen considerably. Theloca bureaucrat sounded like
someonewho, if contacted, could undoubtedly help him in his ongoing search.

Unfortunately, as had al too often been the case throughout hislife, those best positioned to aid him were
the very people he had to take care to avoid.

CHAPTER 11

Halvorsen restrained himsdlf. Another taent he had devel oped over the years. While suffering impatience
waliting to receive payment from a client was perfectly understandable, he knew from experiencethat it
would do no good to rush such people. He' d worked hard to build areputation not only asan
independent contractor who could be relied upon to perform ajob in an efficient and unobtrusive
manner, but also as one who would not tiresomely dun a patron for payment. Usualy there was no need



to do so. Those who failed to pay up invariably found that in the absence of the payment of timely and
agreed-upon compensation, Halvorsen’ s reputation would sooner or later be followed by Halvorsen
himsdlf, with predictably dire resultsfor the tardly.

Of course, on those rare occasions when a client was situated offworld, implied threats carried
correspondingly lessweight. Only once had he been forced to travel to another system in order to collect
on an overdue payment. The mayhem he had delivered on that occasion remained as a clear warning to
any others who might entertain thoughts of trying to stiff the contractor from Gedtalt.

Anticipating no problemswith hismaost recent contract, he was therefore surprised to find waiting for him
when he returned home that evening aterse coded communication from theindividua representing the
so-called Order of Null. Conveyed via space-minusto the core receiver at Tlossene and thence through
the planetary Shell to hishome subox; it arrived in lieu of the anticipated fiscal deposit. If not to bailing,
the unexpected subdtitution at least raised his emotionsto Smmer.

Easy, hetold himsdlf. Sometimes critica information, such asasingle key for unlocking and facilitating a
monetary transfer, could arrive encrypted in such communiqués. But no matter how many timesheran
the message through his persondized, advanced decoding system, no such propitious revelation proved
forthcoming. If funds were being sent to him, the meansfor accessing them was not provided in the newly
received message.

Fuming in his seet, histemper held preternaturally in check, he settled down to read the words that had
been sent to himin lieu of money.

The haf-meter-high, fully dimensionalized avatar that appeared above his scuffed, well-worn desk was
that of an attractive middle-aged woman. Her attitude, however, was as cold as the domesticated
photons of which she was spun. She wasn't hostile, Halvorsen decided as he listened to her. Just distant.
At least she did not equivocate.

“Theinformation provided together with the imaging included in your last communication have been
thoroughly examined and andyzed,” the lambent avatar declaimed, “and have been found wanting.” The
fingers of Halvorsen'sgnarled right hand dowly clenched into afig, tight enough so that the knuckles
began to turn white. He Stared at the hovering, orating image, listening intently.

“Itisclear from the evidence that you have succeeded in serioudy damaging a nondescript transport
skimmer somewhere in the wilds of the world known as Gestalt. Beyond that, nothing conclusiveis
established. The nature of any passengers on board the assaulted craft in question cannot be ascertained
even from an enhancement of the image-by-image breakdown of the recording you supplied. Y our
assertion that theindividua of mutual interest was aboard this particular vehicle and perished with it
cannot be proven. Y our word, while it has been found to carry weight in certain circles, isinsufficient to
judtify disbursement of the amount of credit under discussion.”

Halvorsen very badly wanted to place his hands around the neck of the woman who was dismissng him
in such cool, dispassionate terms. His grasping fingers would only pass through the avatar, of course, and
would have no effect on the actua speaker, who had stood for the recording on aworld distant in
trugpace and time. That was the trouble with degling with clients over interstllar distances. swindlersand
their ilk were immune from something as straightforward as akick to the kidneys. He could only sit and
listen and take it— a posture he found worse than infuriating.

The avatar was not finished. “Y ou will doubtlessargue,” she continued, “that given the damage inflicted



by you on the craft in question and the rugged, uncivilized terrain where it presumably went down, no one
could have survived theinevitable crash. Y ou further state that for reasons unknown to you but suspected
by us, theindividua of mutua interest who rented the transport caused itsintegrated tracker to be
removed prior to his departure from the nearest town. This more than anything else, more than the rental
documentation and visuas you have provided, leads usto believe that the individua of interest to usdl
was indeed on board the skimmer you attacked.”

Hearing this grudging assessment somewhat muted Halvorsen’ sdistress. At least they weren't dismissing
hisclaim utterly. Leaning forward in his seat, he waited for the avatar to conclude.

“Whilewe are not willing to transfer the specified funds on the basis of the limited information you have
thusfar provided,” the femae projection went on, “we have agreed to initiate the necessary preliminaries.
On recaiving satisfactory proof of the demise of the individua in question, monetary disbursement infull
will transpirewithout delay.” Shifting her position, she momentarily must have stepped out of range of the
recorder. As aresult, the subsequent message was somewhat disconcertingly ddivered by only half a
woman.

“You must understand,” the semi-figure declared earnestly, “that we hold thisindividua to be capable of
certain exceptiond feats of the mind. The one opportunity we had to kill him oursalves, wefailed. The
experience that resulted from that encounter was most enlightening, however. It isthis enlightenment, of
which you are unaware, that leads usto exercise caution in light of your claim to have accomplished the
requisite task. This person isnot oneto expire easily.”

What kind of proof will satisfy you? Halvorsen found himself muttering slently. The question was
anticipated.

Shifting her stance again, the woman was once morevisiblein full figure. “No transfer of credit will be
initiated by us without incontrovertible physica proof of the death of the subject under discussion. In
addition to unmanipulated visua confirmation, aDNA andyssfrom an established autolab isrequired.
Until such documentation is provided, | and my colleagues must reject your request for payment. Thisisa
more serious matter than you can imagine, Mr. Halvorsen. Substantiation must be incontestable. We look
forward with greet interest to your next communicetion.”

The avatar vanished as the message ended, leaving Halvorsen’ s desk once more empty and bare above
the concealed projector. He sat staring at it in Silence for several moments. Capable of certain
exceptional feats of the mind, the woman had said. What did that mean? What did it imply? Thinking
back to the confrontation, he remembered the still-baffling menta collapse he had suffered. It had been
severe enough to cause his skimmer to automatically break off the clash and return home. How to explain
what had happened? How to explain the inexplicable? By a feat of the mind? Or perhaps something
equally subtle but far more reasonable had been involved. Maybe he had been hit with some kind of
undetected gas projectile that had affected his skimmer’ sinterna environment.

He wasin no mood to waste time trying to diagnose incomprehensible absurdities. Attempting to make
any sense out of the female avatar’ s outlandish warning was making his head hurt. Any effort at andytica
thought found itself drowned by his escalating anger. Rising from the chair, he cursed, turned, picked up
the piece of furniture, and heaved it againgt the far partition. It bounced once off the floor before
damming into the barrier. Molded of liquid composites, the chair did not break. It did, however, leave a
gzable dent in the less robust wall.

How did they expect him to come up with that kind of information? he fumed as he donned outdoor gear



and stalked down the stairs. Hadn't he shown them the damage that had been done to the quarry’s
skimmer? Were they blind? Didn’t they ook at the recording that had accompanied his message? If the
target hadn’t been killed outright, he surely would have died in the inevitable crash. And if he hadn’t
perished immediately, theicy and inhospitable mountains of northern Gestalt would surely have finished
him by now.

Asamatter of course, the ever-cautious Halvorsen had monitored every transport report and
transmission subsequent to hislimping return to Tlossene. Plentiful cargo and numerous passengers had
comein and gone out of the city since then, but neither acommunication nor amanifest had contained
mention of anyone matching his quarry’ s description. It was unlikely agypsy transporter would have
misdescribed ayoung redheaded offworlder nearly two meterstall.

No, the intended victim was “intended” no more. He was dead, finished, properly deceased, somewhere
up in the northland. How did his clients expect him to provide further proof of that? He did not know
where the fatally wounded skimmer had gone down. It might have stuttered dong for aconsiderable
distance, in any direction, before finaly coming down among the trees. Absent itsintentionaly removed
tracker, there was no way to find it. Even if he somehow managed to do so, any bodies not carbonized in
the consegquent wreckage would by now have been dismembered and consumed by wandering, foraging
fauna The ever-hungry and grimly efficient scavengers of Gestalt would leave not even bones, ingesting
them down to the last knuckle in order to obtain their marrow and calcium.

Safe on their far-distant, civilized world, these naive Nullites wanted proof he could not supply. How was
he supposed to obtain DNA from a nonexistent corpse— let done images of adead body sufficiently
clear to provide indisputable visud evidence? Downgtairs, he waited impatiently for the temperature to
equdizein the building’s semi-lock exit. Storming out into alight snowfal, he headed straight for Tlick’s
Tlounge. The occasiond Tlel he encountered paid no attention to the stocky, purposeful humanin their
midst, but those humans who saw him coming and noticed his expresson made it a point to crossthe
street, temporarily change direction, and avoid eye contact at al costs.

Tlick’s Tlounge had no class. Certainly far less than those establishments that catered to the city’ s elite,
its healthy middle dlass, or visting travelers. It did, however, make available honest rations of often illega
gimulants without judgment or comment. It aso welcomed nonhumansincluding Tld, afact that on more
than one occasion had dmost induced him to switch to another dive. Instead, he continued to direct his
patronage to Tlick’ s because its prices and portions were peerless. Aswas ever the case with Halvorsen,
money invariably trumped principles.

Feats of mind indeed. They were stringing him, these cold, colorless Null folk. Using every trick and
eluson they could think of to avoid paying him hisrightful due. Satifying their request had caused his
skimmer to suffer serious, expensive damage. How was he going to pay for that now, when the credit
transfer he had expected and had been counting on was being unjustly withheld? Carrying out the
contract had nearly cost him hislife. Didn’t that count for something? Did they redly believe he was so
stupid and incompetent that he would put hislife on theline and nearly get himsdf killed hunting down the
wrong man, or failing to do a proper job of it?

It was an unfair universe indeed, and Halvorsen hated it with a passion few could equdl.

Theinterior of Tlick’s Tlounge was dark and warm, two qualities much prized by Tlossene' s human
inhabitants. Though agreet ded of what indtitutions such as Tlick’ s provided was available for enjoying
within one's own dwelling, since the beginning of human civilization people had congregated in places
wherethey could also indulge in the company of their own kind. This gregariousness was shared by many



other sentients. While some sought out establishmentsthat catered solely to their own kind, others were
generdists who chose to patronize a pecific business on the basis of ambience, price, and offerings
rather than species exclusivity.

So it wasthat Halvorsen found himself having to compete with non-Gestdtiansfor aplacein the
crowded circular main room. Ingrained xenophobia combined with recent infuriating circumstancesto
raise his blood pressure. Mogt of those nonhumans present he merely didiked. Hatred was a stronger
emotion he reserved for the native Tld. Therewere no thranx among the crowd. Thranx he liked. Thranx
and humans. Bugs and apes. All the rest, he thought, could head for the giant black hole at the center of
the gdaxy and takethefata fina protophysicd plunge. He wouldn't missaone of them.

How could the eponymous Tlick alow natives inside? Bad enough one had to encounter them on the
Street, but at least outside one could avoid the bulk of their stench. In an enclosed, heated establishment
such as Tlick' stheir stink wasinescapable.

The bar that was hisintended destination might well have been recognizable to a human visitor from
severd thousand years ago, but sight of the automatons working behind it would have sent them fleeing in
fear. Hisorder arrived in chilled glass that had been formed in the shape of apyramid. Asred-orange
lights danced within its transparent substance, he sucked liquid through a pressure-activated siphon and
stared moodily at the crowd.

Hedidn’t redly hear the music that was being played or the soundscapes that accompanied it. Music, he
fet, merdy filled up synapses more profitably occupied deding with problems. The noise added to his
anger and did nothing to lighten hismood.

He drained the pyramid and had it refilled, drained it again. The potent blend of acohoal, localy
manufactured deinhibitors, and imported stimulants soon had him fegling better. Much better. When the
automaton that was filling his orders suggested he take a break and accompany it with a shot of
moderator, he waved it off. So what if the crazies who had refused to pay up wanted more proof? He
would find it or, failing that, hewould find away to fakeit. If he, Norin Halvorsen, couldn’t get the
money due him out of abunch of fish-faced, stiff-spined, otherworldly cranks, then he might aswell pack
ital inand start asmall specidty store. Norin Halvorsen, shopkeeper.

Not likely, he growled softly to himsdlf. Dead firs.

What bothered him was that someone €lse was aready dead first, and he was not receiving credit for it.
The gangly youth he had pursued was properly demised. Halvorsen was sure of it. It was only amatter of
returning to the scene of the confrontation and collecting the necessary corroboration. A smidgen of
DNA, that was dl that was needed. Surely the scavengers had |eft that much. After paying for his
pleasure, he started for the pulsating portal that marked the distant doorway.

The performance floor waslit by effervescent luminants whose shapes morphed from those of naked
men, to naked women, to unclothed crestures whose assorted pul sating extremities and orifices repul sed
rather than interested him. Making aface, he pushed and shoved hisway through adrifting chartreuse
chanteuse. Her disembodied head continued to croon at him in some obscure Terran tongue that was
equally melodic and incomprehensible long after he had walked on past. Disappointed, the light fixture
recongeded rapidly behind him.

Didracted by the luminant, which if he had lingered would have tried to sdl him something, hefailed to
seethe pair of Tlel who werein the process of crossing his path. As he sumbled into them, one



straightened and thrust its eyeband in his direction.

“Forgivenessismade, since yu are so clearly inhibited by ingestments.” It added something deeply
larynged initsown language.

“Go forgive yursef!” Halvorsen growled warningly as he sought to go around the couple. He added
something colorful in unaccented Tlelian.

The pair looked genuinely shocked. If they had smply bagged their outrage and continued on their way,
the exchange would have ended there. But being duly stunned by Halvorsen’ s response and sufficiently
concerned that they somehow might have offended, they persisted. Both scuttled sidewaysto block his

path.

It was surprising that the fury of emotions Halvorsen was generating was not enough to whisk them aside.
“Get out of my way.”

“Therewas no cdl fur that language, no call at dl,” the mae declared raightforwardly. “We cannot
demand, but can only request, an appropriate gpology.”

“Apology?’ Very dowly, Havorsen turned to fully confront the native. Its odor filled his olfactory sense
to overflowing and threstened to leave him dizzy. “I’ll giveyu an...” Before he could finish, the Tlel did
something. It was the wrong thing.

He put his hand on Halvorsen.

Or rather, dozens of soft, gripping ciliafastened themselves to the human’ sthick upper right arm. It wasa
gesture intended to Smultaneoudy reassure and restrain, an indigenous means of physically punctuating
the request for an gpology. Another time, another place, Havorsen might well have interpreted it
appropriatey. Doubtless he ill would have responded with harsh language. Given his current mental
condition and emotiond state, it was not surprising that in this particular instance he reacted physicaly.

By Halvorsen's sandards it wasn't much of ashove. But in his moderately impaired state, it was more
forceful than he might otherwise have intended it to be. Furthermore hisright hand, the one that pushed,
ingtinctively assumed afighting position: fingers drawn back, hed of the hand thrust forward. More by
misfortune than intent, it struck the politely protesting Tldl at its most vulnerable point.

The thin neck snapped like atwig. Ingtantly the male’' s eyeband darkened. The flattened head flopped
loosdly to one side. Though Halvorsen had lived on Gestdt for some time, the female was making sounds
he had never heard before. It struck him that he had just killed. Not, as was commonly the case, for
something honorable such as money, but out of foolish anger. However briefly, he had lost control.
Knowing that upset him far more than the actud killing.

It was an accident, pure and smple. He could claim, rightly, that the native had put itsciliaon him first.
He could claim, wrongly, that it had done so roughly and with hogtile intent. He had only been defending
himsalf. Looking around wildly, he fought to clear hismind. They were done on the luminant-infested
corner of floor. There did not appear to be any other witnesses.

So hekilled the female.

The prim and proper Tld-loving authorities might accept a plea of saf-defense and they might not. What



they were certain to do wasfataly delay his attempt to collect on the debt due him from the Order of
Null. He could not afford that. In addition to the repair work being done on his skimmer there were other
arrears outstanding. He was not the only disagreeable self-employed entrepreneur on Gestalt. Before
long, othersto whom he was in hock would come looking for him. He had been counting on the Null
payment to take care of that. He had been counting on the Null money to take care of agreat many

things

No, he had no time to waste, especialy on explaining his actions as they concerned the now deceased
pair of Tlel. Hadtily he cleaned the scene, wiping away or removing anything that might be traced back to
him. Surely any investigation would not last long. They were only natives, after dl. Stinky, smdly,
gag-inducing natives. Two fewer of them made for a cleaner world.

By the time he stepped out of the transport pod hafway acrossthe city, he felt much better about the
annoying inconvenience to which he had been subjected. The authorities would conduct an investigation.
Finding nothing, they would hypothesize. Only the clan to which the deceased belonged were likely to
pressfor an extended inquest. By that time Halvorsen would be long gone from the city. Hewould do
nothing to concedl his departure, of course. Nothing would be more certain to draw attention to himself
than to try dipping out of Tlossene or offworld while amurder investigation was under way.

He could, however, reasonably be excused for making another trip to the northlands. A dow, unhurried
journey. Relaxing, even. Nothing out of the ordinary for someone such as himsdf. He was not fleeing,
exactly. Not hiding out, quite. Smply finishing ajob he had begun earlier.

If hedid not finishit, to the satisfaction of hisclients, then the entire effort would turn out to have been for
nothing. Thetracking, the hunting down, the chase, the fight, and his subsequent survival— al for nothing.
An unforgivable waste of time. Halvorsen had done many thingsin hislife, but wasting time could not be
counted among them. He would return with al the proof the cheery scions of Null demanded.

As he cautioudy and methodically worked hisway back to hisresidence, he did hisbest to stay
inconspicuous. Snow that was falling more heavily helped to mask his movements. Meanwhile, in the
absence of credit, he had his anger to drive him onward. He made something of agame of it, trying to
decide whom he hated more: his quarry, who had been inconsiderate enough to fight back and to die
somewhere chill and distant, or the otherworldly mooncal ves who by refusing to pay him had set him on
his present path.

He did not wrestle overmuch with the ditinctions that existed between them. There was plenty of time
and energy with which to hate them both, he reassured himsdif.

CHAPTER 12

It was possible that none of them saw the danger because of the storm. Had the expedition been
intended as a hunting party, they would have found or fashioned shelter and squatted down inside to wait
until the westher improved. Hinx certainly would have been amenable. Though hewasin ahurry, as
always, to get where he wanted to go, his present need was not so desperate that he could not have
stood adedlay of aday or so. He would have been content to hole up in acave or beneath some trees



until the snow stopped. Instead it was Vlashraa and the others who insisted on continuing forward with
the gaitgos. He was glad they were the ones who made the decision to keep going.

He was not sure he could have dedlt with the result had the consequent calamity been hisfaullt.

* % %

They were passing through a narrow, scree-framed canyon. Riding on the back of Zlezdrenn' s gaitgo
and freed from the need to concentrate on the route ahead, Flinx was able to study the imposing rock
wals at leisure. Despite the steepness of their dopes, they looked solid and stable enough. Clumps of
thick, gnarled growthsin shades ranging from cobalt to cyan clung tenacioudy to ledges and other places
where sufficient soil had accumulated. Periodically, he paused to wipe blowing snow from hisface and
eyes. Among his possessions|ost in the river with the drowned skimmer were apair of photosensitive
protective goggles. How he wished for them now.

Might aswell wish for asynstesk with flash-frozen dirla curls and steamed green vegetables, hetold
himsdlf. Surfing the bitter cold, the blowing snow only bothered his eyes. The rest of his face was now
too numb to fedl much. In contrast, from the neck down he was reasonably warm, thanks to the output of
the integrated thermothreads that formed part of the weave. Also, thewalls of the storage compartment
served to shield hislower body from the wind. In contrast with her master, Pip was not suffering from the
wesether. Indgde his clothing and smooth againgt hisbare skin, multiple minidrag coilslay unwound against
hiswaist and chest. Not for the first time, Flinx envied his companion her exceptiond flexibility. At least
one of them was comfortable, he mused.

Somewherein the genera vicinity of hiswalst, need clashed with determination. It was not that hunger
was gnawing at him so much as the knowledge that his body needed fud to fight the cold. The sooner
they made camp, the sooner he would be able to warm the inside of his body.

That wouldn't befor awhile yet. Despite the snow, the line of mechanical walkersand their Tldl drivers
were making good progress. Probably pushing themsalves to get through the pass, he told himself. Once
clear of the canyonwalls, it would be much easier to find acampsite out of the wind.

Then he heard the rumble.

It started dowly. A steady whisper that rose swiftly to an ominous growl. Zlezelrenn heard it, too. His
flattened head turned sharply to the left and tilted back, the glistening eyeband focusing on something
heard more than seen. Recalling the previous attack on the column, Hinx’ s bresth came alittle faster as
he fought to peer through the faling snow. Thistime there was no sign of a plunging, ravenous ressaugg.
No exotic apine predator threatened the line of travelers. No raiding party of maniacal GrTl-Keepers
had been lying in wait to ambush their philosophica opposites. Only Nature, in her purest Gestaltian
guise, had chosen to attack. He did not detect any hostile emotions behind the gathering avalanche
because there were none to detect. There were only steep dopes, wind, damp, and too, too much
accumulated snow on the heights directly above the column of gaitgos.

Grinding hoots of alarm rose from the line of travelers. There was no chance to escape the swelling
cascade by reversing direction: the pass was too narrow and the opposite dope too steep to be
negotiated in time. Hinx was dammed roughly backward and nearly out of the modified cargo
compartment as a desperate Zlezelrenn demanded full speed from the vehicle's compact engine. Nothing
Finx had undergone since they had left Tleremot compared to the violent mechanica leg action and
severejolting he experienced now as Zlezelrenn and the others desperately tried to outrun the avaanche.



Far from being able to ask questions or offer suggestions, it was al Flinx could do to hang on and keep
from being thrown out. Pip was sufficiently startled to spread her wings and take to the chilly air, keeping
pace directly above the pounding gaitgo.

Pushed ahead of the cascading snow, freezing-cold air ripped at the exposed skin of hisface. He ought
to have turned away from it. He did not. What froze him in place was not the ambient temperature but
the sight that was roaring toward them. It looked like half amountain wasracing at incredible vel ocity
draight toward the machine on which he wasriding. Theimmensewall of pink snow bore down on the
frantic expedition like a bloodstained flare. There was no place to run, no place to jJump. No placeto
hide. Above him, the minidrag suddenly rose higher, ascending into the flurry of faling flakes and out of
Sgnt.

“Pip!” he shouted, trying to make himsalf heard above approaching thunder that shook the ground.
Incongruoudy, he suddenly found himsdlf thinking of Midworld— hot, steamy, and tropicd, wherea
mountain of snow wouldn't last an hour. The thought was arefuge of wishful thinking.

It was hislast one before thefull force of the avalanche hit.

It felt asif atrio of that distant green world’ shelpful, lumbering, bearcat-like furcots dammed into him
smultaneoudy. Asthe wind was knocked out of him he felt himsalf being ripped out of the cargo
compartment, over the sde of the gaitgo, and away from the fast-moving vehicle. Stunned by the
unrelenting ferocity of the snow, he could only clutch and scrabble futilely at the cold pink mass that
enveloped him. It was not unlike being caught and spun by abig ocean wave, except that he could
breathe alittle.

He had no idea how long he tumbled or how many times he wasrolled. It might have been secondsor it
could have been minutes. Eventualy, thankfully, the avalanche dowed, then stopped, its energy spent. He
and the snow cameto ahat smultaneoudy. The deafening roar that had a moment earlier been
al-pervasve vanished. It was absolutdly, totdly, utterly slent— as still and quiet as the vacuum of space
outsdethe Teacher.

Little by little, hisrespiration steadied. He swallowed a couple of times. Then he called out: first
Zlezdrenn’ s name, then Vlashraa s. There was no answer, no response. Taking in measured breaths he
sarted to rise, only to find that he could not.

Hewas buried.

Sowly, bresthe dowly, hetold himself. Panic and fast breathing will only use up more rapidly whatever
air has been trapped with you. He had never suffered from claustrophobia. That was fortunate, because
the gap between hisface and a solid wall of snow was only afew centimeterswide. In the complete
absence of light, he had to estimate the distance using hisfingers.

He had cometo rest on hisside. Trying to turn onto his back, he found that he could not. He was
encased in afrozen loosefitting straitjacket, and the weight pressing down on him was oppressive. His
lost service belt held severd devices that he could have used to cut through or melt away theicy prison
that now surrounded him. More wishful thinking. Entirely too much of that going on, he decided
decisvdly.

Grim-visaged, he started digging. Lying on hisside, he clawed with hishands at the imprisoning wall on
hisimmediate right. Though heavy, the snowfal had not yet solidified around him. It was critica to get out



before it became too compacted to work.

Hedid not dow or pause even though the cold began to penetrate his gloves. Occasionally, he would get
rid of atiny bit of the snow by swalowing it. Not only did this procedure open up another handful of
space, but the cold meltwater helped to refresh him aswell. Hot chocolate or Parian syrup would have
been more welcome, he thought. What body heat |eaked out through his clothing melted alittle of the
snow beneath him, providing dightly more room in which to work and enough space for him to dightly
move hislegs. As he dug with his hands, he kicked and shoved with hisfeet, compacting the snow under
his boots.

Y ou weren't going to waste any more calories on wishful thoughts, he admonished himself. Not even on
imagining drinksthat were hot, warm, thick...

Stopit, hetold himsdif.

As soon as he had managed to excavate asmall cavity in front of hisface, neck, and chest, he dtered his
angle of attack and began digging upward. He knew he was tunneling in the right direction only because
he could perceive asmdl emotional presence somewhere overhead. The anxious and vitd directiona
beacon that was Pip dternately strengthened and faded in hismind. He could envision her diving
restlesdy back and forth above the settled snow, able to sense the presence of her longtime companion
but unable to see him. It would be better for him if she settled down on the surface directly above him
and remained in one place, but he had no way of telling her to do so, and he was not about to waste any
energy on pointless shouting.

He did not know how long he scraped and clawed at the imprisoning snow. Much longer than it had
taken it to entomb him, anyway. Though he made good progress at first, the lack of food together with
the increasing buildup of carbon dioxide ingde the cavity he had excavated combined inexorably to dow
him down. He was nearly vertica within the avalanche now. Thankfully, the snow overhead was now
packed solid enough that it did not collapse on top of or around him. Suffocation was abad way to die.
But though he reached as high as he could to dig and pulled awvay more and more of thefrigid roof over
his head, each handful he drew downward and shoved toward hisfeet exposed only more of the same.

What if he was buried too degp? What if there were meters of the heavy, smothering wet stuff above his
head instead of centimeters? First to go would be the ability to dig; then he would lose consciousness. |
his Tlel friends werelooking for him, could they even find him? The ava anche had swept him not only out
of Zlezelrenn' s gaitgo but aso an unknown distance down and possibly across the canyon. How far did
their ability to perceive another individud’ s flii extend? If they were searching for him, they might not
even belooking intheright area.

It was getting difficult to breathe. Hard as he fought to regulate his respiration, hislungs kept shouting for
more air. Soon they were demanding it, then screaming for it. Survival quickly became arace between
how fast his hands could pull away the snow over his head and how long hislungswould continue to
function before collgpsing: abattle between desperation and suffocation.

The former was not enough to overcome the latter. Utterly exhausted, helay trapped within adrift of
unknown depth, the remaining air around him polluted by his own exha ations. Through sheer force of will
he thrust hisright arm upward yet one more time, made it scoop another handful of pure cold. But he
didn’t have the strength to pull it down and shove it benesth hisfeet. Asthe snow clasped in his cupping
fingers began to mdt dightly, the smdl rivuletstickled hisfingers benesth the glove, tickled and teased
and...



That wasn't water, he told himsdlf. Whatever was caressaing hisfingerswas solid and dry.

The redlization was enough to summon forth hislast reserves of strength. Shoving his hand down, he
dumped the snow and reached up again. Once more something that was neither snow nor water ran
back and forth over his questing fingers. Forcing back his head, compacting snow behind it, he looked
upward. Something twisting and worm-like kept flicking in and out of ahole no bigger than his thumb.

Pip’stongue.

It took another agonizing half an hour for him to fully extricate himsdlf from the massve snowbank. The
firg thing he did was dlow the half-frozen Pip to snuggle down ingde his jacket and inner shirt. Shewas
shockingly cold, but he did not for amoment consider denying her the body heat her serpentine form was
geding. Lying on his back on the beautiful, lethal pink snow, he redlized that the fast-moving storm was
ending, trailing away to the south. He a0 redlized something else.

Hewas il surrounded by the same dl-encompassing silence. Degthly slence.

It was clear now why there had been no attempt to rescue him. No one had tried to dig him out because
there was no one left to do so. He and Pip were the only ones dive. All the others, every one of hisnew
Tld friends, lay entombed in the increasingly hard-packed snow. Zlezdrenn, Vlashraa, Heder Fluadann,
Hluriamm— all dead, dl gone, flicked away like ants and buried by the avalanche. Because they had
tried to help him.

Don't go there, hetold himsdlf firmly. Nature killed them. The avdanche. They could have perished the
sameway in Tleremat, or while out on ahunting expedition. I’ s not your fault. 1t’s not your fault.

Thaose four words became a mantra. In spite of his exhaustion he rose and began searching. With the
storm fading, any hint of color should stand out starkly amid the pale pink of the fresh snow. A shred of
clothing, a suggestion of composite, aloose fitting— alimb— he ought to be able to spot it. What he
chose not to acknowledge was the compl ete absence of emotion. Maybe, he told himsdlf uneasily, he
perceived nothing at the moment because his erratic Taent, shocked by his own orded, was not
working. It was more encouraging to believe that than to concede that there was nothing |eft to perceive.

Thelonger he searched without finding anyone aive or sensng any other emations, the more convinced
he became that his own surviva was due not to any specia determination or unique ability but rather to a
fortuitous bit of anatomica evolution. His gloves shielded and protected strong digits built of solid bone
that were attached to equally robust arms. Working together, hands and arms were capable of steady
digging. With their thin armstipped by flexible but internally unsupported cilia, the Tlel would not be
nearly as efficient a the primitive procedure. It was the apein him that had been able to move snow and
dig himsdf out. Differently built, differently evolved, the Tld had been unable to emulate his disciplined
tunnding.

In spite of thisredization, asurge of hope rose within him when he spotted portions of agaitgo’'s
protective cage work sticking out of the snow. Stumbling over to it, he began shoveling recklesdy with
his hands, throwing snow in dl directions. He had excavated hafway down to the vehicle€ sinclined seat
when he redlized that the driver had been pulled out of the torn and broken enclosure and swept
downd ope. Though he continued to dig in and around the machine until he had both it and a substantial
areaaround it cleared of snow, he found no sign of its former occupant.



There was nothing more he could do. Properly searching the huge areathat had been swept clean and
buried by the avalanche would require either dozens of searchers or specidized rescue equipment
capable of locating the bodies buried within the pink mass. He had access to neither. Evenif hefound
someone, enough time had passed to reduce to near zero the chances of finding any of hisfriendsdive.

He sat longer than he should have contempl ating the shattered remnants of the gaitgo. Only when Pip
shifted againg himinside his shirt did he findly bestir himsdlf. Having begun the journey in search of
answers, he now needed to keegp moving in hopes of finding something more prosaic— food and shelter.

Thefird reveded itsdf to him after alittle work. The gaitgo’ s Sorage compartment had stayed intact and
was still packed with the suppliesthat had been intended to sustain its driver. Therewere bottles of a
thick, dmaost gummy, but palatable protein-rich liquid; neat squares of various dried foods; some
packaged nutrients he did not recognize but crammed into a makeshift backpack anyway; and assorted
nutritional supplements. Enough to keep him aive for anumber of days— if they didn’t turn hisdigestive
system inside out. Some Tld foods he could tolerate; others would be rgjected by his body. While he
didiked theideaof subjecting his scomach and organs south to satiation by trid and error, he had little
choice.

Some of the tools he found in another compartment were Smple and straightforward enough that he
recognized their function immediately. There were others whose purpose he would divine by
experimenting with them. Most welcome of al was the portable cooker that was included with the food.
While provisonsimported from offworld were usudly sdf-heating or self-cooling, according to the nature
of theitem, the Tldian victuas were not. Though &t this point more than willing to sample raw any and dl
of the salvaged rations, he had another equally important use for the cooker. He spent the next fifteen
minutesin astate of pure bliss, using the deviceto lightly heet first hisface, then hishands, and lastly
anything ese he could warm without having to expose too much of it to theicy air.

Later, while Pip lay in ahappy, tight, thawed coil atop the cooling cooker, Flinx sampled some of the
Tldian provisons. With the exception of something purple and puffy that momentarily made hisingdes
fed theway it looked, everything went down easily enough. More important, al of it stayed down.
Finaly warmed within and without, he rose from the site of the ruined gaitgo with arenewed sense of
purpose and a fresh resolve to press on. Having little choice in the way of destination he had no redl
option but to continue northward, his present position lying far closer to hisintended target than to now
distant Tleremot. It seemed that one way or another he was destined to find what he had come for or die

trying.
It would hardly be thefirgt time he had found himself in such asituation, he observed sardonicaly.

As he gtarted for the near end of the canyon he entertained thoughts of someone arriving to rescue him.
The Teacher’ s shuttle, perhaps, or even hisremarkable, inscrutable friends from Ulru-Ujurr. Ashe
dogged onward through the deep snow, neither ship nor diensmagically materidized to extricate him
from his present desperate Situation.

It soon became evident, however, that he was no longer done.

The fedings that began to tease the edge of his Tdent were Smple, basic, primitive. Barely perceptible.
Thekind of lementary emotions generated by something very low on the scale of sentience. Devoid of
refinement or the distinctive overtones associated with higher cognizance, they were easy to interpret.
Anticipation. Excitement.



Hunger.

Though he saw thefirst of them before he sumbled out of the pass, it was quickly evident that their
habitat was not restricted to that deadly, snow-packed canyon. They followed him out and beyond as he
began to make hisway downdope and away from the worst of the accumulated pink drifts. Whenever he
stopped to rest, they paused with him, maintaining their distance. Now that the sun was out, he had to
squint to make out his new companions againg the painfully reflective brightness. He could identify them,
but he could not count them. There were too many.

Perhaps dozens, he decided. Maybe more than a hundred. They were unlike anything he had yet
encountered on Gestalt. No avalanche-embracing ressauggs, no ominous vacuum-equipped predators
these,

Thelargest of them stood no more than haf ameter high onitstwo thick legs. Varying in mass from ten
kilos down to one and completely covered in short, dense fur, they sported a surprising range of colors:
everything from pale cerise to dark mauve. The broad panoply of hueswould alow some of them to
blend in perfectly with the snow, otherswith the varied vegetation, till otherswith the bare rock on
which anumber of them were presently standing. They contemplated him out of eyebands the thickness
of hislittlefinger. Parted jaws revealing rows of short, sharp, needle-like teeth were set in flattened skulls
that reminded him of upside-down dinner plates. While different in severa respects, the similarity to the
skulls of his native friends could not be denied. Severa members of the sorawling pack sported colorful,
flexible crests. When not lying flat against the backs of their heads, these semaphored like so many
miniatureflags.

Though they stared at him with undisguised intent, he was not the sole focus of thelr attention. Some dug
and kicked at the ground with their clawed feet, searching for anything edible. Othersfussed and
squabbled among themsalves. They emitted asurprisingly wide range of sounds: from soft, dmost
imperceptible squeaks to an intermittent coughing that sounded like ametal file being dapped back and
forth acrossalog. There was something about them. ..

In spite of the obvious danger they posed, he found himsdlf smiling when he redlized what had tickled his
imagination. More than anything, the pack brought to mind abevy of miniature, many-toothed,
blank-faced Tlel. The superficid resemblance extended beyond the smilar shape of the skulls. Though it
seemed unlikely there could be any kind of close relationship between the short-statured scavengers and
the much larger, infinitely more intelligent masters of Gestdt, the physical resemblance could not be
denied. Convergent evolution, Hinx found himself wondering, or smply coincidence? He did not think
Hluriamm, in particular, would have found the comparison flattering.

Thinking of his recently deceased companions caused the smile to fade from hisface. The pack of
voracious little bipeds tracking his progress did not want to help him: they wanted to gnaw his bones.
Peering out from beneath her master’ sjacket, Pip studied them with undisguised animosity. He kept her
restrained. Short of the creatures making adirect assault, it would be wasteful to have her harassthe
pack. If shewas going to expend more venom on his behalf, they needed to wait until any such defensive
exertions became unavoidable,

Would they attack? There was no miscongtruing the ravenous desire their dozens of ferd little minds
were projecting. He had no weapons except his own hands, feet, mind, and Pip. The radiant cooker he
had salvaged from the ruined gaitgo could not be turned up enough to expd harmful heet. Indeed, if he
tried to modify it to do 0, itsintegrated safety features would cause it to shut down completely. His
ability to defend himsdf by projecting conflicting emotions on potentia assailants depended on those



lants having devel oped acertain level of emotiona complexity. Based on what he could perceive,
the scavengers determinedly trailing him rated very low on that scale, even more so than other carnivores
he had confronted on other worlds. Projecting onto even highly evolved animals as opposed to
representatives of sentient species was aways a hit-and-miss proposition. On the other hand, there were
plenty of exposed rocks lying around.

Rocks. A citizen of the most technologicaly and scientificaly advanced civilization in the higtory of his
kind, and it was looking more and more like he was going to have to defend himsdlf by throwing rocks.

Notwithstanding their ongoing attentions, it was possible he might not be reduced to such desperate
measures. They might decide he was smply too big or too alien to take on. Or perhapstheir preferences
precluded predation and they would not attack, preferring to wait until he collapsed from exhaustion or
lack of nourishment before trying to feed. If he needed further stimulus to keep him going, the pack’s
persistent presence provided it.

For now, anyway, he chose not to dwell on what might happen when night descended and fatigue forced
deep upon him. In the event any of the two-legged carnivores came close enough to take an exploratory
bite out of him, Pip would driveit off and the ensuing commotion would wake him. But her venom would
last only so long. She could fight off and digpatch one or two dozen of the persistent little monsters, but
not more. Certainly not hundreds of them, if others weretrailing the main pack or hiding among the
boulders and trees.

In that event his defense was straightforward: don't deep.

Hedidn't, not dl that night nor into the following morning. The whistling, skittering, restless pack settled
down nearby for the night and was with him when the sun rose the next day. They stood or squatted in a
respectful arc behind him, looking on as he warily cooked breskfast.

“See, you eydesslittle bastards!” he yelled chdlengingly as he waved his heated food in their direction.
“I’ve got plenty to eat and pink snow to drink. I’m not going to die here. Why don’t you go and dig up
some nice smelly carcass somewhere e se and leave me done?’

Glancing up from where she was swalowing the bite-sized crumbs of food he had broken off for her, Pip
eyed him gravely. In the absence of other voi ce-capabl e respondents, her master was not much given to
talking out loud. It worried her. Her concern did not keep her from eating, however.

After finishing the last of theingpid but filling medl, Hinx badly wanted to relax with the cooker running
and just bask in the limited hest it generated. That would be, he redized tiredly, awaste of time and fud,
neither of which he had to spare. Forcing himself to rise, he packed up the cooker and resumed the
arduous downhill trek.

Asif hisgtuation was not bad enough, dark clouds began to spill over the eastern horizon, portending the
onset of another storm close on the hegls of its recent lethal predecessor. Fortune, which had been so
kind to him on so many previous occasions on so many other worlds, seemed to have deserted him.

Too cold for Fortune here, he told himself as he shouldered his makeshift pack and strode grimly on. Too
cold for me, too.

Thankfully, the new weether front brought no snow with it. Unfortunately, it hit with asolid wal of wind,
hail, and deet. He kept going, pushing himsaf onward, afraid that if he stopped to seek shelter and rest



he might fall adeep only to be awvakened as he was being torn to bits by his eager and unwelcome
Gedtdtian entourage. The pack was dtill with him, he saw through the freezing rain. Plodding dong
methodicaly in hiswake, waiting for him to drop. Thefaint vestiges of comic ambience he had initialy
attached to them had long since falen away. He no longer saw them as amusing downs zed versions of
the Tld. Inhismind seyether faces and feet had faded from view, leaving behind only the gleam of
claw-equipped paws and razor teeth.

Pain flared in hisright ankle. Looking down he saw that one of the creatures, bolder than the rest, had
darted forward to try to take a bite out of hisleg. Though sharp, its numerous teeth were too short to
penetrate hiswinter attire. The pain had come from its nipping jaws pinching hisflesh. The skin had not
been penetrated. Sensing the attack, Pip struggled to escape his jacket.

Her assstance was not needed. Using his other foot, he pushed the determined scavenger off hisleg.
Bringing his boot down hard a second time snapped the vulnerable neck. Breathing deeply while angrily
wiping moisture from hisface, he looked up through the driving deet. Having witnessed the short, deadly
encounter, no other member of the pack showed any inclination to sacrificeitsalf in an attempt to exact
revenge on behalf of adeceased comrade.

There were definitely more of them now, Hinx decided. Whether drawn to the pursuit by smell, or
movement, or sound he could not tell. Hundreds of them, certainly: not dozens. At what point would
some critica mass, some unestimatable number be reached when they fdlt there were enough of them to
safely rush him? Turning and lowering hisface into ablast of pitiless deet, he resumed walking.

He could not tell the number of times he thought serioudy of giving up. Food was sufficient to stave off,
but not entirely mitigate, the effects of exhaustion. No matter how much he ate, however, the activity
could not compensate for his ongoing lack of deep. In some ways, eating only made it worse. 1t would
be so much essier just to lie down in the soft, inviting snow, close hiseyes, and findly embrace the rest
that forever seemed to ude him. For him, for Philip Lynx, rest was dl too often little more than an
unattainable god, a destination devouitly to be wished for but never to be reached.

Why was he bothering? Why did he continue to push himsdf, to voluntarily submit to the repetitive
torment of responsibility? Civilization could look after itself without him, the menace posed by the Great
Evil notwithstanding. What was worth such continued suffering? Even the Tldl, whom he had initidly
thought endlessly cheerful, helpful, and a peace with the cold world around them, engaged in murderous
internecine conflict. GrTl-Keepers and NaTl-Seekers daughtered one another— over sociophilosophical
differences, of dl things. Y et another in atoo-long list of examples of sentience wasted on those whose
socid maturity hed failed to keep pace with their achievementsin technology.

The deet had let up but the wind was till blowing hard. When one boot did sideways on arock buried in
the snow, he stumbled and dropped to one knee. Reading hisresignation, an alarmed Pip struggled to
free hersdf from hisjacket. As soon as he went down apair of scavengers, eyebands glistening in
expectation, sprinted forward and started gnawing hungrily at his boots. Sensing the end, the rest of the
swollen pack crept steadily forward, holding back only to seeif these two most aggressive of their
number met the same fate as the solitary individual who had attacked earlier.

Flinx’ s head had started pounding. It looked asif his unremitting headaches would not even let him diein
peace. He dtarted to rise from the one kneg, failed in the effort, and fell forward. Behind him aharsh,
collective dien ululation rose from the pack asit surged forward in its hundreds. Trapped within her
master’ sjacket, a pinioned Pip fought frantically to free hersdf.



Hinx felt asudden surge of hedt. It came not from the crush of dozens of energized scavengersfinaly
swarming over him, nor from an inadvertently activated cooker, but from anew source. It lanced one,
two, four of the closdaly clustered carnivores, searing flesh and fur. He was barely conscious enough to
recogni ze the coarse stink of smoldering tissue.

The heat had passed over him. It was followed by a second burst. Thiswas enough to send the rest of
the pack fleeing in panic, scrambling and scrabbling over one another in their frantic haste to find cover
among trees, rocks, and snow.

A shape appeared in front of him: alarge, irregular, looming shadow. Standing straight and tall, leveling
an unusual weapon in both gloved hands, it defied the wind as audacioudy asit had the threat posed by
the now scattered pack. His conscious fading, FHlinx heard avoice. It was asforthright and snide as that
of aretired professor.

“Anyone stupid enough to be out in this country in thisweether by themsalves deservesto be left here.
On the chance that it wasn't planned, and against my better judgment, | suppose I’ m obligated to save
your life”

CHAPTER 13

Taking pity on him, afickle Fate (if not Fortune) decreed that his head should cease throbbing— for a
while, at least. When Flinx finaly awoke, the debilitating pain had disappeared. So, too, had the wind,
the deet, the cold, and— it wasimmediately apparent— the pack of scavengersthat had been on the
verge of scouring the meat from hisbones. Two other particulars struck him simultaneoudy. Firgt, the
familiar weight of atightly wound serpentine coil adegp on hisbare chest, indicating that Pip had survived
with him. Second, the redlization that he was, for the first timein agreat many days, actudly warm.

Continuoudy adjusting itsdf to his stabilizing body temperature, the physosengtive blanket beneath which
he was presently reclining backed off another fraction of adegree. His entire body was numb— but for a
change it wasjust from fatigue, not from cold. Blinking once, he turned dightly to hisleft on the padded
couch to examine his unexpected but welcome new environs. His muscles protested even this modest
exertion.

The room waslarger than it needed to be. Taking the shape of agently curving dome reflecting
unmistakable Tldian influences, the celling was high enough to accommodate the talest visitor. Lined with
irregularly shaped gray and green tiles, its means of support was cunningly concealed. Some of thetiles
had been randomly silvered so that they shimmered like mother-of-pearl. Indirect light from hidden
sources enlivened these with sparkle. Sedled portas off to left and right doubtlessled to other rooms.

Directly acrossfrom where hewaslying, acrackling blazefilled atraditiond triangular Tlel stone
fireplace. Though its function was likely more decorative than necessary, he welcomed the supplementary
heet. Everything e se in the room shouted contemporary technology. The presence of the wood fire was
more atestament to the owner’ s aesthetic tastes than to any need.

Replication artwork of ahigh order decorating the wallsindicated that he wasin the presence of



someone who possessed a measurable degree of cultural sophistication aswell as good taste. In addition
to copies of famous works drawn from the history of human crestivity there were dso afew striking Tlel
originds. A pair of large, comfortable chairs were angled toward the fireplace, extending an invitation to
contemplate the wood fire blaze that, in its primitive fashion, condtituted awork of art in itsdlf.

Ashe et hisattention skim over his surroundings, Hinx recalled the circumstances that had brought him
to this place. Most recently, he remembered little beyond being picked up off the snow, carried a short
distance, and unceremonioudy dumped onto some form of trangportation. This had been followed by an
indeterminate period of unexpectedly smooth riding. The steedy, gentle vibration had combined with his
advanced state of fatigue to put him amost ingtantly to deep. How long he had reposed in that sate of
blissful insengbility he did not know. Now fully awake and aware once more, he wasimmediately
cognizant of more than just his physical surroundings.

Firgt and foremost, he sensed the presence of another sentient. Reaching out, Flinx probed for emotions.
He touched on them without difficulty or opposition. At present they were diverse and nonspecific. What
was more important was that they were indisputably human.

Try ashemight, he could not keep his heart from racing as afigure appeared in the right-hand doorway
and entered the room. He was just as Rosso Eustabe had described him: tall, though not astall as FHinx,
with dark eyesto match his close-cropped black hair. Well-built beneath his pae yellow, loosefitting,
one-piece winter garb. Skin dmost the same shade of olive as FHlinx’s own, though it wasimpossible to
tell if the color was natural or the result of cosmetic enhancement. A neetly trimmed white spade beard
ran from beneath hisnose to end in apoint below his chin. Eustabe hadn’t mentioned a beard. Possibly
an oversght on hisinformant’ s part, or perhaps arecent addition.

It would be more than just dightly ironic, Hinx reflected as he stared, if the man who had rescued him
turned out to be his own father.

Waking over to the fire, the man used asmall manipulator to adjust the position of severd blazing logs.
Fire-weakened wood crumbled in on itsdlf, alowing a shower of sparksto escape up theflue. Primitive
sght, primitive sound. Turning, the man noticed Hinx gazing back a him. Without hesitation the older
man reached down, picked apistol up off atable that was blocked from Hinx’s view by one of the
chairs, and camly aimed its business end at the lanky figure occupying the couch.

Looking to her master for direction as she sensed asurgein emotion, Pip bardly lifted her head. If Hinx's
fedlings were not roiled, there was no reason for her to be darmed. Closing her eyes, she resumed her

nap.

Her perception was not mistaken. Flinx saw no cause for alarm. If the man wanted to shoot him, he
could easily have done so when Hinx lay semi-conscious at his feet somewhere out in the snow. Nor did
his host’ s emotions betray any hint of overt hogtility or aggression. There was wariness, yes, but that was
perfectly understandable. He knew nothing of the lean and unblinking visitor lying on the couch. Had their
Stuations been reversed, Hinx would have been equaly cautious, though he would not have been so
quick to bring agun into the equation.

Of course, he had Pip.
Though the man’ svoice was genid enough when hefindly spoke, histone was clipped, and the gun

congtituted arather severe form of punctuation. “What are you gaping at? Who are you, what are you
doing out here done, and what do you want?’



“I wasn't done.” Hinx choseto answer the easiest part of the question first. “1 waswith friends. Tldl
friends. | wastraveling with them.”

Behind the man, the blaze in the fireplace popped noisly. The muzzle of the pistol did not waver. “I didn’t
seany Tld.”

Hinx swalowed. “ Avadanche got them dl. In the canyon. My friends, their gaitgos, nearly al the supplies,
everything. They were— good people.”

His host grunted softly. “The Tld arelike any other sentient species. Some good, some bad. I’ [l grant that
on balance they seem happier than most. Which is something, when you consider how inhospitableisa
good chunk of their home planet. Well asthey’ ve adapted, Commonweath membership has till been a
godsend to them. Right from first contact they were smart enough to recognize the potentia benefits,
accept them, and run with them.” He gestured meaningfully with the pistal. “ Decent little civilization

they’ ve built up here”

“I've seen that they' re very welcoming of settlers, whichisunusud,” Flinx commented.

“Yes Mod intelligent species didike theideaof having other sentientsliving permanently among them.
Not the Tld. Inthat, they'realot like the thranx.”

Whilethe small tak was stimulating, there was one thing Hinx felt he could not put off any longer. “ Thank
you for saving my life”

“Somebody needed to. You were doing a pretty piss-poor job of it.” The older man nodded to himself.
“Though if you weretraveling with Tldl it explains how you madeit asfar asthe pass. I'm sorry about
your friends. Lucky for you | was out checking traps.”

“Traps?” Hinx blinked. Pip opened her eyes.

“TheTle aren’t the only sentients on thisworld who take hunting serioudy. Call me atavidtic, but there' s
something soul-satisfying about bending Nature to one' s purpose.”

Hinx wondered what lay behind those black eyes besides cool self-control. “Bending— or twisting?’

His host frowned. “ There' sadifference?’ When Hinx did not respond, the man continued. “ Anyway,
once | put adozen or so kerveks out of their squabbling misery the rest scattered quickly enough. |
dumped you on the crawler and brought you back here.” With his free hand he indicated the dozing
minidrag. “ Y our pet there gave me a bit of a start when it peeked out from under your shirt. Since it
ignored me, | ignored it, and we got aong fine for the remainder of the trip back.”

Reaching down, Hinx stroked his pet’ siridescent spine. Folded against her sides, her wings quivered
dightly. “Her name s Pip. She sensed you meant me no harm.”

“I suppose she must have.” Finx’shost did not realize that his young guest was being literd. “How are
you feding?Y ou can’t stay here, of course. | place quite ahigh value on my privacy.”

“Sorry to haveintruded.” Where another might have been offended, Hinx kept histone carefully neutral.
“| feel okay. Better than | expected to after haf freezing to death.” Reaching up, he rubbed the back of



his neck.

“Better than you have any right to. | pumped two ampoules of Refreshain into your gut. That should keep
your system going until this evening, by which time the trangport I’ ve arranged for you isdueto arrive and
take you away. Since | don’'t know where you came from or where you' d prefer to go, | took the liberty
of designating Tlossene as a destination. From there you can arrange transportation to any point on the
planet.” Hisexpression did not vary. “Y ou can pay? If not, the government has an emergency fund that
can be tapped for evacuating stranded backcountry travelers.” Reaching down, he picked up atumbler
from the same concealed table as the gun and swallowed some of the metallic container’ s contents.

“Y ou've only answered athird of my question.”

Pulling aside the blanket, Hlinx sat up and siwung hislegs off the sde of the couch. As he met the other
man’' sgaze Hinx tried to fathom what, if anything, was going on behind those ebon pupils. All hislifehe'd
tried to imagine the possibilities of the moment that now |loomed immediatdly before him: the
ramifications, theimport, the potential emotiona resonance. Strangely disconnected, hefdt asif he
should be fedling something else, something more. Hope, joy, anger, relief, sadness, fear, desperation.
Love.

Instead, he felt nothing beyond an abiding hope. That was, he decided, eminently reasonable and rational.
Theindividud standing before him might be nothing more than just another émigré artist; timidly
introverted at be<t, violently antisocid at worst. While Hinx redlized that his emotions might jump the gun
to make certain assumptions, the rationd part of his mind would not. Could not. The time for resolving
the two was— now.

“My nameis...” Agonishing himsdlf, he hesitated briefly. “...Hinx.”

Brows drew together as the other man frowned at him. * Flinx? Just one name? That’sunusud.”

Flinx nodded. Y ou ought to know— Anayabi.”

As expected, thisreveation sparked thefirst tir of deeper emotion within hishost. “1 thought there must
be something awkward involved to motivate someone like yoursdlf to travel out thisway. Can we now
assumethat a least apart of your journey involved coming to see me?’

“Not apart,” Hinx corrected him. “All of it.”

The hand holding the gun steadied. “How do you know my name, where | live? What do you want with
me, Mr. Hinx?’

“Not Mr. Just Hinx. If anyone should be calling someone migter, it sme.”

His host was growing visibly impatient. “Y ou’ re not making sense. | don’t much care for peoplewho are
deliberaidy mysterious.”

“I'm not trying to be mysterious.” Hinx took adeep breath. “1’m looking for my father. Without going
into alot of detail right away, | have reason to believe you— might be him.”

Anayabi was one of those rare individuals who aways seem to be ready for anything— but it was
obvious he was not ready for that. His expression betrayed his surprise and confusion as clearly asdid



his emotions. After along, incredulous pause, he findly managed to articulate areply.
“You lay out in the cold too long. Y ou can only hope the damage isn't permanent.”
“Ifitis” Hinx replied dowly, “maybe you can find away to fix me. To improve me”

Still the other man refused to bite. Or maybe, Hlinx mused, the bait he had extended had no attraction for
his host. Having comethisfar at the sacrifice of time, money, and a sorrowfully large number of now
deceased friends, he was not about to give up meekly.

“My redl nameis Philip Lynx. | am an unmindwiped, unrecongtructed, surviving experiment of the
outlawed, edicted eugenics association that called itsalf the Meliorare Society. One of at least two known
such survivors. My mother was a Terran lynx named Ruud Anasage. My father— my father isknown to
me only as the sperm donor. I’ ve been looking for him, trying to discover hisidentity, for avery long
time. Research leads me to believe that you could possibly be him. Research, and the dying testimony of
citizen Shyvil Theodakris of Visaria Whose real name, whose Méeliorare name, was Theon a-bar
Cocarol.”

Visudly, Anayabi’ s expresson did not change. Verbally, he responded straightaway with, “All of that
means nothing to me.” Emotionally— emotionaly, he convulsed. It was as potent a conflicted upwelling
of sentiments as FHinx had ever percelved. Beyond subterfuge now, he challenged the other man’ sdenid
head-on.

“You'relying.” Having dithered down to hislap, Pip was now wide awake and aert, her attention
focused exclusvely on the man holding the pistal.

Anayabi let out asnort of disgust. “1 save your life, and ten minutes after regaining consciousness you're
cdlingmealiar.” He made ashow of checking achronometer. “The sooner that transport gets here and
you're gone, the better I'll likeit. And you can be sure I’ ll think twice about picking up the next fool |
find sumbling around in this country.”

Having confessed, however concisdly, his persond history, Flinx saw no reason to hold back now. His
wholelife had been pointed toward, had been leading up to, this confrontation.

“I know that you' re lying because | can read your emotions. That's my Talent. Experiment Twelve-A’s
Tdent. I'man Adept.”

A moment in time passed during which agreat deal was said even though nothing was spoken. After,
Anayabi did not so much crack as subside. When hislipsfinaly parted again, the voice that emerged was
atered from what had gone before. It was till firm, still resolute, but at the same time subdued. The same
held true for hisemotions. VVoice and fedings and posture pooled to put Flinx in mind of a prizefighter
who had taken one too many punches, was barely able to stand within the fighting cube, and could do
nothing more except wait for thefina blow to land.

“Theon Cocaral.” Anayabi was dowly shaking his head. “Hadn’t thought of him in— years. Many
years.” From staring into the distance, he now looked up and across at his guest, seeing himin an entirely
new light. “Dead, you say?’

Flinx nodded. There was nothing to be gained and possibly much to be lost by going into detail
concerning the means and manner of the other surviving Mdiorare s recent passing. “Hetold methat he



knew where my father was. Gestalt, he said. That was al the information on the matter | managed to get
out of him before he died. So | came here, did my best to initiate a search based on some preconstructed
paradigms, and interviewed alot of potential candidates. Too many, in retrospect.” He sat alittle
sraighter on the couch. “Then you cameto my notice.”

He expected the inquisitive Anayabi to inquire how that sngular revelation eventuated. Instead his host
eyed him with fresh curiosity. “Y ou redly are who you clam to be, aren’t you?” Hinx nodded, just once.
“Then you' re not a peaceforcer or other government or Church agent, here to arrest me? You redly are
just on some kind of insane quest to try to find your paterna parent?’

Flinx replied softly, “Insanity has nothing to do withit. If you could read my emotionstheway | can read
yours, you wouldn't be asking that question or couching it in such terms.”

Sitting down in and swinging around on one of the large chairs, Anayabi rested the pistol on hisright
thigh. For along time hejust sat staring at the tall young man seated across the room from him.
Occasionally, he would shake his head and an odd expression would momentarily transform his features.
Emotiona resonance aside, Hinx wasunableto tdl if thiswasagrin or agrimace. Anayabi’s
corresponding fedings likewise remained ambiguous.

“Maybe | can't read your emotions, Twelve-A, but | can see your solemnity and | can sense your
desperation. It'sal true, then. Y ou knew Theon. Y ou are familiar with a certain sgnificant amount of
your persond history. Y ou know about the Society. And you' re sharp enough and smart enough to have
found me.” He shook his head more strongly. “I didn’t think anyone would ever find me here, in the
northlands of an unimportant incorporated world like Gestalt.”

“l wouldn't have @ther,” Hinx told him, “if not for Cocarol.”

The placidness went out of Anayabi’ s voice, to be replaced by the steel Flinx had encountered earlier.
Hishost’ s voice dropped to agrowl. “ Theon ways was one to favor the grand gesture. The old bastard
could have done me afavor by keeping his dying mouth shut.”

“Maybe he wanted you to see that one of your experiments had survived the Commonweslth
crackdown.”

“Maybe, maybe...,” Anayabi muttered. “ So you' re an empath— you can read emotions. | can't recdl
what the specific objectives were for the Twelveline. It wasdl solong ago...”

“Not so very long.” Hinx’svoice wastaut, barely controlled. “Only twenty-seven years.”

“Twenty-seven years,” Anayabi echoed more calmly. “An empathic Adept. What do you know.” His
emotions shifted in away Flinx did not like. “ There should be more. Or at |east something else. Tell me,
of what else are you capable?’

“Nothing, insofar as| know,” Hinx lied. Helied without hesitation and without thinking. It was easy.
He' d been doing it ever Snce hewas old enough to redlize that he was different. “ Answer my question. |
have to know. Are you my father, Anayabi of the Meliorares?’

The man who years ago had fled to out-of-the-way Gestalt in order to avoid the relentless hounding of
Commonweslth justice sat pondering silently. When hefinaly deigned to reply, hiswords were
accompanied by adight nod.



“Yes, Philip Lynx. Tweve-A. | anyour father.”

Hinx’s heart missed a beet, his thoughts going momentarily and uncharacterigticaly blank. Before he
could respond, Anayabi continued.

“One of them, that is. In amanner of peaking. After afashion of science.”

From unguarded elation, Flinx was plunged into avortex of bewilderment. “1— what are you trying to

sy?

Anayabi then did perhaps the worst possible thing he could have done at that moment and under those
emotionally charged circumstances.

Helaughed.

Hinx thought his head was going to explode. Combining asuddenly escalating headache with the clashing
emotions that were raging indgde him threatened to send him spinning back into unconsciousness. With as
great an effort of will ashe had ever exerted, he somehow forced himsdlf to remain composed and in
control.

“Pease” A universe of multiple meaning underscored that one word. “ Explain yourself.”

“Oh, very well.” Anayabi was at ease now. Finaly convinced he was not about to be arrested and sent
off for mindwiping, he had reverted to his naturd authoritarian self. “'Y ou might aswell know thetruth
about yoursdlf. Everyone deserves to know the truth about themselves, | suppose. Even experiments that
ought not to have survived thislong.” Virtualy merry, hisimproving mind-set contrasted starkly with
Hinx’ s degpening somberness.

“What else did dear departed Theon tell you about your origins, Twelve-A?’

Despondent and confused, Flinx struggled to recdl. “Very little. He— wasn't talking much at thetime.
No, wait— | do remember something else. He said— he said that | was not the product of a natural
union. | aready knew that, of course, since I’ d previoudy learned that my mother was impregnated via
atificid means”

“ Artificial means.” Anayabi chuckled, shaking his head. “ Description without being descriptive. I'm
afraid that dl these years you' ve spent searching for your ‘father, you' ve been wandering amlessy ona
bit of awild-goose chase, Philip Lynx.”

Something horrible was growing in the pit of Hinx’s sscomach. The gathering discomfort threatened to
meatch the throbbing thet fdt likeit was going to blow the top off hisskull. On hislap, a suddenly
apprehensive Pip twisted around to look up at him. She could not read the expression on hisface, but
she could perceive his emotions as clearly and sharply as she could detect dead mest at twenty meters.

“Maybe,” Hinx said abruptly, “we should stop for alittlewhile.”
“Stop?’ Anayabi eyed him in mock astonishment. “Why would you want to stop now, when you're so

closeto obtaining the truth that you say you’ ve spent such along time seeking?” Still holding onto the
pistol that was resting on histhigh, he leaned toward his newly uncertain, uneasy guest.



“When | say that | am ‘on€ of your fathers, what | am redly saying to you isthat you have no father.
Y ou never did. Not in the traditional patrilineal sense”

Hinx was barely breathing. Head pounding, he desperately wished for the medicine kit that was part of
the service belt he dwayswore. Kit and belt, hope and past, and maybe a great deal more lay drowned
together somewherein a Gestdtian river far to the south.

“Even, evenif the namewaslog,” he sammered, “theidentity of the man who donated the germane
sperm should be traceable through—"

Clutching the pistol, Anayabi stood up abruptly. “Y ou're not listening to me, Twelve-A. Pay attention.
That’' sagood little experiment.” He smiled as a desolated FHinx stared starkly back at him. The older
man’ swidening smile was far from what anyone would have considered jovid. There was, truth betold,
just afaint hint of asmirk about it. It was one more indication, however minor and seemingly insgnificant,
that the outlawing of the Mdiorare Society had not been done in an arbitrary manner but for good and
sound and well-researched reasons.

“There was no sperm donor, Twelve-A. Y our DNA was mixed in the proverbid vat. Y our
chromosomes were predesigned in shell and sybfile. Y ou were not conceived: you were sculpted. A
drand of protein here, afragment of nucleic acid there.” His voice grew dightly distant, remembering
fondly. “We picked and chose and cut and spliced. The most difficult gengineering work ever attempted;
thefinest ever achieved. Y ou were pasted together, Twelve-A. Like dl the others. Some of it worked.
Some— did not.” His attention returned fully to the present. “Y ou weren't born, Philip Lynx. Y ou were
made.”

Somehow Flinx choked out aresponse, instead of on it. “To what purpose? To what end?”’

Anayabi gestured meaningfully with hisfree hand. “1sn't it obvious? Y ou yoursdf dready used theterm
improve. Humankind has come along way since our first ancestorsfigured out it was more efficacious to
throw rocks at their enemiesingtead of hiding behind them. Time passed, civilization— of a sort— grew.
Thousands of years passed. Hundreds of years ago we finally took our first steps out of the nursery and
off the mother world. Since then we have accomplished many things, some grest, othersless admirable.
We, dong with the thranx, have made the Commonwedth. Y et we till dl too often fight and argue
among oursalves, act irrationdly, neglect our true potential.”

No longer the reclusive retiree, Anayabi was now every millimeter the true believer, Hinx saw. Theface
and voice of the gently inquisitive hermit had been replaced by that of the dedicated fanatic.

“Humankind has dways been impatient.” Having fully warmed to his polemic, the older man continued.
“Those of uswho worked as Mdiorares were merdly alittle more impatient than the rest. Tired of
waliting for our speciesto achieveitsfull potential, we determined to do our best to bring it about. In so
doing we dedicated ourselves not just to reach for the next rung of the evolutionary ladder, but to skip as
many rungs as possible. We strove to push human gengineering to the next level.”

“Without the consent of the gengineered.” Hinx’ svoice wasflat.
Unperturbed, Anayabi shrugged diffidently. “It isdifficult to consult with an embryo. Y es, there were

somefailuresaong the way. It isever so with science. With each line we strove to focus on anew ability,
anew dimension of human consciousness.”



“I’ve scanned the Society’ s history. Some of your ‘failures died prematurely. Some of them died
horribly. Some were not that lucky.”

“It was not intentional,” Anayabi assured him. “ Steps forward are invariably accompanied by steps back.
We did everything we could to minimize the discomfort of those linesthat did not develop asintended.”

“Verily your kindness knew no bounds,” Hinx replied acidly.

The other man’ s expression darkened. “ Gresat legpsin practical, as opposed to theoretical, science are
rarely made without sacrifice.”

“A noble proposition on the part of those who never have to make the sacrifices.” Discouraged,
disenchanted, and disheartened beyond measure, Flinx had had just about enough of this smug survivor.
“Atleast | had amother.”

Anayabi eyed thetall young man pityingly. “Twelve-A, Twelve-A— you listen but you do not hear. If
you are no more perceptive than this, then despite your claimed Taent you are beyond doubt only one
more in an unfortunately long line of failed experiments. | have told you, you were produced. From head
to toe, you are a manufacture. The lynx-caste ex-courtesan Anasage whom you persist in referring to as
your ‘mother’ was only one of many hired to carry finished product to term. Biologica carriersare more
reliable than synthetic wombs. Not to mention cheaper.” Leaning forward once more, hedl but hissed his
next words.

“Listen to me, Twelve-A. Philip Lynx. There was no sperm donor. There was no egg donor. You area
broth, abrew, an infusement and distillation of thousands of different strands of DNA carefully sdlected
by brilliant if misunderstood men and women, vetted by software and machine, melded together in the
smulacrum of afertilized human egg that was then implanted in a suitable vessel and dlowed to mature to
term.”

Escdating headache ignored, everything e se forgotten, atrembling Flinx swallowed hard one moretime.
Histhroat was as dry as the time he had been marooned on the deserts of Pyrasss, asdry aswhen he
had gone gem hunting on Moth with an old man by the name of Knigta Y akus.

“Then,” hefinaly managed to whisper, “I’'m not human?’

The older man’s humorlesslaugh filled the room. Behind him the wood fire, forgotten and unattended,
was beginning to subside. “ Oh, you' re human enough, Twelve-A. If anything, you' re more human than
human. That was our intent, remember. To enhance, not to change. To revise and update, not begin
anew. We did not wish to break with the human genetic code. Merdly, aswith any reliable machine, to
giveit atune-up. Working without precedent and in the absence of a suitable manual, we wereforced to
fal back on trial and error.”

He snot looking at me, FHinx realized. He' s sudying me.
“Stop it,” he sngpped icily. “ Stop it right now.”

“Stop what?” Anayabi’ s emotions belied hisinnocence. *Y ou have no idea how rewarding your
unexpected gppearanceisfor an old man. | am gratified merely to seeyou dive, Twelve-A. Alive and—"



Flinx could not keep himsdf from finishing the other man’ s sentence. “Not warped? Not misshapen? Not
some poor, miserable, crawling thing that needsto be put out of its misery?” Now it was histurn, ashe
stroked and soothed and restrained the increasingly restless Pip, to lean forward. “ There are dl kinds of
digortions, old man.”

Though hetried to sustain his anger, he could no more do so than he could continue to deny to himsalf
the truth of the relentless Anayabi’ s statements. He was too stunned to marsha an appropriate response.
What more could he say, what else could he do? The sense of loss, the emotiona hollow that had
materiaized ingde him, was overwhelming and threatened to drown him with itsimport.

After al these years, after more than a decade of desperate, hopeful searching, not only had he not found
his father— he had lost amother.

| am nothing, he thought.

No, that wasn't quite true. He was certainly something. Some thing. A human thing, Anayabi had
ingsted. Had ingsted with ahint of an emotiona aswell asvisud smirk. What kind of human-thing not
even thelast of the Mdiorareswas able to say. Anayabi’ s next words indicated that he very much
wanted to know, however.

“When the representatives of the sanctimonious United Church combined with ignorant Commonwesdlth
authorities to smash and scatter the Society, anumber of incomplete experiments were dispersed
throughout the Arm. Preoccupied with saving ourselves from mindwipe, those of uswho survived the
initial storm and its subsequent outrages quickly lost touch with our test subjects. In nearly every instance
we never learned which of these were successes or failures. Tell me, Twelve-A— which are you?
Without accessto long-destroyed records, | cannot correlate generdized hopes with specific
manipulations. Besides reading emotionswhat e se, if anything, can you do?’

So earnest was the query, so genuine the request, that for amoment Finx admost answered honestly. He
caught himsdlf intime. Thelast thing this cavdier toymaker deserved was any kind of ingght into thelife
and nature of one of his unhappy, unwilling subjects. A new kind of calm settled over FHinx.

“Nothing,” hereplied evenly. “ Other than perceiving the emotions of others, | can’t do anything. Except,
apparently, track down sinister dead ends like yoursdlf.”

“Nothing at dl?1 have dready decided from talking with you that your intelligence leved is nothing
remarkable.” Anayabi delivered this observation as coolly asif the subject of the dight were not sitting
directly acrossfrom him. “No unusud abilities, no greet physica strength, no exceptiona enhancement of
the other senses?’

“No,” Finx told him categoricdly. “Nothing. Except for being cursed by the need to track down the truth
about my origins, I'm— ordinary.”

“| see. Ordinary. An ordinary empathetic telepath.” Anayabi nodded at some private thought. “I am
afrad, Twelve-A, that in the lexicon of the Society ordinary, when measured against the expectations of
the Society and even if combined with what is after dl not such auseful ability— atadent for reading
emotions— must be placed in the same category asfailure. Besides which, you now know not only
wherel live but dsowho | am.” The muzzle of the pistol started to rise dightly. “This has been fascinating
and enlightening. Mesting you, reminiscing— but on balance and despite the brief burst of pleasureit has
given me, it would appear that | should have left you in the snow.”



Preternaturdly sengitive to such things, Pip perceived the stark shift in the other man’semotiona balance
an inglant before Hinx did. Unfurling her wings, ditted eyesfocused unblinkingly on the other man, she
rose from her master’ slap.

Possibly she was getting old. Despite hislong association with her, Flinx had no ideahow old shewas
and therefore had no ideahow long she had to live. For salf-evident reasons, records on lethaly
venomous Alaspinian minidrags were notorioudy incomplete. Possibly Anayabi wasjust lucky. The
reason wasimmeterid.

His pistol blew aholein her Ieft wing. He could not possibly have focused so quickly on and aimed so
accurately at the pink-and-blue blur. Onelucky shot in alifetime of close association with Hinx finaly
brought her down. Spirding awkwardly downward, she crashed to the floor and lay there, writhing and
coilingin pain. A sunned Flinx found he could only stare.

“It was going to attack me,” adefensive Anayabi stated with confidence. “I have thisfeding it will try to
do so again. Asdways, firg thingsfird...” Training the pistol on the heplessflying snake, he took careful
am.

“No!” Rising from the couch, Hinx unhesitatingly threw himsdf between the weapon and the anima with
whom he had shared an unbreakable empathetic bond since childhood. It was not thefirst timeinsuch a
dire Situation that he had acted without thinking.

It was not thefirst timein such adire Stuation that something powerful and inexplicable overwhemed him
and consciousness fled.

CHAPTER 14

When light and awareness began to return in equal measure, Flinx found that he was not entirdly mystified
at what had happened. Because the same thing had happened to him severa times before. Most recently
on Visariawhen an alien assassin had tried to kill him, and again on a previous occasion when the
offending party had been comprised of human executioners. While he had confessed to Anayabi his
abilities as an empathetic telepath, he had neglected to mention the singular and still-unknown attribute
that had sporadically stepped in to defend him whenever he was on the verge of being killed. His
impulsive and ingtinctive attempt to protect Pip had placed him in that position yet again, and had once
more caused the mysterious mechanism to engage.

Hewondered if Anayabi had survived long enough to be enlightened.

Pip wasinjured, but dive. Shelay coiled on thefloor, licking her perforated wing. Picking her up
carefully, Hinx cradled her in hisleft arm while stroking her gently with his other hand and whispering
soothing words. While comforting her, he studied the damage that had been done to the room. Though
he had agood ideawhat had happened, he ill had no clearer idea how he managed to wresk such
havoc. Asit had on dl previous such occasions, the unidentified, innate mechanism that involuntarily
engaged to protect hislife had concurrently rendered him unconscious.



A perfectly round hole some two metersin diameter had appeared in the rear wall, about ameter above
the floor and hafway between the till-smol dering fireplace and another doorway. Approaching the gap,
he saw that another chamber lay beyond the one in which he was stlanding. Conspicuousin the next
room’sfar wall was a second hole. It was a perfect match to the one through which he was staring.
Beyond it, another room and till another corresponding hole. Seen through thisthird consecutive circular
gap, rocky landscape was visible. The faint rush of distant wind could be heard over the crackle of the
fireplace. If his shadowy defensive ability had punched ahole in the westher, that was not visble.

Neither was Anayabi. There was no sign of the ex-Mdiorare. That is, there was not if one discounted the
reveding discolorations that stained the edges of the first hole. These sprayed outward from the
dill-crumbling periphery in afaint ray-like pattern, like a mottled sunburst. Some of the sainswere pae
white; others, avery faint red in hue. The explosive medium was comprised of bone and blood that had
been powdered and vaporized.

Unaccountably, Flinx fet sck to his ssomach. Having in hisrelatively short life dready encountered far
too much untidy desth, he was no stranger to the ghastly fascia of gore. He had unavoidably been
respongble for aportion of it himself. Then why should this one particular incident affect him so?

After dl, Anayabi was not hisbiologica father. In detailing Flinx’ s origins, the Mdiorare gengineer had
cdloudy admitted as much. He was no more Hinx’ sfather than Theon a-bar Cocarol had been. Their
“relationship” to him had been that of manufacturersto a product, of scientiststo an experiment. So what
if they were the closest things Flinx would ever know to apaterna parent?

How many men, he mused mordantly, got to kill their father twice over?

Thetwo Mdiorareswere not al that hisvigt to Visariaand now Gestalt had digpatched. Following
Anayabi’ s harsh and uncompromising explication, something e seinside Flinx had died. Whereas
previoudy he had only felt terribly, dreadfully dienated, there was now avast emptinesswithin him, asif
he had gone dl hollow inside. You were made, the late, unlamented Anayabi had told him. You area
manufacture.

A manufacture. A human manufacture. Wasn't that a contradiction in terms? But then, he told himself,
what was Homo sapiens stripped of pretenson and sdf-importance if not an organic machine? In the
end, wasit the process of manufacture that was important, or the product? Certainly the Meiorares had
subscribed to the latter belief. If he believed smilarly, was he the same asthey? Wastherein the fina
andyssanything to differentiate him from his cold, calculating progenitors?

Ethics, perhaps. Mords. A sense of purpose. The last, he knew, wasin imminent danger of dipping
away. Concern for others, certainly. He was sure that still held true because he spent the next hour
searching the house for medica supplieswith which to treat Pip’ sinjured wing. Careful scrutiny with the
handheld scanner he found indicated that the damage was confined mostly to membrane. Given time and
care, it should heal good as new. Pip would soar again. Would he?

A check of achronometer showed that severa hours remained until evening. That was when the
transportation Anayabi had earlier unwittingly engaged to take histhen as-yet-unidentified house guest
back to Tlossene was dueto arrive. Flinx would go out to meet the transporter as soon asit appeared. It
would be more circumspect to do that than to alow potentiadly querulous visitorsalook at the building's
violently dtered interior.



While he wastreating Pip, yet another unwelcome thought presented itself. Were the Mdioraresthe only
oneswho knew the truth of his origins? Could there be others who had been monitoring his progress, his
life, hisactivities, dl dong? Had the Eint Truzenzuzex and Bran Tse-Mdlory redly just casudly made his
acquaintance in Drallar one day dl those many years ago? For amoment, feverish suspicion and acute
paranoia threatened to overwhelm al other thoughts.

Then hisreflections turned to Mother Madtiff. There had been no guilein that gruff old woman, he was
certain. If any of the deeply held sentiment she felt toward him was made up, he would long since have
perceived its speciousness.

Take one step at a time, she had often told him, wagging afinger warningly in hisface as she did so.
Even if it'sa small step.

Very well. That waswhat he would do. Carefor Pip, make hisway back to Tlossene, board his shuitle,
and rgjoin the Teacher . Once more back in familiar, secure surroundings, he could then decide how to
proceed. With the task Tse-Madlory and Tru had placed on him. With hislife. If he decided thefirst was
worth completing. If he decided the second was worth pursuing.

Lost within himself and just plain logt, he dso logt track of thetime. It seemed that mere minutes had
passed since he had finished treating Pip when he heard the sound of the approaching transport. Setting
and sedling her wounded wing as best he could, he wrapped her loosdly in the same blanket that had
warmed him earlier and carried her outside.

While hewaited in the open alcove that fronted the residence, isolated flakes of pink snow swirled
around him, perishing againgt the warmth of hisface or lingering longer on his clothes. What thoughts he
succeeding in mustering were focused € sewhere, on matters and people and worlds far from Gestalt. He
had to decide whether to return to dea with them and if so, what questionsto ask, what challengesto put
forward. He had to decide not only how much he was willing to extend himsdf to help others survive, but
aso himsdf. It was going to be harder than ever to implement such tasks. Coming to Gestat in hopes of
expanding his own redity, he had been left instead with an empty shell.

The approaching skimmer did not bother to circle. Its confident pilot brought it down straight and true
onto the smd| landing pad that fronted alarge, nearby storage structure. Blinking away blowing snow,
Hinx started jogging toward it, holding asquirming Pip as closeto his chest as he could without risking
further damage to her wounded wing. As he drew near, he automatically reached out with his Taent to
perform a cursory scan of the craft’ sinterior. There was only the one male pilot, whose emotions were
controlled, internally focused, and nonhostile.

As soon as the side porta opened he hurried on board, not wanting to delay, not wanting to give the pilot
timeto inquire as to the whereabouts of the person who had hired him. Once engaged in conversation,
Flinx was sure he could talk hisway around that absence. Like anyone operating in Gestalt’ swild and
undi sciplined backcountry, the skimmer’ s pilot would be interested first and foremost in receiving
payment for his services. Aslong as thiswas forthcoming, he was not likely to question the source of his
recompense.

“Find yoursdf asedt, citizen,” agruff, dightly irritated voice called back to Hinx from the vicinity of the
forward console. “I’ll have you in Tlossene fast as weather permits.” AsFlinx had hoped, the busy pilot
did not even bother to inquire about Anayabi.

Once above treetop level, the skimmer pivoted cleanly and accelerated. Peering out a transparent portion



of the canopy, Flinx watched as the dead Mdliorare' s dwelling receded into the distance. The damage
that had been inflicted by his mytifying, enigmatic defensive capability had never been vishble from the
craft.

“Don’'t go wandering around unlessyou haveto,” the pilot told him. “We might hit some chop, and |
won't be responsibleif you go banging off the walls. Y our passage has been prepaid, but | guessyou
aready know that.”

Flinx had not, and was grateful to hear that was the case. It would alow him to settle back and enjoy the
journey without having to worry about monetary negotiations.

Setting the skimmer on auto, the pilot swung his seat around to face the single passenger. “ So tell me,
how are things up in this part of the northlands? There' stalk that several NaTl-Seeker villages are going
to combinether effortsto—"

His chatter halted abruptly. Preoccupied with Pip, Flinx had been paying only half amind to the
conversation. The other half now detected a pointed, unexpected spike in the pilot’s emotiond state.
Frowning, FHinx focused his perception. Indifference was replaced in the pil ot first by uncertainty, then by
excitement, and lastly by a briskly burgeoning antagonism. Without revealing that he was aware of any of
these emotiona developments, Flinx carefully set Pip and her blanket to one side. It wasn't easy,
because the flying snake was doing everything possble to free hersdf from the encumbrance of the
blanket. Try as she might, however, she could not possibly rise on only one good wing.

By thetime Flinx had placed Pip out of the way, the pilot had drawn his handgun and taken aim at his
passenger. Hinx eyed him evenly.

“Have | done something wrong?’

“Hmm.” The pilot’ stone turned quietly mocking. “Let’ ssee. Y ou dmost destroyed my skimmer, forcing
meto rely on this nondescript and thoroughly inadequate loaner until the very expensive repairsto mine
can be completed. Y ou did something to methat | till can't figure out. If it fedslikeyou'retryingto doiit
again, | won't hesitate: I'll shoot you before whatever it is can take effect. And you had the indecency not
to die conclusively. That oversgght can be fixed more chegply than my skimmer.”

The account was detailed enough to tell Flinx whom he was dedling with. The more he perused the pilot’s
emotions, the more the memory of his previous encounter with them strengthened, like ablurry picture
dowly coming into focus.

“Y ou’ re the one who shot down the skimmer | hired to come up here,” he growled accusingly. “You're
the one responsible for Bleshmaa s death.”

A blend of amusement and contempit filled Halvorsen’ sface aswell ashisemotions. “You had aTld with
you? Of course— an escort. Customary. Well, if it' sdead, then the planet’ sadightly cleaner place. It
may betheirs by birthright, but frankly Gestat istoo good for the fetid little flat-heads.” The muzzle of the
pistal did not shift. Thisman, Flinx saw aswell as sensed, would not be easily distracted. He would have
to proceed with grest care.

He did not wonder why he had failed to detect the hunter’ s true nature during the skimmer’ s approach
and touchdown, or immediately upon boarding. Unaware that the solo passenger he had contracted to
pick up was the very one he had previoudy tried to kill, Halvorsen’ s emotions had been devoid of



aggression. Ironicaly, had he known that Flinx was hisintended passenger, he would have been unable
to mask hisemotions and Hinx's Tadent would have provided advance warning. Halvorsen’ signorance
had proven his greatest advantage.

“I've had to keep busy lately and not hang around placeslike Tlossene,” the man behind the gun was
saying. “My automeatic monitoring software picked up arequest for transport for one passenger. Teke
him from here back to the city. Since | wastailing up this way anyhow— looking for your body, asa
matter of fact— | jJumped on the offer. Chance to take a quick break and pick up some easy money. Just
goesto show how being firgt in line can be good for businessin ways you never expect.”

“Why wereyou il looking for me?” Hinx felt reasonably certain he adready knew the answer, but
anything that kept the man talking instead of shooting provided that much moretimeto consider how best
to proceed.

“Certain people are willing to pay handsomely for your demise. Here on Gestalt my reputation would be
enough to satisfy aclient. They’re not from here, though, and they want incontestable physical proof that
your life-force has been terminated. So | had to go to al the trouble and time and expense of trying to
recover your remains.” When Halvorsen smiled, it made the deceased Anayabi’ s crooked grin look
positively jolly by comparison. “ And herethey are. The requisite remains-to-be.” The muzzle of the
wegpon lifted dightly, to focus squardly on Hinx’ s forehead.

“Thisiseven better. Thisskimmer’sinterna recorder will not only show you deed, it will show mekilling
you, and will aso include the record of this conversation. That ought to satisfy the smarmy tight-assed

prigs”

Why not just let him shoot and get it over with? apart of Flinx argued despondently. It would put an end
to alifethat had now become far emptier than it had ever been before. Terminate the anguish, end the
despair— the worrying, the desolation, the responsbility. At least someone would benefit from his
demise, evenif it was only one miserable low-life dayer. Turning to take afind fond look at Fip, he heard
himself mumbling, “Go ahead. | won't stop you.”

Having previoudy found himsdlf in Smilar Situations on other equally morta occasions, Halvorsen hed
been subjected to awide-ranging assortment of Last Words. Usualy they involved desperate pleading,
or sometimes aflurry of furious, frantic curses. Despite his considerable experience, these were new to
him. Curiogity made him hestate.

“Stop me? Y ou can't stop me.”

Something flared within Flinx. It wasn't particularly profound, but it was just enough to counteract, at
least for the moment, for that particular moment, the utter feding of futility that had temporarily overcome
him.

“You shouldn’t kill me.”

Halvorsen blinked. 1t was clear to him now that the offworld Order of Null had contracted for the death
of not only adangerous man, but acrazy one. Still, he had dways prided himsdf on histhoroughness.
Having been surprised with an easy triumph, he was not one to overlook even the dightest chance that a
grester one might possibly belurking in thewings.

“Why not? If you' re going to offer me more money, forget it. | don’t know you, | don’t know anything



about any resources you might be ableto tap, and | don’'t work that way. When | accept a contract, |
gay withit until I canfulfill it. Sorry.” Both his smile and tone were tight. “However, there are exceptions
to every policy and I'm dwayswilling to be convinced otherwise. Y ou have sixty seconds.”

An unblinking Hinx met the hunter’ s gaze. “ Something located behind an astronomica phenomenon
known asthe Great Emptinessis accel erating toward Commonwesl th space. Where it passes, nothing
remains. It eats galaxies. Thereis sometiny, infinitesmal chancethat | might be the key to doing
something about it. The only key.” Hetook along, resigned breath. “I may be some kind of trigger.”

Havorsen' sthin grin became asmirk. “Y ou don't look like any kind of triggerman to me.”
“Not triggerman,” Hinx corrected him. “Trigger.”

The hunter seated across from him laughed. “ Trigger-chigger. Y ou' re nothing but atall, skinny offworlder
who looks even younger than heis, and adeluded one at that. I’ ve got to hand it to you, though: in al my
years running down and terminating people whom other people wanted deed, that’ s the wackiest
deathbed pleal’ ve ever heard. Y ou're no trigger, Philip Lynx— whatever you' re babbling about.
You'reremains. You re dead mesat. You' reamed ticket.”

“I only wish it wasthat basic.” A resigned, disconsolate Hinx was muttering as much to himsdf asto the
edgy assassin. “I know | can't convince you by talking. | wouldn’t be able to convince anyone just with
words. So I'll show you.” He closed his eyes. Wrapped tightly in the blanket, Pip looked up a himin
dam.

Remembering the inexplicable, overwhe ming emotionsthat had overcome him in the course of their
previous confrontation, Halvorsen did not wait any longer to see what might happen. The record of the
confrontation that was now safely on the skimmer’ srecorder was more than sufficient for his purposes.
He started to fire, hisfinger convulsing on the trigger of his hand weapon.

Fire a what? He gaped openmouthed, jaw dack. Histarget had vanished. So had the skimmer. So, for
that matter, had Gestalt. He was flying outward, traveling at incredible, impossible speed. Stars and
nebulae and stellar phenomenafor which he had no name and no experience flared and erupted around
him. He was aware he was not alone. There was another presence with him, carrying him aong. He
could not see anything, but he could senseit. It was his quarry, unperturbed and in contral.

I’mgoing to kill you now, he screamed, only to suffer another shock. Though he screamed, hisvoice
made no sound. And how was he supposed to kill hisvictim when he could not even see him? Searching
his stellar surroundings, he saw no other living thing. Glancing down, he found that he could not even see
himsdlf.

There was something ahead of him, coming nearer. Or he was approaching it. Whatever the explanation,
the proper physical designation, it was clear the distance between him and it was shrinking. More than a
darkness againgt the intergalactic vastness, it was a compl ete absence of light and life that redefined
everything he thought he knew about emptiness. He started to make what he believed were kicking
motions, flalling dso with hisarms, asif he could swim away from what was gpproaching. A sense of
terrible disquiet began to waft over and through him, a pal pable psychic poison. He knew only that he
had to dow down, to stop, to reverse direction, to get away from...

Evil. A foulness on ascale unimaginable, of akind beyond comprehension. He started screaming again,
hisvoicelow a firg, then rising to a pitch his own throat had never before achieved, ashriek so high he



would not have believed it possible for hislungs and larynx and lipsto vomit it forth. He screamed and
screamed, and heard nothing. The darkness was near. Soon it was proximate. Then it touched him.

Flinx had touched it, and survived. Insgde the skimmer, anow completely mad Halvorsen clawed and

scrabbled at theinternd walls until he had torn the nailsfrom hisfingers. He dammed his head against the
unyielding plexaloy dome until blood streamed from above his eyes. These had bulged outward until they
were now halfway out of their sockets. Questing bloody fingersfindly found their way to aportal control.

Halvorsen’s horrible screams did not cease until he hit the ground. By the time they did, the skimmer had
traveled onward and out of hearing range, dicing smoothly through the falling flakes of pink snow.

Sowly, Hinx opened his eyes. When such episodes engaged his mind, there was dways the fear that the
part of him that had ventured outward would not come back. That it would remain out where his dreams
and projectionstook him, condemned forever to drift in the vicinity of the galactic horror that was racing
toward the Commonwealth, or be swallowed by it and destroyed. Small but strong emotions made him
turn and look down. Pip was staring up & him.

If only you were sentient, he thought. If only we could connect on more than just the emotiond leve.
What advice would you give me? What different perspectives on my condition could you vouch-safe?
What suggestions on how to continue this miserable existence could you offer?

She could not do any of those things, of course. What she could do was comfort him, smply by her
presence. Simply by being.

His head was throbbing. The effort of showing Halvorsen what no one deserved to be shown had
triggered yet another of Flinx’ sinterminable headaches. What if for once he chose not to fight the
affliction? What if hejust alowed it to continueto build, to swell, to expand ingde his skull? Would his
head explode? Or would hefindly and smply go mad, like the hunter?

The pounding intengified. It gpproached the limits of tolerability. Eyes squinched tight, teeth clenched,
Flinx sat in the passenger seat as the skimmer cruised on through the darkening night. Having dithered to
hisside, Pip looked on helplesdy. Through their most intimate connection she could fed his pain without
exactly sharing it. But she could not do anything to stop it.

Sumping in the chair, Hinx did to the floor, unconscious.

They weredl there. All three parts of the triangle he had come to know from previous events. Clearer
and sharper and easier to perceive than ever before. He knew them well by now. The incredibly ancient
yet il functioning aien device, interaction with which had been what had first alowed him to see. The
rich, unbelievably fecund greenness, cogitating on ascale and in afashion no creature of flesh and blood
ought to have been able to comprehend, yet he did. Last of al wasthe al-enveloping warmth, smothering
and reassuring and more intimately familiar than either of the other two.

Resignation is no escape, ingsted the Krang mind. Thisis a fact well known. | know it. | exist it
every moment.

For every tree there is a seed, declared the planetwide forest that was the consciousness of Midworld.
For every seed there is something that sparks life. Water. Sunlight. Something. A trigger. A Flinx.

We will be there, proclaimed the third component of the triangle. We will be with you always, as we



have always been even when your kind could not see that clearly.
You cannot die. Soingsted the artificid intelligence of the ancient Tar-Aiym wegpon.

You will not be allowed to die. Thus spake the green sentience that girdled and encompassed the entire
globe known as Midworld.

You will know death as do all living things—but not yet. Therefore concluded the collective
consciousness that dwelled on aworld called Cachalot.

When he awoke, Hinx found himsdf lying on the skimmer’ s deck. His head was il intact and securely
attached to his neck. Extricating hersdf from the blanket, Pip had worked her way over to lie haf on, half
off his chest. Thanks to the advanced medications he had found in Anayabi’ s abode, the injured wing he
had treated already showed signs of knitting. He sat up, rubbing at the back of his head, then screwing
his knucklesinto hiseyes. Visud purple flashed before his pupils, his own private aurora. Around him the
skimmer hummed softly, doing itsjob, taking itself home on autopilot, back to Tlossene. Little could be
seen through the plexaloy canopy. It was now night outside and dark, but not as devoid of light and
substance as the darkness he was projected to confront.

An dien machine thought he should do so. A green world-mind ingsted that he do so. A combined
consciousness that was intimately related to him devoutly wished for him to do so. It dl fit the pattern of
hislife

Even his degth, it seemed, was not to be his own.
Machine, green, serene, he mused. Clarity.

Clarity. A gdaxy of potentia there, if not aliteral one. He Sighed. It didn’t matter. The triangle of his
thoughts would not let him die. The tri-barreled wegpon of unknown possibilitieswould not abjureits
trigger. Hewould live. Hewould go on not so much because it was his desire to do so but because it
was desired by others. His death was not his own and neither, it appeared, was hislife. Likeit or not, he
was an immutable part of something bigger than himsalf, much bigger. He could not revoke, would not be
allowed to revoke, that which minds vaster and more profound than his own had declared irrevocable.

Hewould continue to search for the gigantic Tar-Aiym weapons platform that disguised itself asabrown
dwarf. He would not give up. Never-giving-up, no matter how hopel ess things seemed, was something
humans did. Only machines andyzed available evidence and, when al appeared hopd ess, quietly
conceded everything including their own existence. If he went on, if he did not give up, that was at least
oneindication of humanness he could cling to. No matter how much he had begun to doubt it.

Rising from the deck, he moved forward and settled into the pilot’ s seat that had been so recently and
hysterically vacated. Ahead lay afew hours' travel time. Then Tlossene, his shuttle, and waiting patiently
inorhit, the Teacher . Waiting for himto tell it what to do, where to go next, which planetfal it needed to
plot.

No wonder he dways got along so well with the ship-mind. It takes one artificid intelligence, he reflected
with bitter irreverence, to know another.
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