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Cainsville, April 6

T@HERE SEENED To be a window in the wall opposite the door, |ooking out at the
| andscape beyond the done. Fromtine to tine WIkins would pause in his
restless pacing to stare at that view and shudder. There was no life out
there, only gaunt gray granite, forged by ancient fires, clawed into hills by
old ice sheets, and cauterized by deadly radiation. Even the nmisty rain

bl owi ng out there was poison. If the Institute's planetol ogists stunbled on a
terrain like that anywhere else in the universe, they would slap a O ass Four
| abel on it without a second's hesitation and go off to find a nore

i nteresting world.

It was not a Oass Four world, though, and had not always been quite so
barren. The poison rain was a soup of industrial by-products, still falling
fromtheir long sojourn in the upper atnmosphere. It was so nmurderously potent
on those siliceous hills that even the little gunmetal |akes held no life
anynore. The radiation was nerely the normal ultraviolet of sunlight, because
in these northerly latitudes the ozone layer was too thin to filter it out.
And the wi ndow was not a window. In fact, WIKkins's cranped quarters were
buried deep in the innards of Burton Donme, a |long way fromthat starK
exterior.

He was not quite sure why he had called up that view possibly because it
suited his evil nmood, or possibly as a rem nder that them
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was no escape overland from Cainsville. There would be no pursuit, and no

rescue. A fugitive could safely be left alone to wander anong those tangl ed

crags until he froze, or starved. Certainly he would not live |ong enough to

di e of the carcinogenic sunlight.

There was no airport, either, only the lev station, which Security watched

al ways, as a matter of course. |If anything went wong, he would be hopel essly

t rapped.

There were ot her ways out of Cainsville, but they led to places far, far worse

than even that accursed rocky desert outside.

He had been pacing for a long tinme, much too long for a man who took no

exercise. Wlkins J. S -short and swarthy, born in

2027 and already going bald. Dr. WIKkins, enployed by the Institute as a

canera-repair technician. WIlkins Jules Smuts, potential traitor

Wt hout warning his | egs began to trenble. He slunped into his chair and

scowl ed at the seemi ng wi ndow. Well-why not? In truth, he had known for sone

time what his decision was going to be. "Com node!"

The conset became a sheet of blank plastic and said, "Proceed." Danp-fingered,

Wl kins pulled fromhis pocket a tiny scrap of paper, a secret he had been

hoarding for alnost two years. It had been slipped into his hand at a party,

with a nod and a wink and a chunk of credit to establish goodwi ll, plus

prom ses of much greater joy if he ever used it in a good cause. He cleared

his throat and began to read. "Code Caesar Col unmbus Di manche Ei nfeuchten

Thirtytwo words in all. H s voice quavered by the end, for even to

possess an illicit override code was a felony in Cainsville. To use one was

worse than a ciine-it was a blatant challenge to the deadliest security system

on earth. "Code acknow edged. Confirm activation."

It worked! Some small part of him had perhaps been hoping that it would not
For a monent yet he hesitated, savoring a strange tingling seeping through

him a blend of fear and excitenent. It remi nded himof the real reason he was

taking this risk-WIkins Jules had a plugin habit, which was be-coni ng very

expensive. It had reached the point where his weekly pay transfer would barely

cover both food and plugin. Soon he would nave to choose between them and his

choi ce could never be food. "Confirmactivation," Systemrepeated, inpatient

of human indecision. "Activate." There-he had done it!
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"Please wait." System began to play nusic at him which he hated, and the gray

pl astic agai n becane a wi ndow, now overl ooking a sonber view of water lilies

floating on a tree-shadowed pool. To WIkins Jules such a scene was

irrelevant at best, and unattractive anyway. He fretted.

There was no reason why he should not nake a call to the outside world-except

that he al nost never did. Everyone else did, often, but not him Security

called that "pattern breaking," and Systemwatched for it. And if the override

code itself had triggered alarnms, then the call would certainly be either

bl ocked or nmonitored. The illicit code and the record coin in his other

pocket - ei t her woul d make him a dead man. Nowhere in the world could a body be

di sposed of as easily as in Cainsville. Nowhere in the world.

One tune ended and anot her began. Wiy so |long? He nmight very well have fallen

into atrap. If this was all a fake, a loyalty test that he had now nost

certainly failed, then the goons were lining up outside the door already. The

tingling had faded into an unpl easant full-bl adder sensation. He always tended

to sweat too rmuch, and at the noment was dribbling |like a marathon runner

Dead man-or rich man' He had never known a call to take this |long. He nust be

getting through to soneone very high up ... high up in sonething.

Then he blinked at sudden brightness, seeing through the conmset into a sunlit

of fice. The desk was shiny and enpty. If that were real wood, it had cost nore

nmoney than he would earn in two years. The wonman across from hi mwas being

masked. She wore an outfit of hard netallic blue, but that was all he could

tell. Her face was an anonymous blur, although the rest of the room



was as sharp as though he were sitting in it. \Whoever her enployers were, they
could afford a first-class System "Report!" Probably her voice was disguised
al so.

He squirned |ike a hooked worm One-sided! He should have put a bag over his
head or sonething. "You don't need to know ny nane.. "

The wonman drummed a hard fog of fingers on the wood. "I already know your
nane. | even know you have less than forty hectos left in the bank
Thirty-eight to he exact."

W1 kins's heart lurched. He had not expected the bargaining to start so soon
"Now report," she repeated. "It had better be good."

He funbled in his pocket and pulled out the coin. "I have evidence."
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She seened to shrug. "Evidence of what?" But he heard a trace nore interest in
t hat anonymous voice. "They lost a team" "It happens. How many?" "Three."

She waved a vague hand. "People get buttered over the tarmac outside this
office all the tinme, and it's a poor week we don't drown a few n-dllion
somewhere. Losing themon other worlds is a little momexotic, but not nmuch. A
hundred hectos."

She nust know he woul d not have risked using the code unless he had *note to
offer than that. "One of them was an outsider-a mycol ogi st from Mdscow. "
"Mycol ogi st ?" "Expert in funguses. Fungi. They'd been overnighting-but this
wasn't just a broken string. The skiv's back." "Better," she admtted. "Two
hundred. More if you' ve got some good damage pictures.” "No damage at all,"

Wl kins said, starting to enjoy hinmself at last. "The skiv's untouched. Two
dead nmen, and the woman's m ssing."

That got her. He heard a hiss of breath. "Tell ne about the woman." "Nane of
Gl Adele. Staff ecologist.” "Age? Looks? CGot pix of her?"

He shook his head. "Mddle twenties. Said to be a |ooker." "Pity. Any chance

she's still alive?" WIkinslaughed. "Not a chance in hell- and that's apt, for
sure. Cass Three world, code name 'Nile.' About two hundred Cel sius and over
half a bar of CO . . . and she forgot to take her helnet. "

The wonman was silent for a mnute, then admtted, "Okay! That's a story. She
didn't just go fishin' on a Cass Three. Tell me nore. "Lots of credit."

The blur nodded. "Lots of credit."” WIkins shivered with deep-down joy. And
she still had not heard the best of it! "It happened yesterday They opened
the. wi ndow got no response. So they brought the skiv back on renote co@rol
There was a hell of a panic. The wi ndow was short, and they had no backup team
standi ng by. Real inconpetence, all shouting and no action. There's plenty of
dirt here if you want to use it. Next window s not till the ninth."

The wonman | eaned forward. Even through the flickering, indistinctnmasking,

her eager ness was show ng. "How good's yourclip?"
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"Very good, One of the dome cameras mal functioned. It got sent in for repairs
right away. They thought it was the recording, but it was the playback, The
recording was fine." He held up the coin again, to tantalize her a little.
"Any confirmation? | don't put it past the old hag to fake sonething Iike
this."

Again W kins shivered, but this tine for other reasons. He had wondered the
same. This was so stupendously good-too good to be true,, really, for a man

with an expensive habit. "Not nuch ... | think there's nore tension about than
usual . Nothing you can use. But | don't think even Hubbard woul d fake the rest
of it." "Such as?" "The great Devlin shouting his head off' : Al nbst having
hysterics.” "Mm What'd the two nmen die of ?" "Head wounds." Let her suck on
that! "Head wounds *? The wonman killed then

Now cane the nonment he had been dream ng of. "Maybe. But there was a weapon,
too." "What sort of weapon?"

He pl ayed his ace, the trunp he had been hol di ng back. "A stone hand ax." "No!
| don't believe you!"

He held up the coin without a word, "Sentience? After all this tine?"

W I kins's voice becane shrill with excitenent. He wanted to reach into the
corn and thunp his fist on that opul ent wooden desk. "Two nen cl ubbed to
death, a woman missing, the skiv intact, blood on the floor, and a stone
ax-also with blood on it! Now, do | have a storvT" "Ch, do you have a story!"
the wonman said. "Ch, brother, do | have a story!" She sounded awed. "First
Contact!" WIkins was gloating. "Men killed, wonman abducted. Eyew tness
record. Exclusive story rich man?" "You are a very rich man," she

agr eed.

Pl ugi n? Lots of lovely plu-gin! WIlk-ins could feel his groin starting to gl ow
ai ready.
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Banzarak, April 7

THE TROPI CAL AFr ERNOON was unbearably nuggy. The air had di ed of heat
prostration. The water in the bay was shiny-slick |like polished | ead, and the
sky was a white pall, too bright to | ook at.

Al ya had been wal ki ng the beach for hours, wal king herself to exhaustion. Her
sun bl ock must have wom dangerously thin by now, and there were salt sores
around the edges of her goggles. Her boots were slinme-caked, stinking as bad
as the fetid edges of the sea. They dragged |i ke sacks of rocks as she pl odded
up the battered wooden steps to the Residence-steep stairs, shaded by trees
and the aggressively inpenetrable undergrowth. The old, old pictures showed
this hillside as a formal garden. Not anynore

Her body needed a long drink and then sleep, although it would probably agree
to accept a shower and a snack sonewhere after the drink. Her mnd would
refuse the sleep-it was chum ng with incoherent nuddl ed demands |ike the angry
mutterings of a crowd, inconprehensible nunblings, ancestral warnings. For two
davs these forebodings had been tornmenting her. She wanted to s@earn and run
yet she also felt like crawing under a bed sonewhere., or clinbing a tree.
Unabl e to concentrate on her studies or seek solace in conpany, she had gone
out. to walk by the sea.
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She thought her pain must be like the pain of an addict deprived of his need.
But what was her need except the need for the pain to stop? She knew what was
happeni ng, for she had felt it before, but never, never so strong, In a sense
she had been waiting for it all her life, yet she had not expected this
driving, twisting agony-, and the cure, if she could find it, did not bear

t hi nki ng about .

On the patio at the top of the steps she paused for a noment to catch her
breath and wi pe wrist across brow Before. her sprawl ed the Residence, her
birthpl ace and her hone: yet it had taken on a grotesque unfamliarity. She
had never thought of it as beautiful -it was a nonstrosity of inperial
Victorian vulgarity, all w deeaved verandas and writhing scul ptured
woodwor k, bijou wi ndows and ranbling halls-but in the past she had al ways
found its awkward, ill proportions conveyed a wy friendship, like the
easy-goi ng, self-deprecating hunor of a nmongrel dog. Now, suddenly, she saw
only a sinister and nal evol ent deformty which repelled her.

Even her hone had been taken from her, then. Overhead the scarlet flag of
Banzarak hung linp in the danmp heat, its, folds hiding all of the enblem
except for a glinpse of the cobra's head. She shivered and turned away.
reluctant to enter the nenaci ng shadows of the house, and yet, as she |eaned
on the rail and gazed out at the ash-gray bay, she was inexplicably seized
with a sudden dread that she would never see all this again. The sun would
still be there tonorrow, wouldn't it? Wuldn't she?

The water was a flat glare. She had never known it so calm and she could fee
the heat beating off it. Qut to sea the line O the reef was barely visible, a
subtl e change in color and mood. Never since her chil dhood had she seen any
real surf breaking out there. She could no | onger bear to don scuba gear and
visit that graveyard.

Landward was worse. The beach had gone conpletely, and nmore than half of the
A d Town was underwater. On the opposite hill stood the palace, a rococo
excrescence of pink and purple stucco. About a century earlier, when the
British had left, her great-grandfather had given up nost of his royal power
and turned the pal ace over to the government, Now t he governnent was billeted
in the Gand Hotel. and the pal ace was full of refugees. The higher hills
beyond were dotted with refugee canps. banzarak was a verv inf@rnal kingdom
and a very snall one-ab ¢ out a golf course and a half. her father had called
it-but now
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and livelihood, Hundreds of thousands of others had flocked in from el sewhere.
Food was a serious problem and di sease worse.

The hi bi scuses were dying. Leaning on the half-rotted rail, staring back down
the [ush sl ope between the trunks of the higher trees, Al va wondered about the
hi bi scuses-why then? She would miss their beauty, joyful and transient

Then t oot steps sounded on the platform behind her. She wheel ed and saw Kas,
and instantly suppressed a frantic desire to rush at him She turned away

qui ckly.

He paced over to her side, tall and dark and solid as a stone pillar

Sonet hi ng unnoving in a shifting world was Kas, her nuch-ol der brother
deep-spoken Kas. "Little sister?" "Kas?" "ls anything wong?" "No! | nean ..
I"'ma little worried about the weather-the air's so dead. Just the weather
"Norried about a typhoon." "W never get typhoons here."

She forced her hands to release their death grip on the rail before he could
notice. She was not a child, she reninded herself. She had |ived on every
continent, visited nost of the great cities-had made her first trip around the
wor | d al one when she was only thirteen. She was not a child! She was not going
to weep, and she did not need to be hugged by a big brother-that would be
ridiculous. Alover, fine . . . but there was none handy at the nonent. "There
was a typhoon here in 1717,", she told the hillside. "It did a | ot of damage.
Thi nk what one would do now, with no reef to stop it"' She did not | ook
around. "The forecast is good. Do you feel better on the shot-- than you do up
her e?"

Keepi ng her face as inpassive as she could, Alva turned. "Wat do you nean,
Kas?" He smiled sadly. She noticed with surprise how nmuch

gray there was in his beard, how many winkles in the dusky face and how deep
they were, Even in the tropics he Pts stupid to come outdoors wi thout sun

bl ock and goggles. "It started on the fifth, didn't it?" he said. "On
Tuesday?"

Alva felt a mighty rush of relief. "You, too? You feel it, too?" She was not

al one, not going mad. "Alittle. Always | feel it alittle @Not like you're

doi ng. "
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So much for inscrutability! Then she did throw herself at Kas. and he squeezed
her tight, crushing all the air out of her, and that was wonderful, just what
she had needed. For a time she sniveled nmutely agai nst his shoul der. And Kas

had the sense to say nothing at all. "It's never been this bad." she said.
"Nevert It gets worse every time. When Orar went it was bad. Tal's tine was
worse yet-but not like this." "This one is your call. Your kisnet. That's
why. "

She had known that, really, but she wailed in horror when he put it into
words. "No! No! I won't |eave you. | won't go!"

He steadied her head with a big, strong hand. "Alva, dear Alva! They all said
that at first, every one of them You' ve been squirmng like an eel for days.
Don't fight it."

She nmunbl ed stubborn refusals, but she could feel her resolution failing

already. "l1've talked to Nauc," he said. "I called themon Tuesday."

"You- Tuesday?" "I feel it, too, renenber. You were smiling like an idiot, but
you'd turned such a pretty shade of green----"

She pumeled him "l did not!- "Turquoise, actually.” "Swine!" "Avocado in

some |ights. Anyway, they say yes." "Yes what?" she demanded apprehensively,
pul i ng back. "They've got a whol e basketful of candi dates. They want your
help to-" "No!" She was aghast. "Suppose | make a m stake? Suppose |'m w ong?"
He shook his head in reproof. "Been bothered by snakebites |ately?"

She twi sted her face away fromhim "Wen'," she whispered. "Alva ... Little
sister, why not go nowd- "Now? Todal v? But packing., ." "Leave right now " he
said, "You won't sleep or eat until you start. Lon,4 farewells are sad
farewel I's. You can Just change and go. -



Pani ¢ choked her, and she could only stare. He smiled cheerfully, but his eyes
were glistening. "Mala's finished your packing. The Air Force is standing
by." That was a famly joke, the governnment's only plane. an
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ancestral turbofan that had ferried tourists, back in the days when Banzarak
had boasted one of the world' s great beaches. "By air across to Singapore,"”
Kas said. "Then super to Nauc. You'll be there by dark-except it'll be early
morning their tine. 11

"Ch, you have been busy!" Alya said, struggling to match his counterfeit
snmle. Her heart was poundi ng insanely, and her knees wanted to |iquefy. "
can't just rush off -"

"There may not be nmuch time. You know that. Even one day m ght nake nmuch

di fference-for many people.”

She felt drowned in a sudden flood. "The old man? Is it fair--2

Kas shook his head. "He's not going." "Oh!" Alya bit her lip. All her life O.
Piridi nar Chan had been prine mnister of Banzarak. She had no i dea how ol d he
was-she suspected she woul d be shocked to find out. A dear, gentle old man,
Pirie had al ways headed up the Banzarak del egations to Cainsville. "Dr. Jar
Jathro," Kas said cautiously. "You know hi n?"

Alya pulled a face and nodded. "He just divorced his second wife, or was she
his third?" "He's a very acute politician, which is what matters. Piridinar
took himalong the last two or three tinmes, so he knows how t he negotiations
are done. He'll have a couple of backups with him"

She nodded. If that was what Kas thought best, then she would not argue; but
she wi shed that Jar Jathro did not always make her think of |izards.

When she said nothing, Kas added, "I didn't tell you because. "

Because he had not wanted to worry her? But it felt right. GCh, God! How right
it felt!

No. She saw that Kas had been testing, making sure, watching tier agony grow
until there could be no doubt, because this was hellishly inportant. His eyes
wer e anxi ous now that she mght resent the testing. She grabbed her brother's
beard in both hands and pulled his face down to Kkiss.

Hard and I ong. "Al'lah and Krishna and Holy Etceteras!" he said afterward. "A
sister is not supposed to kiss her brother like that!" But his eyes were
gentled by relief that she was not mad at him She tried to do it again, and
he took hold of her wists. "Wanton!" he said. "Pervert!"”
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"Way not? You enjoy it, don't you?" "Certainly not! | keep wondering what the
cabinet would say if they saw us. Besides, | have to keep ny eyes open in case

| forget who you are.” "An old famly tradition,” she said. Nauc tonight!
Cainsville tomorrow, she supposed. What did she have to wear? "Don't ever talk
about that! You find a good strong pioneer type. "Tall, dark, and handsone?"

It only hurts when | |augh. "Well, pick one of the above."' "Tall, then ..

Oh, Kas!" Her voice broke in renorse. "Ch Kas, cone with ne?"

He shook his head in silence. "Your kismet, Alya. "Just come to help ne
choose, Not - " She felt a twist of nausea. "Not all the way. Just cone
and hold ny hand."

He pulled a face. "And have to conme away after-ward?" He was suffering nmuch
nore than he had admtted, then. Alya squeezed hi monce nore.

She was the last. Brothers, sisters, cousins-ten of them had gone, and now the
buddhi was calling her, too. And then there would be only Kas, and Thalia. He
was much more than a figurehead sultan, in spite of what the constitution
said, but he would be the last of their generation

Thalia was a cousin and had the buddhi, also. \Wat of their children? Alya
wondered. Kani was ten. Wio woul d next feel a satori? Kas himself? O would it
start in on the youngsters? She shivered. "I'Il make my choice-and then cone
back here."

He smiled sadly. "That m ght not work. Others night accept it, but what of our
own peopl e? They won't go if you don't."

She shivered again. fear of the future |ooning very big. "How many')" "As nany
as possible. You know that."



Cold, cold terror froze her bones. Thousands of lives | Wat ;if she chose
wrong? What if they had all chosen wwong, all the others before her? Where
could she find the courage to ganble so many hunman creatures? "The buddhi,"’
she whi sper ed.

Again he smiled his sad snile. "You were certainly born with it.
That was another famly joke: "You were certainly born with
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it; you will certainly die with it; and you would certainly die sooner w thout
it."

| hate it!" she shouted. "The famly curse.” "The fam |y bl essing," Kas

i nsisted. H gh above the royal residence a very faint breeze nudged the Iinp
flag, the bloodred flag of Banzarak hearing the national enblem a cobra
entwined with a silken string.

Nauc, April 6- 7

How DID A caterpillar feel when it opened up in the butterfly business?
Smal |, Cedric thought. Lonely. The hotel roomwas cranped and dingy, stinking
worse than the streets outside. Fungus flourished around the shower pad. The
wal | paper | ooked |ike beans fried in blood. The single chair was hard and
unst eady, and the bed would be too short for him

For the third time he checked his credit. He had a clear choice: he could
either call home to Madge at Meadowdal e, or he could eat breakfast in the
nmorni ng. That was not a hard decision. He pulled his chair closer to the corn
but then he got distracted again by the action. God in Heaven! Wre they
go-lng to. @. Yes, they were. AgaWHe squirnmed with enbarrassment. But he
wat ched. Hol o shows at Meadowdal e had never been like this. And the, quality
nf the i mage was so goodf He could have swom that he was | ooking through a

wi ndow into the next roomwhere a coupl e was-was doing certain things he had
never seen done before. Doing, in fact, sonme things he had not known were
possi bl e. G eat Heavens! At Meadowdal e the i mages had been fuzzier, and there
had been | ong periods of fog, on one channel or another, with nothing visible
at all.

1.14
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Everything was visi bl e here. Suddenly he becane disgusted at his own
reactions. He barked an order, switching to corn node. In two m nutes Madge
was standing on the other side of the window, smling at him Before she even
spoke he knew he had erred. He had forgotten the tine difference and caught
her in the mddle of putting youngsters to bed. But she did not conplain,: she
nerely snmiled and sat down. "I promsed to call,"” he said. "So you did. And
you' ve survived your first day in the Big Wde Wrld!'" Rosy cheeks and white
hai r-no one coul d have | ooked nmore notherly than Madge. But when had she grown
so small? She could hardly have shrunk since he had left that norning. "I
didn't buy Brooklyn Bridge, like Ben said | would." "Ben didn't nean that!"

But Ben had meant the other things he had warned about. Cedric mght think he
owned not hi ng of val ue except the canera Gran had given him Ben had said, but
any heal t hy ni neteenyear-old must | ook out for bodyshoppers, or he would soon
di scover he was a mindless zonbie in one of the darker coners of the vice

i ndustry, with every prospect of eventual pronotion to a freezerful of spare
parts. "I hired a percy." Cedric said. "Can you see it?" Madge | eaned si deways
and | ooked where he pointed. She said yes, she could. The big nmetal cylinder
stood in a comer,. dominating the rooma blank, blue, bullet-shaped pillar. "I
buzzed around all over the place like a native," Cedric said proudly. No one
could get knocked off in a percy, which was why all citv dwellers used them
Percy: Personal Survival Aid. "Doesn't |ook big enough,” Madge said
doubtfully, "W okay," Cedric insisted. "I was lucky, It's an XL1, and they
just happened to have it in stock."

In a Percy. the occupant stayed upright. half sitting, half standing- It would
have been quite cornfortaNe, had his | egs not been so dammed | ong. Hi s neck
was still stiff. "Did you see all the sights?" Madge asked.

He told her about his day, or nost of it-his trip on the super, his

si ght seei ng, and how he had tried to go to a ball gane, but the new stadi um
was not conplete yet and the old one had finally been abandoned after

Hurri cane Zelda last fall. He did not describe, how he had gaped at the ads
for surgical inprovenents to

various body parts, nor did he detail the varieties of chemical and el ectronic
stinmulation he had declined, or the educational opportunities both erotic and
exotic, sonme of themeven promsing real girls. He had not been tenpted, and
he had had no noney anyway.

Nor did he nention that he had gone wi ndow shoppi ng, because he had been
choosing gifts he was going to give Madge herself, and Ben, and all the
others. O course, he had not been able actually to buy anything, bot as soon
as he started earning noney he was going to send gifts to everyone at
Meadowdal e. Well, not truly everyone, but all the adults, certainly. Maybe
some of the older kids, although all his own group had gone | ong since. He had
been the ol dest for al nbst a year now.

And then he asked if Gavin had used his fishing rod yet, and if Tess had had
her pups, and stuff like that. "Did you eat properly?" Madge asked, nother
instincts roused. "I had a pizza."

She pout ed di sapprovingly at the nmention of pizza. "I'lIl get Ben. He took sone
of the small fry out to watch a calving."

But Cedric had just realized that his credit was about to die. The call would
end wi t hout warni ng and Madge woul d guess why, and then she would worry. "1'd
better go," he said. He sent his |love to everyone and di sconnected. He checked
his credit and discovered that he had cut it very fine. He woul d not even be
able to buy a Coke in the norning; but he had his ticket to HQ and the percy
was prepaid, so he was all right.

It was nice to know that Meadowdal e was still there. It was the only home he
had ever known,

He stayed where he was and watched the holo again for a while, seeming to Junp



from one bedroomto another-did the audi ences never get tired of the sane
stuff? On an unfaniliar channel he found Dr. Eccles Pandora doing the news.
Pandora had al ways been a Meadowdal e favorite, being Garfield d enda' s cousin.
Arid denda had certainly been a Cedric favorite.

Cedri c abandoned the news hal fwav throu2h the goodi nLsNeururb, now, and

Thai | and. That was after the food riots in N purb and before the usual update
on the Mexican plague. He found an old Engels Brothers rerun and wat ched t hat
i nst ead.

Later he stared out for a long tinme at the shining towers of the city and the
streets far below, still quite busy. He had never seen all this, except in the
hol o, and he had expected it to ook nore real than it did. Apparently streets
full of racing percies seened
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much the same whether one saw themdirectly or in three-dee i mage. These
streets had nore garbage |ying around, that was all

He set his watch alarmfor 0800 and went to bed. The bed was not only too
short, it was lunpy and it snelled wong.

He had troubl e sleeping, and that was another new experience. He wondered
about Madge. Madge had not wept when he said goodbye. And when he called on
the corn she had sniled. Madge al ways wept when sonmeone left. O course, he
was ol der than the others had been. O course, he had tried to | eave on his
own a fewtines in the past, but he did not think she resented those attenpts.
Strange that she had smiled and not cried. She had never hinted that she | oved
himany | ess than any of the others, so he could not help but be surprised
that she had not cried, and surprised that he should care ... and surprised
that he should be surprised ..

He slept. Wien the lights came on he blinked at his watch; it registered

0316. Then he roiled over on his back and tried to focus on the gun | ens at
the end of his nose.

It had to be a gun, although it was as thick as his arm He could not read the
| abel, but it might very well be a Mtsubishi Hardwave, and one flash froma
thing |like that woul d vaporize himand his bed and the people downstairs.

He blinked a fewtines. He wanted to rub his eyes, but noving his hands m ght
be risky. As his vision adjusted, he saw that the roomwas full of percies, at
| east five of them His own was still standing in the coner-doi ng not hing,

bl oody nothing, two and a half meters of useless crysteel and whiskerfab

So much for survival. First time off the farm and he had crashed al ready.

On the safe end of the gun was a |l arge, thick person, anonynous inside bul ky
conbat gear that |looked as if it were nmade of black |eather. Just possibly it
was a bull suit, in which case it would stop anything short of a fusion torch
and the linbs would have full power assist, O it night be only arnor-not nany
could afford a real bull suit, and they took years of practice to nanage. Its
face was a shiny nothing, as noncommttal as the door of an icebox. "CGot you
at last!" the intruder said in a voice like the San Andreas. It was nale.

"M M Me9" "Harper Peter dsen!"
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"No, sir! |I'm Hubbard Cedric Dickson!" "Wat kind of sap do you take me for?"
the facel ess hel met demanded. Actually it was not faceless-its shiny blackness
bore a faint reflection of Cedric's own pale features, distorted into a

wi de-eyed onel et by the curve of the crysteel and by sheer witless terror.
"Three years |'ve waited for this, Harper!"™ "I'mnot Harper!" Cedric shouted.
"I'" m Hubbard! Hubbard Cedric Dickson. Check ny thunb." He had pulled his hand
fromunder the covers before he remenbered that sudden noves were supposed to
be unwi se.

The intruder did not seemworried-if anything, he was nerely nore

cont enpt uous. "Thunbprints can be altered." The gun noved hi gher, bl ocking out
Cedric's view of alnost everything el se. He saw his eyes reflected in the

| ens.

Cedric had rarely needed ID for anything, but on holo shows they used thunbs,
or retinas. O a sniffer. He had not known that O unbs coul d be changed in the
real world. He had no other ID at all

There was sonet hing conpl etely unbelievable about all this. If the intruder
was a thief, then he was going to be sadly disappoi nted- and therefore,
likely, irked. Cedric had the square root of fresh air left in his bal ance,
but theft by enforced credit transfer was a crime for nobrons anyway. That |eft
ransom or possibly bodyshoppi ng-and that brought up the curious question of
why he had ever been allowed to wake up. But ... his first day out in the
worl d and he had spilled the whol e bucket.

And yet, oddly, he felt no nore scared than he had as a twel ve-year-old when
Greg and Dwayne had taken hi m behind the horse barns and expl ai ned what they



were planning for him That had been real terror, but although he had endured
a nasty experience, he had suffered no real damage, O course, this character
was not in the same | eague as two nuddl ed fifteen-yearolds. "I've got nothing
here worth taking, but help yourself," Cedric said, and was pl easantly
surprised at how cal m he sounded.

1 don't want your noney, Harper. | want to watch you bum" Breathe slow, he
told himself. "Well 1'mnot Harper, whoever he is. So either shoot me in
error, or go away and let ne get back to sleep.” "Ch ... big brave man!"

Cedric attenpted to shrug. It was tricky while lying flat. "What el se can |
say, sir? I'mnot Harper. Check my thunb."
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The facel ess intruder seened to hesitate. "Thunbs get faked. 1'lIl check your
retinas, then."

Cedric felt relief in floods. "CGo ahead." The man barked an order, and one of
the percies floated closer to the bed, while the others made way for it. He
must have brought four of themwi th him They | ooked very much the sane as the
one Cedric had hired at the station, and he could not tell if they were
occupied. Bull Suit mght be running them hinself. The roomwas not |arge
enough for all that equipnent. "Retina scanner," the man said, w thout noving
his gun fromthe end of Cedric's nose. Sonething whiffed faintly, a snall

hat ch opened, and a bi nocul ar devi ce dropped out, hanging on a helical cord.
That was no standard percy.

Cedric had wat ched enough hol odramas to know that he was supposed to put the
giznmo to his eyes and focus on the center nmarks in the red glow, but he did
not expect the sudden bright flash. Quch! "Well?" he said as he rel eased the
gadget. It whirred back out of sight again, and the percy floated away. "I'm
not Harper." Green afterimges coated everything, and he felt sick. H s throat
hurt. "Who?" the man asked. "Harper-the guy you thought | was." "Never heard
of him Appendectony scar?" He whi pped off the covers. Cedric yel ped, but he
was relieved to see that the gun was no | onger pointing at him "Yup," the man
agreed. "Appendectony scar." "Then you know who | an?" "Always did. Just like
to confirmthings." The stranger tipped back his helnet to reveal a conpletely
bal d head and a round, jow ed face | acking both eyebrows and eyel ashes. "You
mean all that crud about Harper. . ." Cedric's fear began to turn to anger
nostly anger at his own fear. He tried to sit up and was poked flat again by
the cold tubular end of the gun. The safety catch was on, but it was a good
club. "Just relax, sonny. Yes, you're Hubbard Cedric. | checked out your

pher onones before | opened the door." "How did you open-" "Quiet! You' ve got
some explaining to do. Do you know where you are?"

An apol ogy woul d be nice, Cedric thought. "North American Urban Conpl ex-"

The intruder's eyes narrowed.

The lack of hair, and the shiny, unnatural skin-the man's face had been
regenerated with dennsym That meant a major accident, or perhaps an illness
or a bad cancer job. The gravelly voice mght nmean extensive work on his
throat, too. Cedric could not even guess at his age. The nman was reptilian-his
scal p smooth and shiny and quite hairless, everything bel ow his nmouth
conceal ed by the neck ring of his suit, as though his head had sunk into his
shoul ders, turtle fashion. His eyes were al nost invisible, hooded by drooping
flaps of skin bel ow craggy overhangi ng brows. The slivers that did show were
bl ue-gray as winter sky, and no nore friendly. "Nauc's a big place, sonny. Try
to be alittle nmore specific." "The sixteenth floor of the President Lincoln
Hotel ." Cedric was resenting being exposed there Iike jamon bread, with only
a few grans of cotton between himand total nudity. He groped for the covers,
and the stranger flipped themout of reach with his gun. "One nore chance."
Dam you! "Well, with a nanme like that it nust be sonewhere between the
Canadi an border and the Mason-Di xon |ine."

The gun muzzle slamed into Cedric's sol ar plexus hard enough to doubl e him up
in a choking, gasping tangle of |inbs. He had never been hit that hard before.
He coul d not have guessed how bad it would feel. For a | ong age there was only
pai n and shock and | ack of air. He heaved and strained, and there was no air
in the world. Black fog and terror ... then something seemed to snap, and he
sucked in one |ong, shuddering breath, and the black fog began to clear

Agony! Hi s assailant stood in patient silence, waiting as though the force of
t he i npact had been cal cul ated precisely, its effects guaranteed to wear off
after an exactly predeterm ned interval

Finally the man spoke. "Want sone nore, smartass?" Speechl ess, Cedric shook
his head. "Right. You were credited first-class fare on the super and told to



fly to HQ at Manchester on Thursday-that's today, now. You took peon class and
flewto Norristown on Wdnesday. "

About to ask how the intruder knew all that, Cedric had an attack of

di scretion and stayed nmute, still breathing through his mouth and fighting a
shivering nausea. "Wy, Cedric?" "l just wanted to see sone of the world.

He had pl anned on adding "sir," and changed his m nd.

The man's lip curled in a contenptuous snarl. "Anyone who
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goes touristing in person is nuts. You can put credit in the holo and see it
all at hone."

Not the same-Cedric just shook his head. :'So what did you see, Cedric?" 'The
White House. Capitol Hill. Independence Hall. Plyno-"

The man's expression stopped him Cedric had been told that it was Plymouth
Rock, but the original rock must be well out to sea now, and of course it
woul d never have been so close to ... He had been gulled. "I asked Ben where
t he best sightseeing was, and he said hereabouts."

The man rai sed dernmsym where he shoul d have had eyebrows. "So | got taken?"
Cedric nuttered. "They're all fakes?" "Replicas. Sonme of the originals got
nmoved inland, but you didn't see any of those."

For a nonent there was silence. Cedric's belly still throbbed, but now he was
partly faking his panting, while he reviewed conbat training. Wat would
CGogarty suggest? That gun was being held much too close to him Mirder did not
seemto be the intruder's intent, but what mattered was whether his outfit was
areal bull suit or only arnor. Cedric started to | ever hinself up on an

el bow, and the nman noved the gun to push himdown again. Cedric slarnned his
free hand against the barrel and spun both | egs around to inpact the man at
knee | evel and topple hi mbackward.

The gun did not nmove one nillineter, and Cedric might as well have ramed his
shins into a concrete post. Beyond a glare of pain, he heard the man chuckl e.
Then came the puni shnentthe gun was callously slamed into his gut again, and
for a long while there was only the fam liar black fog, and retching, choking
agony.

Eventual | y -brui sed, breathless, and half blinded by tearsCedric was back
where he had begun, flat out, staring up inpotently at his tornentor with
nothing to show for his feeble attenpt at heroi smexcept a throbbing nonster
of pain in his gut. Probably he would not even have a bruise there. The nman
was an expert. "Who the hell are you?" Cedric rasped. "Thought you'd never

ask. Nane's Bagshaw. |'mwith the Institute."
That was nuch too good to he credible. "How d you find ne?"
Bagshaw snorted in derision, "You think it was hard? Still, that's the best

def ense you' ve got-if you were up to sonething,

you' d never be so stupid. But |I've heard it before.” "Me? Up to what?" "That's
what we want to find out. You cane to neet soneone. Who?" "No one!" Cedric
sai d, and hoped desperately that he had managed to sound convincing. 1@e got
no secrets to spill, nothing to sell. Wat-" "Wy did you conme a day early?"
"I"'ma free agent."

Bagshaw snorted. "You' ve never been a free agent in your life. You were
livestock in an organage." "Foster hone! Not all of us are orphans. Wng
Gavin's father's president of- "

The man | ooked so contenptuous that Cedric half expected himto spit. "All
right, a maxi numsecurity kindergarten. For rich kids-although by the I ook of
you, fatso, sonmeone hasn't been paying the food bills. Have you ever been out
in the real world before?" "Sure!l Lots of times. |I took first in the Pacurb
junior skeet lasering two years ago. | didn't do that in Madge's kitchen
Cities-" "Skeet |asering!" Bagshaw chuckl ed. "Wo took you there?" "Cheaver
Ben." "Have you ever been outside unsupervised?" "Yes! | took younger kids on
canping trips and-" "And of course you couldn't abandon them when they were in
your care?" "Of course not."

Bagshaw s hairless head shook gently in massive contenpt. "So? Ever been out

in the real world by yourself' Ever once?" "Yes. ., "The tinmes you went over
the wall?" He smrked. "If you know t he answers, why ask?" The gun's icy
muzzl e nudged his belly threateningly. "I'll ask what | |ike, sonny, and
you'll answer. Wiy did you try to break out, anyway?"

Pride! "It was illegal incarceration," Cedric could still teel the old



resent ment. Keeping kids | ocked up night be permssible. but he had been

ei ghteen by then. Al the guys his age had been called back to their famlies,
yet Gran had kept insisting that he nmust stay on at Meadowdal e. "Il egal

bul I shit," Bagshaw said. "You got picked up for vagrancv?"
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Cedric nodded miserably. Three tinmes he had skipped. Three tinmes the cops had
brought himback |ike a strayed puppy "And you never thought that you were in
Meadowdal e for a reason? You never thought about ki dnapping and extortion?"
"Well. . . no."

The man shook his bull head pityingly. "So now you're on your way legally. Did
the old bag say she had a job for you?"

Cedric hesitated again, and the pressure increased nauseatingly, as though he
were about to be inpaled. "Yes, sir."

agshaw s eyes slitted even nore, and his face seemed to sink lower inside his
suit. He was barely human, a mechani cal construct eled by anger. "So you got
hired on by the Institute! Your academ c standi ng nust have been remarkable."
Cedric's father had been a ranger, his nother a medical doctor. They had died
exploring a ass Two world for the Institute, so there was a fallen torch to
be picked up. That argunment would not Rely carry rmuch wei ght at the noment.
Cedric said nothing. "Mdst nmen would peel off their skins to land a job with
the Institute, you know? They'd sell it in strips. | worked nyself crazy to
get m ne-eighteen hours a day like a machine for a whole year. They took fifty
of us, out of five thousand." Bagshaw s plasticized face was turning even
redder, little nauseating jabs of the gun barrel enphasizing his words. "I
cane in fortyeighth-and |1've had conbat experience. |'ve got postdoc degrees
in urban survival. But you get hired fresh out of the shell. Hot fromthe
oven. O course, your grandnother is director. Amazing coi nci dence, that. But
then ... Ali, but then do you do what you're told? No, you don't. You sneak
out of the organage a day early and go to a part of Nauc that you' ve got no
right to be in, Wiy, Cedric, why? This is what we need to know, Cedric."
Cedric's throat was very dry, and there was a sordid taste in his nouth. "l've
told you, sir." "No. vou haven't. Just because you're the old broad' s darling
grandson doesn't mean you haven't been bought."

Not hi ng Cedric could say was going to nake any difference. He m ght as well
keep quiet and wait until he found out what this hoodlumreally wanted. For a
nmonent there was a staring match. The gun nuzzle came up to his face again,
and he just squinted past it defiantly. Then it vani shed and began slithering
icily dowr the center of his chest Ue a cold steel snail.

He grabbed it with both hands and totally failed to slowits, progre s at
all-as well try to strongarma truck. It scraped past his navel, nercifully
junped his shorts, and then poked between
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his legs and stopped. Clutching it still. Cedric |ooked up to see Bagshaw

leering at him The man pursed thick |ips and scratched an ear with one finger
of his free gauntlet. There was no doubt who had control, or whose health and
happi ness were at risk

And then Bagshaw began to nmove the gun in the opposite direction -slowy and
irresistibly. "You can talk easy, sonny. or you can talk hard. But now you're
going to talk." "I told you." Cedric was squeaking. Half sitting, straddling
that thick nmetal cylinder, gripping it hard to hold it away from i nportant

t hi ngs, he was being forced i nexorably up the bed. "No, you haven't. Wo did
you cone to nmeet?" "How do | know that you're fromthe Institute?" "You'l

tell me anyway."

Cedric set his teeth as the knobs on his backbone cane into contact with the
headboard of the bed. For a nmoment the pressure was checked-but the barrel was
still between his thighs, and he had nowhere left to go. "You're sweating,
Cedric. You'll sweat more soon. Lots nore.”

Cedric nade a discourteous suggestion, long on historical precedent and short
on anatom cal plausibility. "Now that is really stupid," Bagshaw said, shaking
his polished head sadly. "In the sort of fix you're in, you do not say things
like that, You beg. you plead, you sing loud. You do n@ say things like that.
VOel I, get up." He stepped back and pulled. Cedric, reluctant to et go of the



gun, was al nost haul ed off the bed. "Up, sonny!"

Cedric dropped his feet to the floor and stood up, slowy and painfully. It
hurt to straighten, but pride insisted, Sway-Ing. blinking back tears, he
gazed down at his tormentor. The ape was far shorter than Cedric but about
four times as thick. and just being vertical did not help greatly, Contrary to
first inpressions, Bagshaw did have a neck-, it just happened to be w der than
hi s head, Even on equal terms, unarnmed, he coul d nmake col esl aw out of Cedric,
who was all reach and no wei ght.

And at the nonent he could not quite stand straight and breathe at the sane

ti me. Bagshaw | ooked at himw th open nockery in those curiously hooded eyes.
-@ant to play some nore?"

Cedric was an oreanage boy. He shrugged. "You decide. You nust be enjoying
it."

He nii Ot have scored there. Bagshaw grunted softly, and
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when he spoke it was in comand node. "Comtwo: Relay nessage for Hubbard
Cedric Dickson." He nodded his head to indicate that Cedric should turn
around.

It could be a trap--Cedric did not nove until a famliar voice at his back
made himwhirl. Two people were standing behind him 'and one of them was
Gran. His first reaction was shame at being caught in his briefs, but

conpr ehensi on came fast thereafter. It was a holo projection, of course, which
was how she could be knee deep in his bed. The man beside her was this sane
Bagshaw character, wearing a standard business suit which anply confirnmed his
wrestler's build. He was a human barrel. But he could not be in two places at
once, so it was not a live transm ssion, and in any case the figures had the
fixed-eyed | ook of peopie dictating. It was certainly Gan-a slim inperious
worman with white hair and enough determination to break rocks. Hubbard Agnes.
" in every respect. Comend," Gan concluded, and the two inmages

vani shed. "Hub?" Cedric said. "You heard," Bagshaw said. "No, | didn't. Com
two, repeat that transm ssion."”

Not hi ng happened. Bagshaw si ghed. "Not coded to your voice, sonny. Al right,

we'll try again; but | do wish you' d start behaving Iike a grownup." He
repeated the command, and the two i mages hashed into exi stence again in the
m ddl e of the bed. "Cedric, | aminformed that you have departed from

Meadowdal e earlier than instructed. That was extrenely foolish of you. 1 am
very concerned for your safety. The man beside me is Dr. Bagshaw Barney, a
personal security expert enployed by the Institute. | have instructed himto

| ocate you and bring you to HQ as soon as possible. You will obey his orders
in every respect. Comend."

Cedric closed his nouth, which for sone reason was hari gi ng open. He turned
back to face Bagshaw s contenptuous anusenment. "How do | know t hat was

genui ne?"

The contenpt faded slightly. "You don't." "You could have faked it," "In about
fifteen mnutes, with the right equipment." "lIs that why you began by showi ng
me | don't have any choice?"

For an instant Bagshaw seemed tenpted to smile. "Naw, | just

li ke hassling you. Wiich is it to be-force or cooperation?"
Cedric shrugged. "Cooperation, | guess. But | w sh you'd explain.
clean up, then, and I'Il talk. Is this your nmonth for shavi ng?"
Cedric squeezed between two of the percies and hobbled over to the basin. "I
could call HQ and ask for confirmation that you're genuine."

Bagshaw nmade a scornful noise. "It happens to be five in the norning, and you
have no priority codes. Security never answers questions, even about the

weat her. Those guys won't admit what day it is. You couldn't get through to

A d Mother Hubbard in less than two hours at the best of tinmes, and even then
it would only be if you could prove your relationship." "lI've called G an
dozens of-well, often.”

Bagshaw si ghed dramatically. "From Meadowdale -priority call. " "But if she's
really worried about ne," Cedric said with a feeling of triunph, "she'll have
told Systemto admit ny calls!™ "I wouldn't let her." "You wouldn't?" "Breach
of security. If she'd done that, then who knows who m ght have | earned that we
had a cannon | oose? Pardon nmepopgun | oose. No, you can't call in. You can cone
willingly, or | take you by force. |I don't care. You may, but | won't."

Still stroking his face with his shaver, Cedric peered around the percies.
Bagshaw had seated hinself in nmidair, as though there were an invisible chair
under him He | ooked quite rel axed and confortable, so he nust have | ocked his
wal does into position. "How did you get into this roon?" "That's ny job. | can
get into a bank vault, given tine, Hotel roonms? Took ne half a mnute, al
three locks." "And you knew | was in here?" "Like | said. | tested for you
with a gas detector-sucked some air fromunder the door and checked for human

"You



pher onbnes. Another half minute. Your exhalations are on file. They matched.
O course, you mght have had a friend in here. with you, but | didn't give a
damm about that, really. "

He made it all sound infuriatingly easy. Cedric dropped shaver and shorts and
stepped toward the shower pad. "Water first"' Bagshaw snapped. "Hub?'
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"Turn on the water before you get under it. Always. Elenentary precaution.”
Growing, Cedric conplied. "And what about ny percy?" Bagshaw snorted. "That
junk? Those rental jobs are all right for two-bit |lawers or their w ves
comng into town for the day-nmpbstly because ro one cares about them except
tin-pot rmuggers. Even them not nmuch. No city resident would ever trust a
rental; no one of any real inportance.”

So? Cedric was not of any real inportance. He stepped under the shower, a
fine, cold mst and, a suffocating odor of chlorine. The rotting rug around it
suggested the el ectronics were not working too well. He knew about percies
from seeing holo comercials. Mst people owned a percy. Anyone really

i nportant had half a dozen-one to ride in, the others to run interference.
Dam, but his gut hurt! He wondered about the four percies that Bagshaw had
brought with hi mwere there watchers inside those, staying silent? Was Bagshaw
genuine? If he was, then why -go nasty? If not, then what use was all that
extra equi pment? None of that mattered nuch, Cedric decided. Having used up
the last of his credit calling Madge, he had left hinself with no options but
to do as he was told. "That rental abortion probably has nore pitches and
patches on it than you could believe," Bagshaw remarked. "I turned it off
before | even opened the door. | could have taken it over and made it break
your neck instead. Never, ever, trust anyone el se's percy!"

Cedric gave up hope that the water would run hot, or the soap ever produce a
| at her. Perhaps such things were luxuries that only places |ike Meadowdal e
could provide. He turned off the water and reached for the dryer. "Don't!"
Bagshaw shouted. "Jeez, nman! Those things are deadly!" "I've used one hundreds
of -" "Easi est booby trap in the world!"

Cedric scow ed back at the older man's glare. "All ri,-ht, howdo |I dry

nmysel f?" "Wth the bed sheets, dummy! You'll catch sone bugs and funguses, of
course, but we can treat nost of those. You probably got them already, just
sl eeping there."

Not sure how nuch of that to believe, Cedric stal ked across to the bed,
feeling absurdly aware of his nudity as he did so. He haul ed off a sheet.
"Tell me about your friends," he said. He nodded at the percies.
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Bagshaw had pivoted to watch him "Those? Just sone girls | know " He | aughed
meanly. "Naw, they're enpty. Backup equi pnment." "You run then?" "Sure."
Bagshaw frowned, making odd winkles in his synthetic skin. "My job. I'ma

pro, sonny. Remenber, percies are only robots. That means computers. Conputers
have limtations. They're not good enough for the real enchiladas, the nobs,

the big bunps on the world' s ass-they have personal guards as well, real human
bei ngs who go everywhere with them who open the doors and taste the soup and
defuse the bombs and step in front of the bullets ... usually a teamof two or

three, taking shifts. They're known as bulls.” "Short for pit bulls," Cedric
said, to show he knew such things. "You're telling ne you're a bull? You guard
Gran?" "Nwm |'m not senior enough to be trusted with her. The Institute has
five people who rank high enough for bulls-the old girl herself and the four
horsenen ... deputy directors."” "Five?" Cedric was inmpressed. "Five just in
4-1T" "Don't call it that! It's the Institute. Yes, five-right up there with
the Secretary CGeneral, and the chairman of IBM and the Speaker of the
Chanber . "

Cedric threw his bag on the bed and rummaged for clothes. "So why are you
telling me this?" "Because fromnow on it's six. |I'"myour bull, buster." Half
into his pants, Cedric tried to turn around and al nost fell over. "Me? You're
crazy! | don't rank a bodyguard!"

Bagshaw rose fromhis invisible chair. He stretched and yawned. "Yes, you do.
Two of us-ne and Gles Ted. In future, one or the other of us will be
breat hi ng on your neck and stepping on your toes twenty-four hours a day. Like
your grandnot her said, you'll obey orders. Ted or ne'll be calling the shots,



and you will do exactly as we tell you. Wth a little luck, we'll keep you

alive, healthy, and sane. That'll be nice, won't it?"
Cedric could only assunme that the man was serious. He did not |ook as though
he were joking. He might be crazy, of course. "But |-I'"mnothing! You said

yourself-fresh froma foster home, wet behind the ears. Green as grass,"
"That's right, sonny. But you're grandson to the best hated worman in the
world." "Gran? Hated?" "Get dressed!" "But who-"
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"Cet dressed!" Bagshaw repeated. "I1'll run you a list when we get back to HQ
It runs to ten or twelve pages: Earthfirsters and ecol ogy freaks and pilgrim
groups and half the cults on the globe; themthat's scared the Institute wll
poi son the planet, themthat says it's doing too nmuch, and themthat says it
ain't doing enough. People who want to disband it, and people who want to take
it over. People who believe it really has discovered habitable worlds and is
keepi ng them secret ... every type of nut there is.”

Cedric's head energed through the top of his poncho. "But what has this to do
with ne?"

Bagshaw rol |l ed his eyes. "Ever heard of the Trojan horse? How do | know you
haven't already been rewired so's you'll strangle the old | ady as soon as you
nmeet her?" "That's not possible!"™ "No?" Bagshaw somehow conveyed a shrug.
"Well, not without a small anmount of cooperation, it isn't, | guess."

Cedric stood on one leg to pull on a sock. "So!" "So? So, you say? How about
t he nedi a, sonny? The nedi a have nore short-term power than anybody.
Hormogeni ze A d Mot her Hubbard's grandson, and a thousand groups would try to
claimcredit. What you are is a bulletin standing by to interrupt nornal

pr ogranm ng. "

Cedric found that his mouth was open again. He would have to watch that. "You

are saying that ... people ... would kill ne, just to spite G an?" "Spite?
Score of f? Coerce? Turn? It wouldn't matter nuch to YUU, would it? You'd be
dead-or worse-in a week. | prom se you. Wiy do you think she put you in

Meadowdal e in the first place?"

Shoving feet into sneakers, Cedric thought of G enda, who was Eccles Pandora's
cousin, and Gavin. whose father was president of ITT- and suddenly under st ood.
"Neutral ground : " "Hey! Maybe you're not quite as sinple as you |l ook. O
course,, some of the real rabid groups wouldn't respect any sort of
sanctuary-the Sierra O ub, or such-but you were fair y sate there. Now you're
in play, right? And the Institute has infinite nmoney, so you' re a potenti al

ki dnap. too. Ransomvictins rarely earn pensions." Bagshaw was grinni ng
grotesquely, enjoying Cedric's horror. "Your dear gran's got power, sonny, and
anyone wi th power has enem es. She's got nore than nost. BEST for exanple.”
"BESTT' "Are you deaf? | thought you were just stupid. Hum up and
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let's get the hell out of here. Yes, BEST. She's fought it off for years, and
al nrost no one el se has ever won a single round agai nst BEST. This area happens
to be BEST's turf. You didn't know that? There are hundreds of little power
centers scattered around Nauc-some just |ocal gang barons, others nore

i nportant; even a few of the old legit governnents still survive in places.
There's even a mob down Blue Ridge way calls itself the Congress of the United
States. Has a good nmilitia."

To save his life, Cedric could not have told how nmuch truth there was in that
tirade.

And Bagshaw knew that. "But BEST's HQis less than ten nmles fromhere, so of
course it's staked out its own territory all ,around. Now do you see? Sweet
little Cedric with his feathers still wet flies out of the nest and perches
right on the cats' litter box. If BEST knew you were here, you'd be in surgery
al ready. Apparently it doesn't."

Cedric grunted and began stuffing things into his bag. Hs gut still hurt. "So
just renenber, sonny, that this ain't the Meadowdal e Organage no nore and-

" "Organage? What's that mean? That's the third tine---2

Then the hel net that hung behi nd Bagshaw s bead uttered a quiet beep. In an

i nstant he had nodded the helnet into place, leaving Cedric to stare blankly
at its shiny exterior. The inside would contain vid displays, of course, and
speakers.

Bagshaw emerged again, grimfaced. Al trace of banter had vani shed and there
was only business showi ng. "W have conpany. Never mind all that stuff." He



took two steps to one of the percies and opened it. "Have you got anything
here that's valuable?" .'M camera." "Forget it. Anything that can't be

repl aced- souvenirs, personal sentinmental ihing-ST, "Just ny coins." G an had
given himthat canera. . "Bring those, and |l eave the rest. They aren't worth
runni ng through decon. D4)n't | eave any information, tiough. No letters,
diaries?"

Feeling nore bew | dered than annoyed, Cedric shook his head. Cutching his
smal | bag of personal recordings, be stepped backward into the percy. Bagshaw
reached in and swiftly began naking the adjustments for himthe saddl e and the
shin pads, the chest and head straps. He was making themtight, and he had n
dt-,ft tntirh dp.-znito-. hiq nR2-ivp annntle-, N
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"Quch!" Cedric nuttered. His head felt as though it had just been set in
concrete. The rental unit had not gripped nearly so hard. This one snelled
much better-a clean, new, factory sort of smell. It was also |arger. "Pul

your chin in!" Bagshaw snarled, ninbly crushing Cedric's aching belly wth
heavy paddi ng. "This nodel *s guaranteed to twenty-five meters. Know what that
means?"

Cedric nmunbl ed a negative as yet another strap immobilized his chin, wenching
his neck in the process. "It neans you can drop about eight stories init.
|'ve tested one at twelve. Now, I'Il be running things, so you just relax and
enjoy the ride. Keep your hands at your sides."

Cedric's hands were alnost the only thing he could nove. at all below his
eyelids. The curious half-sitting position was sur- prisingly confortable, as
he knew fromthe previous day's travels, and the new unit was a vastly better
pi ece of machinery than the rental job that Bagshaw had scorned so nuch. It
was even big enough for his freakish height. He had a good view through the
front wi ndow, flanked by innumerable vids that he could see w thout noving his
head, although few of their displays neant anything to him He had a rear view
through a mirror. A percy was a nobile coffin, a tonmb with a view.

Ei ght stories? That was only hal fway down. It was the second half that would
hurt.

Bagshaw s voi ce spoke in his ear. "Hear me okay?" "Fine.

The percies rose a few centineters to lev position. They all tilted forward
and began to nmove as a group for the door. Bagshaw was wearing only his bul
suit, but his boots were off the floor also. He | ooked small and vul nerable
between the five giant cylinders, as though he were a prisoner being escorted.
He had put the rental job in front. It reached out its claws to flip the

| ocks. Then it threw open the door and floated out into the corridor

VWhite-hot fire jetted in fromone side, searing right through the rented
percy, cutting it in half, causing it to exploole in a shower of molten netal
and flam ng plasteel. The carpet burst into flanes. Even inside his arnored
tube, Cedric heard the roar and felt the blast. The blaze was bright enough to
overload his viewplate and turn the images nonentarily violet and red. "WVell,
damm! " Bagshaw s voice nuttered in his ear, "Looks like they want to play
rough. "

| onosphere, April 7

ALYA AWCKE WHEN t he seats were rotated to prepare for reentry. The cabin
lights were still low She had not been aware of dozing off, but the sudden
return of her terror told her that it had been absent and therefore she nust
have been asl eep, She had slept very little since the buddhi had begun
tormenting her, two days before.

The last tinme she had | ooked up, the viewscreens had been show ng heavens ful
of stars, the way heavens were supposed to be, while the cruder manmade gl are
of Pacurb glimrered far below like spilled mlk trickling down out of the
hills to puddl e agai nst the edge of the ocean. She had identified Baja
California. and the Salton Sea.

But then she nmust have dozed for a while. The world had grown cl oser and
bigger, with a fiery sword slash of dawn show ng dead ahead. The stars had
fled, and even the nyriad clotted |lights of Nauc seened faint. The super was
pitching steeply downward, returning to Mdther Earth.

Yes, she had slept a little. OF course, by her time it was evening; in Nauc it
woul d be Thursday norning again. She should not have slept. Sleep had |eft her
with a hollow, weightless feeling, and already sone tine-zone disorientation
And still the
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e why ne? feeling. | do not wish to do

wordl ess drc,.ad, that terribl this-let me go.

Thousands of people, nmen and wonen and- Ch God, ivhv ne?-children, of course.
She wanted to crunble away |ike dust or shrivel into a husk that someone m ght
throw in a waste bucket. so she woul d never be seen again. Why woul d they not
all |eave her alone? Wiy would it not |eave her al one? Wiy had she been bom
with a curse upon her? And yet perhaps the biting was not quite as vicious as
it had been. Just boarding the plane had helped a little.

Soneone patted her hand, and she junped. She had taken the seat next to the
wal | -the wi ndow seat, they called it still, although there were no w ndows on
a super. @en in the twentyfirst century a princess could pull rank once in a
whi l e, and she had established herself in a good defensive position between
the wall and Mbal a, secure agai nst unwel conic intruders. Cbviously Mala had
been renoved whiie Alya slept. Jar Jathro was recogni zable by his green hajji
turban, although it seemed nearer black in the gloom H s greasy smle was not
visible, but she could sense it. The lizard hinself. "You rested." He spoke
Mal ay. "That is good. You are |l ess troubled now?" "Perhaps a 1-ttle," she
admi tted.

| ' @e Princess Tal ach, and your honored brother, "Your sister, Prince
Omrar-both of these told nme that the burden becane | ess troubl esone as they
progressed toward. . . our destination."

Alya wondered if she dared ask for Mala baclc.. But she must not insult this
man, however sleazy she found him He was a skilled politician. Kas said he
m eht well succeed Piridinar as prinme mnister-and soon, for the old man's
health was failing fast- "Then | wish it were a little easier to get to."
"Ah!" he said, and some trick of the Iight caught his eyes in the dark. "But
that was deliberate. Many people said it was too risky to build the

transmensor anywhere, on earth at all. Thinking of the power, you see;

t hi nki ng of an explosion. | have studied this. Wen there was tal k of usino-
it also to explore other worlds '. then of course the uproar was greater
still. People said that nonsters woul d escape! How foolish! But Labrador is a

desert of bare rock, and safe. it was already connected to Nauc by powerli nes.
A nmost logical ¢ hoice --distant but accessible.” "Thank vou," Alva said
softly. and at once wanted to rap herself on de knuckl es.

"You are nost wel come. The powerlines have been repl aced

now by satellite beanms, of course.” He fell silent, waiting politely for her
to carry the conversation forward.

When she did not, he remarked, "You are the eleventh person in your famly to

make this pilgrimge." "Yes." The eleventh victim "And you are also the
youngest ?"

Al ya pondered. "I suppose so. It started before I was bom but yes, that's
true.” "And all the other ladies were married."

She had not thought of that. Tal had been married, Omar not. Wy should it
matter that Alya was single and not matter about Omar? But, of course, Jathro
was a Moslem "Yes," she said. "Your safety and confort will always be nearest
to ny heart, Your Highness." He laid his hand on hers again and left it there.
It was hot and sticky. There was a curious odor of cloves about Jathro.
"Anything | can do-anything at all-you have only to ask."

Al ya hoped he had not felt her flinch at his touch. Mentally she assenbled a
tirade of obscenities in several |anguages. But what she said was, "You are
nost kind." "I amnot w thout influence, of course.” He leaned a little closer
and peered at her. The lights were starting to brighten, but the cabin was
still very dim She could just make out the fringe of beard around a dark
narrow face. "My father was but a poor fisherman. The fisherfol k know ne as
one of their own," "Their [ot has been very hard. | have heard ny brother
speak of it many tines." She wondered what all his talk was | eading to. ne man



had had a spectacul ar career as a slumpopulist-forty years old and al ready
runni ng one of the three tot) mnistries in the government. So Kas had said on
the way to the airport. "My people are aware of his concern,"” Jathro said.
"They have great affection for all menbers of your noble famly. They al ways
cheer when | mention your brother. Two thousand years of devotion are not
easily forgotten.” "Their love is dear to us." Alya toyed with the idea of
renoving the man's turban and garroting himwith it-perhaps the ex-

ercise would revive her. "The refugees, of course, do not have that sane

af fection, although they are grateful to Banzarak for its help, and therefore
they respect our national traditions."

Totally baffled, Alya crafted a smle. She did not enjoy being
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addressed like a public neeting. She wanted to be left alone with her msery.
"So You see, | amfamliar with the poverty of Banzarak, but | have al so seen
even greater need anong the unfortunates whom we have taken into our bosom™
Make one move at my bosom nan, and |'ll break your neck. ,' MY rother spoke

wi th wonder about your work in the canps,"” she said. A first-class demagogue,
Kas had called him "I feel for them deeply. Director Hubbard is a hard woman,
but fair. |I shall insist that the refugees in Banzarak are afforded speci al
status only marginally | ess favorable than that of our own nationals. "
Alya l et himdrone while she wandered away into her private desert. It was al
very well to talk of negotiations, but what they all meant was haggling, and

t he goods on display were her. The precedents had been set before she was
born. In a sense the dealing had begun centuries before-two thousand years, if
one believed the | egends. What am | offered? Wat price one princess of
Banzarak, with guaranteed infallible buddhi? Start your bidding.

A hard woman? By all accounts, Director Hubbard was a human anvil. Few indeed
were the governments who coul d hope to negotiate on anything near equal terins
with the director of 4-1, for 4-1 was also Stellar Power, Inc. The runors said
t hat Hubbard had nore than once threatened to pull the plug on a continent.
And few i ndeed were the governnents that coul d negotiate. anything, for they
had all been choked by their internal conflicts, the warring of special

i nterest groups, loss of financial integnty... But Jathro would not appreciate
a lecture on political science, not froma wonan. For the son of an

i mpoveri shed fisherman to negotiate with O d Mther Hubbard herself nust be a
delicious sensation. Jathro was going to be buying lives by the thousand, and
his coin was Alya.

Suddenly her ranbling mnd stopped and peered back along its own tracks. That
did not fing true! Wiy shoul d a denagogue di spose of his own followers? Wy
rain his own power 6se? And what in the nane of all the gods was he getting at
now? "@. . fortunes are linked. Qur supporters would wel cone evidence that
our cooperation is a willing one. And will remain so."

The Iight was better now. He was |eaning verv close, squeezing her hand. Al va
shi ed suddenly at the piercing intelligence in those jet eyes. S6 tried to
pull her wits together-the man was dangerous-but she was too staggered by the
i mplications. She
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had not realized! Even Kas had not guessed what Jathro nust

L@have in mnd. Wiy be prine nminister of a postage-stanp ki ngdom when one
could hope for so very nuch nore.? The audacity of his ambition staggered her
And now this? He was twi ce her age and twi ce divorced. On, wonderful! Just
what | need. "Dr. Jar ... this is a difficult tinme for me. You will pardon ne
if | reserve consideration of your words?"

VWhat ever all that meant, it seenmed to satisfy him He sniled, show ng
excellent teeth. The lights were up at last. The sky in the viewscreen was

bri ghtening. Reentry had started, and the passengers were sinking deeper into
their seats. "But of course. | will do everything to ease your burden. Rely on
me totally." "I appreciate that, Dr. Jar. You are very thoughtful."

What woul d Kas think, back in Banzarak, if she were to announce her engagenent
to Jar Jathro? It might even bring himrunning. "For exanple, you may refer

all questions to ne. | speak good English. Questions about your predecessors.
your relatives. . . | shall refuse such questions. | shall infer that it is
inmpolite to ask about famly matters."

Al ya made noncommi ttal noises. "If you do find yourself in conversation and
am not to hand, just keep these precepts in mnd. | amvisiting Arerica on
behal f of the World Refugee Authority. You are acconpanyi ng nme as my-"

He smiled brazenly. "But | just prom sed not to rush your decision, didn't I?
Acconpanying nme to be shown a little of the world. Americans approve of wonen
who know things. but keep the talk to babies and clothes if you can. That



woul d be safest.” "1'd better wite that down," Alya said, very quietly,

hopi ng the rising clanor outside would drown the words. "Oh, no, that wll not
be necessary. You'll renenber. But just in case | amnot around ... keep in
mnd that there has never been a Cass One world found. That is very

i mportant. Many Cl ass Twos-those are worlds that | ook Earthlike, you

under stand? But detailed investigation has always turned up sonme flaw, a

poi son of one kind or another. Heavy netals, whatever they are, are nentioned
alot. Adass One world, one really safe for Peopl ethat would be an

eart h-shak-i ng di scovery. 1.

"What's a Class Three world, then, Dr. Jar?" Alya felt sure that her fury nust
be show ng-her cheeks felt hot enough to fry eggs-but that ponpous little
prick was probably interpreting it
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as sonet hing el se. Lust, maybe? Everyone knew that wonen were unstable and
prone to attacks of lust. "You really don't need to worry about such things,
but a Cass Three is one with sone sort of life onit, yet not like the Earth.
Threes turn up all the tine. Every week or so. Class Twos-the ones that | ook
like our own world, remenber?-only a few of those are di scovered each year
Soneti mes peopl e even tal k about O ass Fours, which have no life at all. They
are the nost common. But stick to babies.”

How coul d a successful politician be so blind? Perhaps he had never net an
educated worman. He rnust truly believe that wonen should stick to babies. In
the slums and the canps they had no choice. He could probably quote the Koran
on the subject, too.

At last Jathro renmoved his sticky hand. He | eaned back for a nmoment, vyielding
to the gee force, easing a back that nust have grown stiff with |eaning,

| ooki ng pleased with hinmself. The roar of reentry rattled the cabin and every
bone in it. The viewscreens showed hellfire gl owi ng al ong | eadi ng edges.

Qui ckly the yamering softened, the force and noi se began to wane. The
pressure eased.

Jathro turned to her again, funbling in his breast pocket. "I have sonethi ng
for you to | ook at, Highness."

A sudden prickling warned her. "Yes?" He passed over a small scrap of paper, a
| eaf ripped froma spiral notebook. Ei ght words were witten on it in pencil
Nile Orinoco

Po Qui nto Rhi ne Saskat chewan

Ti ber Usk

Oh God! Satori.f There it was! For a monent Al ya was incapabl e of speech. She
feared she mght -von-tit. She clutched her hands to her lap to hide their
trenbling. "Rivers," she nunbl ed, unconsciously switching to English to match

the spellings. "I don't know Quinto, and |I'mnot sure of Usk, but the others
are all rivers,”
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The little turd had trapped her. Never had she felt so clear a satori, never
had t he buddhi shouted so | oud-and Jathro was nuch too acute to have mi ssed
her reaction. His eyes burned |like black lasers. "Yes, they're all rivers,

H ghness, but in fact they' re code names. File nanes, if you prefer. These are
rivers, but the nane of cities get used, also. O nountains, or, poets. Fish,
men, wonen, battles ... eventually they start all over again. Any world of any
interest is given a file nante.- "Etna," she said, with sudden nenories of
Omar soaring in her mnd |like chords of funeral music. And Tal -Tal had drawn
"Raven." "Exactly," Jathro murrmured. "I just wondered if any of the names on
this list seemed ... significant?"

She forced a swall ow down a dry throat. "No," she nmurmured. "Ah." He sounded
di sappoi nted. He | ooked unconvi nced.

Alya returned the paper without a word. It quivered. "None at all?" he
persisted. "No. They're just words." "Ah. Just words?" Seven nanes of rivers
witten in pencil, and one in letters of fire ... How could he not see that
one of the eight blazed as though scribed by the finger of God?

But she woul d not say. She nust be sure. She nmust be absolutely certain, with
no grain of doubt anywhere. Thousands of |ives! Wy her?

The captain conpleted his turn, shedding his sonic boom over the ocean. The
super came wailing down the sky at subsonic speed, dropping rapidly, hunting
for land like a stormpressed gull. The screen showed a nonmentary i mage of
stark city towers standing in the sea, waves running around their feet, and
scavengers' barges floating in the debris-laden streets. Then it was gone and
yel | owi sh-green countryside drifted pasi below in a danp dawn |ight.



Nauc, April 7

EVEN As BAGsHAw, s arnored gauntlet slanmed the door, shutting out horrors of
melted nmetal and burning carpet, all the percies sprang into notion. Cedric's
| eaped back so suddenly that he thought his eyeballs would fall out. Then it
spun around and hurled itself across the roomrear first, heading for the
shower, He felt it flip up onto the pad; he sawthe wall in his mrror, and

t hen-i npact!

The shock rang all the way to his teeth. Had he not beer, pinned like a pit in
a plum he would have been pul ped. The wall shuddered and fractured. At once
his percy hurtled forward toward the bed, passing one of the others, which had
just attacked the wall on the far side of the room The third had lifted the
fourth in its claws and was pounding it into the ceiling. Tiles and dust and
debris sprayed everywhere

Cedric"s percy t-wisted around so that it ,;/as again going back-ward as it
slarnmed into the weakened wall by the bed. That reversed assault was probably
designed to nake things a little easier on him he thought groggily, because
he saw the second unit smash into the wall by the shower and it was stil

going face first. Nice of Ba-gshaw to be so considerate. "G ee Cub, this is

Knuckl es. " Bkgshaw s voi ce sounded close |-,y Cedric
-'s ear. He was speaking ver@quietly. Cedric could not
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see where the man hinself had gone, which was hardly surprising in the fog of
dust and flying rubble. Again Cedric's robot and its opposing partner surged
forward and flashed by each other. Again that |urch over the shower pad-and
this time his percy burst right through the wall in an expl osion of debris and
br oken pipes and jets of water. It tripped, tipping al nost horizontal, and
then straightened. Cedric's stomach stayed at floor level, and the percy was
accel erating again even before it was upright. "knuckles, we read you." That
nmust be G ee d ub.

The room next door-where Cedric now found hinsel f-was dark, but vision
enhancenent had clicked in for him It gave fal se color images, so that the
terrified face above the heap of bedcl othes was bright pink and the teeth in
her mouth were red. He could not hear the woman's screanms as his percy raced
across the roomtoward her and inpacted the wall beside the bed. He hoped she
woul d have the sense to get out of the way quickly. "G ee Cub, | have picked
up Sprout." "Report Sprout's condition, Knuckles." "Okay so far. Virgo
intacta, 1 should think. But the natives are restless.”

That was putting it mldly. Cedric's percy was backing up again, alnost as far
as his owm room It stopped just short of the aperture rimned by tw sted

pi pes squirting water and cl ouds of steam Wy could there not have been hot
supplies like that when Cedric was having his showeO If things got nmuch nore
exciting, he was going to need anot her shower very shortly. Fortunately. his
brain did not seemto be accepting any of this as real

Then he was being accel erated again for another attack on the wall bv the bed.
My Life as the Human Hammer, or The School of Ha@ Knocks. the pink-faced
worman had dived for the floor on the far side and di sappeared. How | ong woul d
it be, Cedric wondered, before the attackers in the corridor came-inpact!cane
in through the doors? "Angel, this is Gee Club, Do vou read?" "dee dub
this is Angel. We bave a fix on Knuckles. There's a swarm of hornets around,
t hough. -

Suddenly Cedric recall ed Bagshaw s remark that these percies would survive a
fall of twelve stories. No-the equi pnent would survive nore than that, The
occupant m ght survive twelve stories. How unfortunate that Cedric's room was
on the sixteenth floor

| mpact! again ... Bai,shaw s strate-,v was fairiv obvious. althou,,,h Cedric
was
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havi ng troubl e keeping his mnd on | ogic. The eneny was out in the corridor
with a fusion cannon, and the good guys did not have the arnor to face that.
So he had scattered his troops--Cedric going one way, an enpty percy in the
opposite direction, and a third straight up. It would take the baddies a few
m nutes to work out which thinble hid the pea. "Angel, give nme an ETA."

A searing white flane filled the bedroom Cedric saw the bed sheets turn
purple and burst into brown flanmes even before his video overl oaded and the

percy was lifted by the blast and rammed bodily into the wall it had been
about to strike again. The woman woul d have been charred instantly, he thought
as the wall collapsed, spilling himthrough into a third room and burying

anot her bed in an aval anche of concrete. He could not see if there had been
anyone in it.

Pl ease, God? People are dying here, God. This was no hol o drama. This was
real, squalid nmurder. He was rolling ..

The visi on enhancement had returned. The ceiling was a very pretty green. He
was |ying on his back, and half the vids had gone dark. "Ced-Sprout? You
okay?" "Sprout fine," Cedric said weakly. He really did not believe that al
thi s was happeni ng, but that had been Bagshaw s voice, so sonehow the bull had
survived the expl osion, too.

And so had Cedric's percy. The vids flickered on agai n-nmost of themand it
swung up to a vertical position. He discovered a curious salt taste in his
nmout h. That distracted himfor a nonent, until the door of the room crashed
down before himand he was aut in the bright Iights again, hurtling along the
corridor, swaying nmightily and gathering speed all the way. It was a very long
| corridor. There were nmen behind himat |east three of them all wearing nmuch
the sane sort of arnored suit as Bagshaw and they were crouched over sonething
that Cedric was certain was a fusion cannon. Clearly they had just fired it
into his original room At the nmoment they were turning it to point at him
The carpet was still snoldering fromthe first blast. Burned bl otches scarred
the walls at regular intervals, as though the plasrpa had rippled fromside to
side. Doors were opening, frightened guests com ng out to see what was
happeni ng. Al of them managed to | eap back to safety in time, before he ran

t hem down. The noi se shoul d have been shattering. There should have hppn
wrPnmna @fi -1-i-c -4 e;- 1-* "@--M@-
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nothing at all fromoutside. Life seened strangely peaceful around Cedric.
Mavbe his hearing had failed, or his brain.

The voices on the network were chattering, but he did not register what was
bei ng said. He was amazed at how time seenmed to have sl owed down, or his own

t hought processes speeded up, because years were going by while his percy
raced al ong that corridor and the eneny did whatever they were. doing to ready
t hat gun.

And then the percy swerved, cannoned off a wall, and inpacted another door,
stunbling through into a stairwell. The corridor flaned white behind him and
hal f the vids wi nked off and then came on again. H's ears popped. There was a
strong snell of sweat, but so far only sweat. There had been people ..

Ch, God! There had been peopl e-doors open, people | ooking out.

He had thought that the percy woul d head downward; he had not even known t hat
a percy could clinmb stairs, but this one could, jolting Cedric up and down
like a maraca. One floor up it grabbed the doorhandle in its claw. Then it
soared out into another bright corridor and headed back in the direction it
had cone.

A door just ahead of him burst open, erupting snoke and an arnored nman whose
feet did not quite touch the floor. He raced along the corridor-not floating,
but running like a skater, and gathering speed rapidly. "Sprout, that's ne
ahead of you." "Read you, Knuckles." Had that been his own voice? So cal n?
Cedric decided that he nust be in shock. Shrieking hysterics would be th,3



correct reaction.

The arnored man was still accelerating. Cedric's percy seened to be sl ow ng,
and he felt a sudden terror that it m ght have been damaged, that he woul d be
| eft behind. Where was the enemy? Bagshaw h2d cone up through the ceiling, of
course. How had he kept control of so rmuch equi prent? How many innocent people
had di ed? "Sprout, we'll have to do something unorthodox here, Better keep
your eyes ¢ 1 osed for a wh i le. " "Screw you," Cedric said-but quietly, and
surprisingly matter-of-factly.

Bagshaw, far ahead now, reached the end of the corridor wthout breaking
stride and then | eaped upward. He threw out arns and |legs to strike the w ndow
spread-eagl ed. Frame and gl ass and drapes and nman vani shed into darkness,

| eaving a rectangul ar



42

Dave Duncan

bl ack hol e where there had not been one previously.

Seventeen floors, or sonewhere between fifty and sixty neters-exact
nmeasurenent did not matter much, did it?--Cedric wanted to scream He opened
his mouth to scream but all he heard was his own voice dryly ordering his
percy to stop. Vaguely he saw that arnored figures had appeared in the

di stance behind him visible in his mrror, and they had their cannon wth
them H s percy was | osing speed, but he did not think it was obeying his
conmands, and the black rectangle was pouring itself straight at him grow ng
| arger and | arger, but nore and nore slowy. There was absol utely nothing nore
he coul d do. Bagshaw had the con-if Bagshaw was still alive-or else the
machi ne was damaged and out of control. Cedric was imobilized in a traveling
coffin, and the black space grew | arger and | arger, but slower and slower. He
could not guess what the final result was going to be.

The pitch fell short. The percy reached the wi ndow just as it ran out of
velocity and canme to a conplete stop. Relief! For a nmonent Cedric stared out
at the lights of the city, a forest of towers still bright against a first
faint light of nmorning. He breathed a deep sigh. He wondered how he went about
surrendering. Surely the nen behind himwould see that he was trapped and
hel pl ess inside his percy? They would not fire at himnow Bagshaw had hinted
at all sorts of horrors if he were to be captured, but those iay in the
future. Cedric would rmuch rather wait for themthan be instantly fried by a
fusion torch-or be jellied by falling seventeen stories out that w ndow.

Then his percy tipped slowy and deliberately forward, and toppled over the
sill.

He spent a little over three seconds falling to the street-he had System
calculate it for him rnuch later. He thought that he was very young to die,
but then he decided that he had aged many years in those three seconds. He
never knew whether it was |luck or Bagshaw s skill that had himflat on his
back as he reached the ground, in the position where his fragile protoplasm
could best take the stress, pressing back into restraining paddi ng.

Bagshaw caught him | MPACT! He was alive. The gray sky was still above him
there was rain on his viewplate, and he could hear his heart. "Ckay, Sprout?"
Cedric repeated the obscenity he had used earlier that evening and augmented
it with every other one he could think of, Not
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very many, really. Not enough. A real nman woul d know nore bad words.

Bagshaw set himupright in the percy and flexed his arns as though they hurt.
He bent over to view his feet. "Lookit that!" he said. "Cracked the sidewal k."
"I'd Re to break it with your head." Cedric, tasting salt again, decided that
he had bitten his tongue. "Angel should be along shortly. Let's go neet him"
"And 1'll have you know," Cedric said bitterly, "that I'mnot virgo intacta."
Bagshaw drew in breath with a hiss. "Hot damm!" he said. "Tell me about it
sonetine. "

Angel turned out to be a rackety Sikorsky of incredible antiquity. It set down
right in a public square to pick up Cedric and Bagshaw, then took off again as
calmas mlk, woof.. . woof... woof into the dawn sky. It was only after they
had cleared the tops of the nearby towers that sonmeone opened fire. None of

t he occupants seened very worried by that.

The interior was dark and enpty and stank of oil. The pilot and his buddy

j abbered into m kes and crouched over controls, with vague red lights
flickering over their faces as though they were denmons fromthe pit. Cedric's
percy had been faid flat across the floor like a coffin, and Bagshaw hel ped
himout of it. He was soaked, with his clothes clamry or, his skin, but it was
only sweat-his pants were no wetter than his poncho. He sat on a bench and

| eaned back against an icy window and tried not to shake. He felt sick
Sonet hi ng went by at high speed, and the helicopter rocked in its wake. The
pil ot made a joke, but Cedric thought that the other two did not find it



funny. Then other fast things roared by, and those were apparently goodies,
and everyone rel axed.

He was still clutching his little bag of coins. It was all he had left. It
held sanity. It held his childhood. It held all his menories-of Christmas
parties with Victor playing Santa O aus, of canmping trips and rafting and

hi kes, and hinself |asering. He had recorded nost of the coins hinself, with
his own canera, but he had traded with the others, too. There were lots of his
favorite shows and dramas in there also, but the comercial stuff was not
really inportant. It was the personal stuff, the junk that no one el se would
care about-that was what mattered. The images might be out of focus, or the
world tilted, or everyone unrecogni zabl e under masks and o@ggles in the

out door shots. So what?
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That was |ife. Now he had been pitched w thout warnina into a nadness of death
and terror. Sanity and happi ness and | ove had di sappeared fromthe
world, and all he had to hang on to-all he had to renmenber them by-was that
little bag of coins.

Then he realized that he was grieving for Meadowdal e, and he felt ashamed. He
was a man now, out in the world at last. That was what he had wanted, was it
not? He was going to be a ranger like his father. He just had not expected the
world, to get quite so rough quite so soon, that was all.

Bagshaw had stripped off his arnmor, down to his underwear. He was just as
sweaty as Cedric, and he had pulled a bl anket over his shoul ders. From nowhere
that Cedric could see, he produced two cans of beer

Beer at that time of day? Cedric accepted one and drank greedily. The ranch
hands had slipped himbeer a few times, but he had never cared for the taste
much. Until now. It went down good. How many peopl e had di ed? The sky was
still brightening slowy, and a fine rain was falling, snoking off the rotor
edges. Towers and streets rolled by below "You said. twelve stories." Cedric
had not neant to tal k, and he wondered why his nmouth had spoken wi t hout
warning himit was going to.

Bagshaw was not as sassy as he had been. He sat norosely on the bench, hunched
under his blanket. He was inmrensely thick all over, like a weight lifter
Despite his globular belly, he probably carried nore nmuscle than flab. The
dermsyrn ended in a ragged edge at the top of his chest, yet as far as Cedric
had been able to see, the nman was conpletely hairless even where he had skin.
"I said twelve for that nmake of percy. Mne is a bull suit. ney're better, but

they do take practice."” He drank, then wiped his lips. "I knew | could do
forty-five neters in a bull suit. That wasn't nuch nore than forty-five." "The
hell it wasn't."

Bagshaw shrugged. "The tricky part was catching you. There's no routine for
that."

Cedric shuddered convulsively. "No routine ... that was you?" Thick lips
parted in a leer, "Just ne-ny eye. ny judgnent. Gad | got it right? You' d not
have been very interesting after the first bounce.” He held out his arns,

whi ch were turning bruise colors. "I never caught anything going quite that
fast, though." The wal does had not shielded himtotally. "But you faked ne!"
Cedric said. "You slowed it down until |
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got to the window, and then you stopped it. | thought it wasn't going to
happen. Then you went and did it to me anyway."

Bagshaw turned to study himfor a nmoment. "I had to. First, | had to get

ready. Second, a percy couldn't junp the ledge. If you'd hit the sill at
speed, you'd have cone out spinning, cartwheeling all over the sky."

Cedric grunted and | ooked away. The flight continued. The sky grew pal er yet,
si ck-1o0oking. They were flying over patchy woodl and and gullies, for Nauc was
a congl omeration of many cities, not yet continuous. Here and there Cedric
noti ced buil dings being thrown up in haste. Despite the failing popul ation
the whole world was in a building frenzy. "You never went over a hundred,"”
Bagshaw said softly. "Huh?" "You' ve got a real slow heartbeat at the best of
times, but even comi ng down the sky, it never went over one hundred. A guy

could brag about that a little, | guess.”
Cedric shivered in early morning chill and reaction. "How nany deat hs?" he
asked. "How many died?" "I don't know. W didn't start it," "Just to kill ne?

Just to spite Gran and get on the eveni ng news?"

Bagshaw shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe they didn't even know who you were.
Just knew there was a big force on their turf, thought they could scare us
into surrendering. Then they'd have taken us apart and deci ded who we were and
what

use we mght be @"



Cedric shivered again. "It wasn't your fault, lad." For a while Cedric just
wat ched the condensation collecting or his beer can. He knew t hat Bagshaw was
watchine him "No, It wasn't ny fault,"” he said finally. "You saying it was
m ne?"

O course it was. Bagshaw had invaded eneny territory with an unnecessary show
of strength. He had wasted endless time if, tauntini @Cedric for his own
anusenment. He had told himto shave and shower when they shoul d have been
streaking out |ike scared trout. He had dammed nearly advertised for trouble.
"Who's going to ask?"

Bagshaw shrugged. "Just the Institute.” "No cops? The city? State?" P-ch-ir
|-AL-4 @ himnc thniivh h, @rp trvina ni hP fimiv,
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"Alou've got a patron! Probably the best there is! You*1l die of old age
before any cop gets to lay a finger on you. That's what |awers are for." "So
a guy works for the Institute, he can get away wi th anything?" "Hell, no! The

Institute sees to that itself."
Ah! "And who files the report on what happened toni ght?" Wthout taking his
vei |l ed gaze off Cedric, Bagshaw tilted his head back, trying for a last drop

of beer. Then he crunpled the can. "I do. You can file one, too, if you want."
"Or countersign yours?"
Bagshaw began to | ook thoughtful. "You may get asked to ... this tine." "I

could offer?"

The bull head seened to hunker down into the blanket, as though snelling a
threat, and Cedric had a nonentary vision of sonething nmassive paw ng the
ground. "You want to ask for a replacenment?" "Wuld | get one?"

The reply was grudging. "You might." Cedric pushed harder. "After tonight, you
nmean?" Even nore reluctantly. Bagshaw nodded. "After tonight. And if BEST

files a conplaint, then you will be asked for a report, | guess.
But if BEST conpl ained, then the Institute would close ranks around its
own-like little-boy gangs, |ike the bunkhouses at Meadowdal e, each one a

separate gang. This was the sane, but bigger. And it was not little-boy stuff.
It was death, caused by arrogance and rank stupidity.

Gangs had rules, and the first one was always loyalty. But loyalty was a
dangerous enotion. It could be turned.

Cedric drained his beer can, too. "No. I'll sign yours," he said. "Your
report. Put in all the lies you want. Say anything you need to cover your
preci ous ass, any crap at all, I'"Il sign it for you, whatever you ve said."
Bagshaw bared his teeth. After a mnute he said. "' Y ou can't back out once
you sign," "I knowthat." Cedric returned his stare, not caring if he seened
petul ant or unmanly, "Bastard!" Bagshaw said very softly. "Bad as your bitch
of a grandnot her."

Cedric felt alittle better

"Frigging young bastard! It nust run in your bastard famly!"

What ever Bagshaw mi ght make of the rest of his career, fromthat nonment on he
woul d al ways wonder if he owed his success to Hubbard Cedric Di ckson. Nothing
could ever hurt worse than that.
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Nauc, Api-il 7

DAWMN WAS BREAKI NG and Eccl es Pandora Pendor had not been to bed at all

Negoti ating, waiting for nmessages, wheedling and bullying, she had had a busy
ni ght. Even had there been a break, she would not have been able to sl eep-not
when she was poised on the |lip of the biggest story in the history of

i nvestigative reporting. Hell, it was the biggest story in the history of the
human race, and she was going to break it.

A stone ax with blood on it: Cave Men in Space. Finding that she fretted too
much in her office, she had withdrawn instead to her retreat on the
eightly-third Poor, to spend the night pacing and worrying.

Her apartment was a shimering cavern of crystal and chronme, all angles and
shiny white. The design was the latest and trendiest. To be honest. it gave
her the pukes, but she redecorated every three nmonths on principle, so this
woul d soon he gone. Many a girl spent a fortune keeping her body youthful and
t hen gave away her age by going for obsol ete decor. Men detected

di screpancies. Staving young was a total commtnent.

Now and then hef pacing would take her past a nmirror, and she woul d pause to

i nspect her appearance. She was very pleased with her new face. She did not

| ook a dav over twentv, and the sCar, @had all vone now, except for a co@l e

i nside h'er nouth,

whi ch she could barely feel with her tongue. Even those were fading.

The creep WIkins had demanded ten million hectos. In official terms, that was
exactly one billion dollars. OF course, a billion was not what it used to be,
but even a media giant |ike WSHB coul d not throw that kind of change around
lightly. Al though Pandora had a hefty slush fund to call on, hefty was not

omi potent. Approval for expenditure on that scale had to come from higher up
and that neant politics. Frazer Franklin had friends who wanted himto get al

t he breaks, of course, old has-been though he was-Pandora al nost | aughed al oud
every time she saw that scalp transplant of his. It was going to be as bald as
its predecessor in another nonth or two.

So she had been ranmi ng through an energency appropriation at the same tinme as
she had been trying to confirmthe story and al so out-circle the office
sharks. Even securing the data was proving to be tricky. She had told WIKins
that he would have to transmit the evidence to her on approval, and he had

| aughed in her new face-quite rightly so, of course. Getting nore serious

t hen, she had suggested that he forget his job, hop the lev, and nip down to
Nauc with the coin. He had | aughed even harder at that, claimng that then he
woul d be cut up instead of cut out. He might have had a point there-WsHB' s
accountants would go a

long way to save ten million hectos.

And she had no reliable rats in Cainsville. She doubted that anyone el se did,
either. Rats did not survive long in the Institute. They just vani shed. So,
even, did noles. Merely sending a man up there to contact WI kins had required
a good excuse, which had taken time to find. But ten nillion hectos needed
verification of product.

And tinme was precious. If 4-1 nade an announcenent first, then Pandora's scoop
woul d be dead as the lIdes of March

O course, the Institute had its own tine problens, which was

why it had nade no announcenent yet. The m ssing explorers had been
transmensed to Nile on April first, appropriately. They had planned to

overni ght until the next wi ndow, on the fifth, That was when they had cone
back dead. Today was the seventh aiready, and the next w ndow must be due on
the ninth, or thereabouts.

She was certain that the Institute would prefer not to issue a statenent unti
it had collected a ot nore data, probably not until it had overni ghted
another team and that neant the thirteenth at the earliest, if the period was
exactly four days, Before then, 4-1
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woul d make not hing public-unless it |earned about the leak. In that case it
woul d nove at once to preenpt her and publish its own version

Pure | uck had put Pandora within reach of Wlkins's call, WSHB had a thousand
such nol es spotted around the world. N ne-tenths of them would never turn up
as much as a borscht recipe in their lives, but once in a while a code would
twitch in as a nmole suddenly decided to rat. Then Systemwould alert the
seni or news exec within reach. Normally that woul d have been Frazer

Thi n-on-top Frankie, but just by chance old F.F. had been interviewing a

woul d-be starlet that afternoon, and the interview had al ready progressed to
t he point where EE had not been accepting calls. Thus Destiny had | aid her
hand on Pandora's shoul der instead. Poor Frankie had apparently had a

di sappoi nting day all around-he had not even given the |ad a training
contract. He played dirty even with kids.

So pure luck had taken a hand, but so had virtue, because Pandora's section
had been working on an Institute story for nmonths. She had anpl e background
ready to go. The nedia all took shots at 4-1 quite regularly, of course, and
had done so for years. Od Mther Hubbard al ways survived sonmehow, but now she
was at the end of her string. There was no doubt that China was about to
recogni ze the World Chamber. China was still the |largest nation-state, the
only one of any real size whose government ad not collapsed into inpotency
under its debt | oad.

I f China backed the Chanber, then the long fight would be over, and the U N
woul d cease to exist at all. The Institute operated on a United Nations
charter, and Hubbard herself was a long-tinme political crony of Hastings, the
S.G In fact they had been paired once. He had pulled strings to wi n her

appoi ntnent as director, and a few years |later she had done the sane for him
In their case, bedfellows had nade very effective politics.

It was all very profound. It rneant that Hubbard was goi ng down the sewer very
soon, and WSHB was certainly prepared to help all it could. Curiously, this
Cave Men in Space story might be enough all by itself. It night even reverse
t he expected flow of events: O d Mther Hubbard would fall, draggi ng down
Hastings and the U N wth her, and China would nove even faster to throwits
wei ght behi nd t he Chanber. Speaker Cheung would certainly call a world

el ection to confirmhis hegenony, It was all very strong stuff, and sweet
little Eccles Pandora was going to be a prine nover

Kl aus had called from Cainsville just after mdnight. He had

contacted W1 kins. He had viewed the coin. And yes, it was everything that

W ki ns had prom sed. Anything could be a fake, of course, but Deputy Director
Devlin had been reeling around having apoplectic fits, his | anguage on the
subj ect of inconpetence being hot enough to nelt the rest of the polar ice
caps. That al one, Kl aus had suggested, nmight be worth a | ot of noney.

Kl aus had a good reputation in WSHB. Armed with his report, Pandora had
bearded the senior lions, rousing themfromtheir beds-or others' beds in a
few cases-until she had her approval. Ten million hectobucks had fl owed
electronically fromone account to another, then another and another, destined
to rest at last in one belonging to WIkins Jules Snuts.

But what was Kl aus doi ng now? Hours had gone by. Had the Institute's goons

di scovered the plot? Had W I kins pani cked and pulled out, or perhaps raised
his price? Pandora's pacing grew faster, although she was bone weary. She
began to spend less tinme on planning and nore on just worrying. Her old, old
buni on operation began to conplaim and she prom sed herself new feet if this
deal worked out.

Ping! said the corn. "Secured nessage, code Honeysuckl e Thunderbolt."

Kl aus at | ast! Pandora nmade one nore qui ck check that her hair was in place
and had not turned white. "Code Naples Cctave, accept and record. "

The panel becane a window into a gubby little cubicle,, with solid, scruffy,



dependabl e little Kuhik- Klaus sitting in it. She wanted to give hima hug.
She m ght just give himnore than that when he got back. He was smling
broadl @ and hol ding up a coin. "Wat kept you?" she demanded.

He pulled a face. "Qur friend had started celebrating already.” "You had to
dry himout?" "Cool himdown. He's a plugin freak." Ugh! Pandora prided
hersel f on being broad-m nded, but there were a few vices she preferred not to
t hi nk about. "But the deal *s made now, the noney spent. So | have a question
sweet |ady. Do you still want ne to bring this to you, or do you need it
zapped?"

Now there was an alnost irresistible tenptation. Klaus could transmit the
entire coin in conpressed format to Nauc, and the evidence would be in
Pandora's hands within seconds, Ullfortunately, that way was risky. Their
override codes woul d mask conversations-or so she certainly hoped-but a data
transm ssi on needed hi gher bands, and the | egendary 4-1 Security would cer-
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tainly be alert for any attenpt to zap data out of Cainsville. Its nonitors
woul d detect the sending, and very Uely could do so in time to block it.

There was one entrance to Cainsville, so it was said, and a mllion exits.

W1 kins and Klaus might find thenmselves on Nile, being thunmped with stone axes
like the previous explorers, or perhaps sonewhere even nastier, breathing the
unbr eat habl e. Pandora did not care a fig what happened to WIKkins, but she

rat her enjoyed Klaus once in a while. Mre inportant, she wanted that evidence
intact. "Bring it!"

He nodded in obvious relief and vani shed before she could change her m nd
Final |y Pandora could rel ax. The deed was done, the booty on its way, and dawn
br eaki ng. Today was going to be busy but joyful. The view ng, cutting,

edi ting, blocking-and above all, the rescheduling. She would be co-copting
everyone down to the garage flunkies, graciously acknow edgi ng congratul ati ons
from menbers of the board, bunping Furless Frankie right off prime time ..

Oh, bliss! She decided that for once Eccles Pandora Pendor might just eat a
hot breakfast, and danmm the diet. She headed for the bedroomto freshen up and
change. "Call fromDr. Frazer Franklin," the corn announced.

Pandora stopped with one foot in the air. What could possibly be inspiring EE
to be awake at this time of day?

Wrry? And why woul d he be calling her? Could it be a surrender? The white
flag? She could think of nothing that he could have left to lay on the table.
By tonorrow she woul d be the unquesti oned queen of WSHB News. Franki e was
goi ng to be back doing cook shows. She would pick up a Pulitzer and the Nobe
Prize for Espionage and crush his skull between them

On the other hand ... On the other hand the timng was suspicious as hell. The
codes woul d have kept the Institute out, but of course Razy-Frazy Frankie had
friends in high places in WSHB. He mi ght have been nonitoring her corn al
night. So he called her now, right after Kl aus did?

Pandora backed up, nade one nore check of that adorable reflection, and said,
"Accept!"

And right behind the wi ndow was the fanobus el mdesk, in the
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exact center of Frankie's opulent and garishly overdecorated office. Behind,
--he fanous desk was the fanpus face. Des-nite the barbarous hour, he was as
smartly dressed as always, freshly shaved and dargerously confident. The deep
tan was likely newy

ps was the trace of scarring on the touched-up, wid so perha, cheekbones, the
mark of tile manly type who spends too nmuch time outdoors. F.F. never went
outdoors. His blond hair was nost artfullv coifiFured-of course. Leaning
expensi ve sl eeves forward, he was wearing Grave Concern, one of his nost

ef fective expressions, normally rcserved for mnor flooding, or discouraging
n,-,ws on the latest disease. "Good. nornip.2, Papda dearie." He knew how she
detested that nane,

She regisw,-d Bright Aniusenent. "Hello, Frank. You're up early. Bl adder
trouble again"" "Well, I'ma little concerned. [lave you conpleted those
negoti ati ons you were fretting about?" He had switched to Polite |Interest
Oily, but he knew the answer. He even knew she knew he knew t he answer. "OCh,
t hose?" She shrugged a Little Inportance. "Yes, all done. " "Ah." He conveyed
Trace of Regret. "How soon would you be able to actually use any of the

stuf f?"

Pandora fanned through a dozen scenarios in her mnd. She could not quite

di scount the possibility that FE or sonmeone in his faction mght try to
intercept Klaus. It would be treason, of course, but internal gut-spilling
could sometines be earned beyond proper linmts. Sorne th-ings should not be
done inside the corporate farnilv, but sometines some things were

So don't answer the question. "Ch, we'll have to decide that at the
conferences later today, |'msure 1 can count on your cooperation. . @



He rai sed an exquisitely mani cured hand. "But the deal is complete' 'i The
nmoney is gone? It's too late to back out now?-

Pandora felt the ice o@error neet the fire of fury, and did not know which
one. was going to win- It was |ike having dangerous revel ati ons energe during
alive interview Automatically she as-

suned a MId Distaste. "Wat are vou 2ettinz at, Frankie?"

Frazer's iniinit@ly spunious face wore an expression that could only be
classed as Pontifical Infallibility. "The news conference. It's set for noon.
| plan to attend, of course.”

Ice won in a landslide. Pandora's hand found the back of a
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chrone and cryspex chair, and she deflated onto it. "Wat news conference?"
For a tiny fraction of a second authentic enotion showed in Frazer's eyes. It
was very nasty. Then bl andness returned. "Ch ' had you not heard?" "Heard
what, Frankie?" "The director herself! A d Mther Hubbard' s invited the nedia
to a reception. Her first news conference in twenty years. | confess | am
curious to hear what the old coot has to say."

Kl aus nmight arrive before noon, but there was no hope on Earth that Pandora
could have the story ready to spin before then. Al she could do was to foll ow
news of the press conference with a stock "usually reliable sources believe
that she will report. "

Ten million hectos, and Pandora had bought a couple of hours' runor-which the
ot her networks would steal away from her at once.

There coul d be no doubt why Hubbard had called a press conference. Pandora had
al ready researched the figures and knew them by heart. In thirty years 4-1 had
contacted over fifty thousand worlds. About fifteen hundred had bone |ife of
some formor other, but none had proved in the end to he human habitable. Nor
had the Institute turned up any trace of sentience-until that stone ax. Only
one of those two possible discoveries could justify a public announcenment by
the old woman hersel f, and they could hardly both happen in the same week, not
after thirty years.

Scupper ed! Doubl e-cross? How had the Institute known that WSHB knew? "Do you
want to come along with ne, Panda dear?" Frazer Franklin asked, drooling
syrup. "Or will you be laboring to deliver your billion-dollar baby?"

Nauc, April 7

"G mE YOUR WATCH! " " Huh?"

The chopper was still heading s(yLitheast with its sinister escort swooping
around hi gh overhead. Despite a holl oweyed shortage of sleep, Cedric had been
staring out the window with steadily grow ng excitement. Hol os gave sight and
sound, but reality was so much nore-snells and vibration and the sense of

noti on. He marvel ed at the greenness of grass and | eaves bel ow the gray
drizzle; it nade Meadowdal e seem|ike a desert. He had just registered that
there, was no new building in progress here, The towns were not abandoned, but
they had a seedy, neglected ook to them so probably they did not have | ong
to go. Then he had catight a whiff of an unfamiliar scent and deci ded t hat

nmust be the sea. "You heard rne. dummy. Your watch." @e thick man had been
brooding in silence for a long time and was gl ovvering at Cedric's wist.
Puzzl ed and distrustful, Cedric unclipped his watch and passed it over.
Bagshaw put both thunmbs on it and squeezed, setting his teeth with effort. The
wat ch bent and split, and then spilled parts. Ignoring Cedric's yell of
conpl ai nt, Bagshaw tossed it into a conmer. "What the hell. mister? Gran sent
me that for my-2'
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The bull grunted. "Babysitter." Cedric's fair skin tended to flush easily. He
felt it do so now Three tinmes in the |ast year he had gone over the screens
at Meadowdal e -small wonder that his freedom had al ways been so short-1ived.
"Tracer? That was how you found ne | ast night?"

Hooded eyes gl eaned nockingly. "No. IT do nmy own babysit, tina.
Cedric worked that out and it was even worse. He had behaved exactly as
expected-likely they had not even had to call on Systemfor a psychoplot.
Sucker! How coul d he have been so stupid? He felt like a circus animal. He was
going to neet his grandnother face to face at |ast, and now he wondered how he
woul d hol d up his head.

So full of shame that he could taste it, he went back to watching the

| andscape unrolling bel ow, but the magic had gone clamry and sour. Sucker
Sucker! Sucker!

But if he had not ruined everything, what did Gran have planned for hin? She
had refused to be specific on the corn, saying only that there was a job

wai ting. Rangers must need a long training program and she had not nentioned
trai ni ng

Bagshaw had gone back to his brooding, staring malevolently at the shi nrer of
oil rainbows in a dished floor panel

Now the | and was stark and wasted. The farthest reach of stormtides was

mar ked by | ong ridges of debris, the remains of buildings and machi nery.
Cedric rem nded hinself that those had been people's hones, people's cars and
possessi ons, hopes and dreanms. Tree trunks, shattered asphalt, concrete

rubbl e-those told of other danage. In places the piled refuse still snoked. He
knew it was fired as soon as it dried out, because it always contai ned ani mal
carp-asses. O worse. Every stormnoved the ridges farther inland. . . and
storns were still growing nore frequent.

The desol ati on becane worse-barren, salt-soaked flats where nothing grew
Lonely concrete mns stood in forlorn de-

ance between oddly rectangul ar patches of swanp marki ng choked cellars. In

pl aces the ground had been stripped to bare bedrock. "Wy are we coning here?"
Cedric demanded suspiciously. This could certainly not be the way to
Headquarters.

Bagshaw roused hinself ftomhis scowing reverie and ges-

y tured idl northward. "Earthfirsters have a rnissile post thereabouts. Easier
just to go around it."

Cedric gaped at him trying to decide if Bagshaw was stringi np hi mnlong-
"Th@.v'd zhont it neT

"At anything going in or coming out." "They can get away with that?" "Sure
they can-until we get mad enough to send in gunships

and bumtheir nest. Then they open up another. Crazy boneheads!"”

Cedric swallowed his last crunmb of pride. "Last night there was no fog on the
holo. | saw things |I'd never seen done before. | mean |ike sex. And the news
had no foggy bits, either."

Bagsha-vv gl anced at himand just nodded. Then he went back to staring at the
floor, a humock in a blanket. "They censored our hol 0? Wy?"

The bl anket noved in a shrug. "Kids are easier to handle if you keep their
rninds off that stuff. Especially big kids."

Cedric clung tight to his new humlity. "But the news? | never knew t hat
Earthfirsters besieged the Institute. |I've al nost never heard of
Earthfirsters.”

Bagshaw gave him a curiously opaque stare. "There's probably a I ot of things

you don't know, Sprout." "Like, what?" "It'd be quicker to |ist what you do
know. Did they teach you anything other than skeet |asering?" "Lots of things.
Like farm ng and riding ... canoei ng and woodsnmanshi p. Like rock clinbing."

"You still got forests out west? ' "Some. In the drier parts. Desert trees



resist UN@they say. The rain doesn't hurt alkali soils as bad." "Not I|ike

forests used to be, 1'll bet." Bagshaw scratched hinsel f. "Wat good is all
this outdoorsy stuff going to be to you' You going to be a cowboy when all the
grass has died? More and nore food has to be. synthetic.” "I want to be a

ranger," Cedric began, and w shed he had not when he saw Baeshaw s lip tw st.
"Ranger? Ra@ers don't go outdoors, sonny. They stay inside their skivs. Been
wat chi ng too many hol os. you have. Stone of the Institute? O maybe Ranger

Stone and the Killer Cheese. "You will thrill as fearless Stone CrailLy battles
the-"" "Awight! What-"
But Bagshaw was enjoying hinself. "You know what skii, means?" "Self-Contained

Investigatory Vehicle." "So? Self-contained! No sane@ranger |eaves his skiv
unl ess he nust. He reads dials and keeps the equi pnent running and that's
all.”
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"Tell Devlin Grant that!" Cedric said hotly "Or Baker Abel! O Jackson
Wlbur!" "Ckay. A few But | know a lot o' rangers. Mstly they' re a dul
bunch. They're only cabbies for the big shots-the planetol ogists, geol ogists,
and so on. The rangers spend nost of their duty tine |ying around wat chi ng

hol o coins or playing craps. Believe ne, | have that on good authority. Can
you read?" "OF course!"™ But Cedric felt his face warm up again.
Bagshaw wi nkl ed his dernsymin wy anusenent. "And wite?" "Yes "Well, orjust

so-so?" "Well! Well enough!" But Cedric knew he could not conpare w th Madge,
say, or Ben, at reading and witing. He was nuch better than nost of the kids
at Meadowdal e, though. No one had ever taught him He had picked up reading
from wat chi ng hol o, and big words really bothered him He could wite his nane
and not much nore, picking out the keys with one finger. He had al ways neant
to start practicing in eanest, but sonmehow there had just never been tine.
Bagshaw | ooked skeptical and | aughed. ""Khat of it?" Cedric demanded, angry

that the big man could so easily nake himfeel angry. "I saw a Frazer Frankie
speci al last week that said half the Ph.D.s in the country can't read n'wite.
" "lIncluding that slinme Frazer hinmself, 1'd think."

Cedric turned back to the wi ndow The copter was curving over the sea, a wide
bay dotted with ruins. "Ranger's gotta be able to read, though," Bagshaw said,
"because a skiv can't carry nuch of a System Ranging's chicken work, Sprout.
It's not exciting and dangerous; it's just dull and dangerous. Stay hone and

watch it on the holos-you'll see as much as they do fromthe skivs, anyway.
And it's risky." "Yeah, but how risky?" Cedric was skeptical. "Really-how
ri sky?" "About one party in fifty.” "Bull!"™ "No bull. Not killer cheddar, just

broken strings. Next wi ndow comes due, and the techs punch in the nunbers, and
there's nothing there, no world at those coordinates. It happens. Tough if you
happen to be ovenighting!" "Muybe overrughting's risky," Cedric conceded. "But
how
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often do they ovem ght, though? Surely that's only done if a planet's really
got sonet hing exciting?"

Bagshaw shrugged. "It's done a |lot oftener than they let out. But even

qui cki es can be dangerous. Suddenly there's instability-and if you don't get
your ass back here real fast, the wi ndow may be gone. A;d that's it, Sprout!
They never find a broken stving again. When a world's lost, it's |ost.
Creepin' rotten way to die."

Cedric was gazing out at the bay but not seeing much. He was thinking of

p& ents he could not remenber. He always felt guilty about that, always felt
that there should be sonething there, some vague baby menmory of giant sniling
faces. But there was nothing. "So maybe ranging isn't romantic," he said, and
felt like a traitor as he did so. "But it's inportant! W've got to find a
Class One world. Even if the worst of the troubles is over-" "Wat nmakes you
say that?"

Hol o did. Cedric had gotten his own set when Clyde |left and he becane el dest,
and he had been watching all kinds of educational stuff. "The ozone's started
to come ba,-k--2' "Wong. The ozone's stopped getting less. That's Pot the
same thing at all."

Why should this beef tub know anythi ng about that? "The ozone was destroyed
nostly by fluorocarbons,” Cedric said firmy. "And we stopped using thema
long tine ago." "True, but all the junk they put up there back last century is
still there-still hard at work, catalyzing merqly. Vie're down to a basic
equilibriumnow |If it's going up at all, it's going up so slowy it'll take
centuries to get us back to where vie were."

The copter had crossed the bay and was over |and again, rows of shabby houses,
each set in a patch of bare nud or rank weeds. Cedric | ooked away quickdy.
"And the transmensor's done away with fossil fuels, so we're not stuffing al
that CO, in the air anynore." "Oh, yes," Bagshaw said. "Thank God for the



transmensor. But it's too |late now, Sprout, The damage is done. The C02 caused
t he greenhouse effect, and that screwed up the weather and nelted the ice."

H s voice grew angrier and | ouder, although he had al ready been shouting over
the engine. "And it feeds on itself now Plants are the only thing that can
take CO, out of the air, at |least on our tine scale, and | ook what we've done
to plant life! Zapped it with ultraviolet, burned it with acid rain, starved
it with soil erosion, poisoned it with pollution, shriveled it with
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drought, drowned it with too much rain there, cut down the forests..."
"Tropical forests just ran a rot and grow cycle and-2

Cedric was shouted down. "But those forests weathered the rocks they grew on
and that gets the carbon out of the air, and they held down a |lot of soi
that's nmostly gone into the sea now, and the seas took a |ot of CO out of
circulation, too, and we're still poisoning the seas. The weat her's gone mad,
and every stormrenoves sone nmore plant life or nore soil for it to growin.
Hurri canes in January? Any change in climate hurts vegetation, |addie! Species
after species is just giving up, and each one takes others with it. So the CQ
level's still rising, and there's enough of it in the air to do a powerful | ot
nore damage. The ocean's going to keep on rising. W still don't know when the
Earth's going to find a new equilibrium or where. It'll take thousands of
years to get back to where we were. "Furthernore--2' He thunped a fingertip on
Cedric's chest. '"@-the fall in population isn't matching the drop in arable

| and, and the Cancer Curve keeps--2

He stopped suddenly-the copil ot had tw sted around to watch, then grinned and
turned away agai n. Bagshaw scowl ed like a constipated gorilla. "So where did
you learn all this?" Cedric denmanded, trying not to believe as much as he did.
Real world nowdon't trust anyone!

Bagshaw grunted. He seened ashanmed of his outburst. "That's one of the things
they kept fromus at Meadowdal e?" Cedric asked. "Naw. It's kept from npst
everyone. Talk like that and you're called an alan-nist." "The Institute?"
"Not many even there," Bagshaw nuttered. "See, I'ml was-pairing with an
ecologist. Till recently. She told me. They don't like to frighten people, but
she told ne."

H s manner had changed conpletely, and Cedric sensed something |left unsaid.
"It's that bad?"

Bagshaw nodded in silence. "So we need a Class One world desperately!" The

nmot or changed its note. The copter was starting to lose titu . "Quess so."
The sneer craw ed back into place. "Then they'l
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send for you to do the canoeing. Maybe that's the job your grannie's got in

m nd for you."

Cedric turned his head to watch the fast-approachi ng ground. There were stil
six billion people left on earth, though. Transnensor w ndows were al ways
short, and eventually any string ran out. How many people could you nove to
your Class One world if you found it?

And whi ch ones? "Wat's that?" He pointed down at high wire fences and watch
towers. Armed guards were inspecting vehicles at a gate. "The Institute."
Cedric had never dreamed that such precautions woul d be needed in Nauc.
"That's just the outer fence," Bagshaw said. "There are two nore." The copil ot
was jabbering into his mke, identifying hinself. "But. . ." Cedric stared at
his companion in bewildernment. "If HQis guarded like this. . . Does it work?"
Bagshaw was in Security. OF course he would say it worked. "Conpletely. There
has been no successful penetration in seventeen years-not in Zone One,
anyway. "

Cedric shook his head, hurl, and baffled. "Then why Meadowdal e? Why did she
send me there when ny fol ks died? Wuldn't | have been just as safe grow ng up
here?" "Safe from viol ence, maybe. But there's other nasty things, that even

Security can't keep out." "Like what?" "Drugs. Di sease. Debauchery." Bagshaw
gri nned nockingly.
Cedric chewed a thunbnail. "And understandi ng?" "Yucch! Know sonething? You're

getting contani nated al ready!"

The sheer size of HQ was astounding, It was a small city in itself. As the
heli copter angled in for a |l anding, Cedric saw tower after tower, obviously
i ncluding both offices and apartnents, plus canopi ed playgrounds, an ST6L
field, and local lev stations. Yet Bagshaw said that it was not especially



| arge, not as HQ s went; not when conpared to sene of the nultinationals',

i ke BEST Pl ace, or Greenpeace Towpship, or the various nedia centers. After
all, 4-1 was only a mnor research facility, an armof Stellar Power, Inc.

If you believed that, Cedric thought, then you'd believe that riinw2ter's vood

for vou.
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This was HQ Bagshaw added, the political and fiscal end of things. The rea
work was done in Cainsville, up in Labrador. That was nuch bigger. And Gran
ran all this? Cedric had never realized

By the time they | anded, Bagshaw had donned his bull suit gain-probablv the
easiest way to transport it. Cedric's percy remained on the floor. He felt
very vul nerabl e and shivery as he jumped down onto concrete in the msty rain
to find hinmself facing a circle of arnored men, and anot her fusion cannon

poi nting at himhe ought to be getting used to that by now. His only
consol ati on was that Bagshaw seemed unconcerned, and even a bull suit would
not stop a plasma jet. Apparently this was a standard wel cone.

The newconers were escorted across to a doorway, and then the real trials
began. Bagshaw cheerfully relinqui shed Cedric as though he were delivering
pizza, blewinto a sniffer to establish his identity, and then departed. Hs
great bulk seemed to fill the corridor fromwall to wall. Surprisingly, Cedric
was sorry to see himgo. The man was sarcastic and of fensive, but since
falling seventeen stories into his arns, Cedric was inclined to trust him

Hi s new owner was saturnine, cadaverous, and not nuch shorter than Cedric

hi nsel f. He gave no name, but his white coat was | abel ed McEwan. He was

m ddl e-aged and bored-, his obvious indifference hurt nore than Bagshaw s
sarcasm

The first exercise was to establish that Hubbard Cedric Dickson was truly
Hubbard Cedric Dickson. A sniffer matched his exhal ati ons agai nst records that
nmust have come from Meadowdal e, or from hospital records of his birth.

Fi ngerprints, footprints, and DNA came next, and then he was told to speak his
nane, confirmng his truthful ness with a polygraph cuff and vocal stress
patterns. Wen he had passed all those tests, the last two arned nmen departed,
| ooki ng di sappoi nted. "Why not retinas?" Cedric asked, but no one bothered to
answer .

The ensui ng nedi cal outdid any ordeal he had ever experienced, involving a
dozen peopl e and a hundred conpl ex machi nes. They began by renoving his

cl othes and continued by systematically stripping away every |ast shred of
human dignity, as only medics could, stopping just short of skinning and
gutting.

Wth increasing reluctance, he submitted to the escalating humiliations unti
he di scovered that his entire alinmentary canal was to be explored in detail

It was not easy to be assertive when crouched on a table in the nude
surrounded by several strangers,
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but at that news he lost his tenper. "Wiy?" he shouted. "I've never been sick
inm life." "That's not what we're |ooking for," one of the wormen said from

somewhere in the background. "Take a deep breath and try to relax." "Then what
is all this-ouch!-all this about?" "'W just want to be certain," MEwan said.

"Certain of--Quch! Hell! That hurts!-certain of what?" "Certain that the
Sierra Cub has not packed you full of explosives, that you contain no
Greenpeace transmitters, Earthfirster receivers, BEST's little silicon
wonder s, unaccount abl e radi oactive materials, customdesigned viruses, or

toxic wastes. Little things like that.” "Do try to relax," the wonan said
And once they had counted and tagged every corpuscle, they nade a snall
i nci sion behind his ear and drove a screw into his skull. That was an

earpatch, they told him so that Systemcould talk to himin private. System
was fortunate, Cedric thought, that it could not hear his feelings at the
nonent .

When all that was over he was sent to a cubicle to dress-a sop to nodesty that
seened strangely unnecessary after his public ordeal. He had never worn formal
city clothes before. He had known that he would have to do so in Nauc, and the
outfit hanging there was worse even than he had feared. System knew his size
of course-System no doubt knew the size and shape of every organ in his body



by nowso the fit was perfect. Perfect fit in a business suit meant no roomto
breathe. Formal clothes fitted tighter than skin. That was okay, Cedric
supposed. But the color was an eye-jarring fluorescent gmen. Hi deous!

As he heaved the | ast zipper closed and straightened up to P1

regard hinself in the mrror, the drape over the door was thrown aside. "G eat
Merci ful Heavens-the | eek that ate Denve-I" Bagshaw was respl endent in an
equal Iy snug uniformof brick red, and Cedric suppressed a comment that his
bodyguard resenbl ed a nmutant beetroot. Neither of them | ooked good in
skintight suits, he thought, but scrawny was surely no worse than bul gi ng,
Bagshaw carried his fearsome Hardwave slung on his shoul der, and Fie sported
several inpressive badges. H @bald scal p was concealed by a red helnet. "I
could eat a fair piece of Denver about now," Cedric remarked hopefully,
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"Your decision. Next thing we have to do is code you into System but | was
told that Grandma's waiting to nmeet her darling. You decide, after this."
Bagshaw wheel ed and strode away. A few oversize strides put Cedric level with
him "Wat happened to ny coins?" "The data will be inserted into System keyed
to your voice, file nane 'Baby Talk.' The originals will be destroyed." "Why?
You frightened that they m ght be booby-trapped, too?" "They were." "What?"
Bagshaw gl anced up at himwith a grimace. "Physically you were cl ean, but not
your coins. We'll be finding out who arranged that, and how. W ran a decon
programon them They were hot. In here."

Conput er viruses? Wio coul d have tanpered with Cedric's coins? No one. There

cones a tinme when a nan just stops believing ... "Speak your nane," said the
tall, saturnine man in the coat naned McEwan. He was seated at a conset that
seened nore conpl ex than nost. "Hubbard Cedric Dickson." "In conmand node. "

McEwan was obvi ously eager to be off doing sonething else. Rapidly he ran
through a routine to introduce Cedric to the Institute's System Its responses
all seened nmuch the same as Meadowdal e's, except its voice was nale and had an
Eastern accent. It had no trouble distinguishing the intonation of Cedric's
conmand tone. He was given a wist mke. "Up in Cainsville you' re al nost never
nore. than a few steps froma wall unit,"” MEwan explained in a fast nonotone.
"Confidential replies come through the earpatch. Confidential questions you
input with a keyboard, right?" "Right." Cedric was careful not to catch
Bagshaw s eye. "You do understand about ranking?" "He doesn't understand
anyt hi ng, " Bagshaw sai d.

The tall nman frowned as though he al so was | ong overdue for breakfast. "There
are, nine grades. As a beginner you'll probably start as a N ne, but you may
have a work grade that's higher. depending on what they give you to do. You'l
learn that later."

Cedric had |l earned one thing already: that he was going to be asking a | ot of
guestions. "What's the difference?" "You're not supposed to use the higher
rank for personal pr@
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"Who knows?" "System does, of course, and your supervisor wll be infornmed.
Look ... say I'ma Five--2' "Not a chance," Bagshaw remarked nastily. "I'm
only a Six, and | sure as hell outrank you."

McEwan shot hima gl ance of powerful distaste. "All right, I'"'ma Seven. | can

call Six-level data, though, if | need it for nmy job. Sometines systemwl|
ask ne to justify ny request." He turned to the corn and asked in comand

tone: "What grade is Hubbard Cedric Dickson?" "Information confidential bel ow
Grade Three," Systemtold them "See? You'll have to ask it yourself." "Wat
grade am 1?" Cedric inquired.

Through the bones of his skull cane a spectral reply: "Four." "Wat did it

say?" MEwan asked innocently. Cedric mght be dressed as a two-neter

| epr echaun, but he was not green enough to answer that query-not after
Bagshaw s careful hint. "Nine," he lied. "Wat's ny work ranki ng?"

Agai n the holl ow voice echoed in his head, creepy but quite

di stingui shabl e-and conpl etely unbelievable. "Eight," he told the waiting nen.
He mi ght have hidden his shock from McEwan, but Bagshaw was apprai sing him
with eyes like awls. "Were now, Sprout? Hotcakes, bacon, steak, coffee,
toast, eggs-or G andma?"

Cedric shrugged sadly. "Wat big teeth you have." "Ri ght!" Bagshaw wheel ed and
headed off along the corridor. Cedric followed blindly, wondering if this was
a test, wondering again what was in store for him and iotally unable to

i magi ne what sort of job he could handle that would require a G ade One
ranki ng on System



Nauc, April 7

HASTI NGS W LLOUGHBY HAD not ridden in a percy since being blown up in one,
back in 2036. On that occasion his | eg bones had been reduced to gravel and

| ater replaced by synfab, but he had not felt right down there since. He
rarely traveled at all anynore, and when he did he preferred a caval cade of
arnored Caddies. In any case, other people usually cane to call on him He was
Secretary Ceneral .

Any message from Agnes carried supreme priority, and that nmom ng he had been
awakened at dawn to receive one. It had cone in one of their private codes. a
code sinple enough to require only a pocket conputer. Even the smartest
Systens still had trouble wi th homonyns, and the text he finally deci phered
said nmerelv, "Cum heer gude noos."

Cone here-good news? Cone, hear good news? It had taken even WI I oughby sone
time to work that out. Only when his regular early-noming briefing told him of
the nedi a reception she had schedul ed for noon did he understand. She wanted
himthere, but she was not about to tell himwhy. The cl oak-ing-and-daggering
mght be to tell himthat it was inportant without saying so over a public
corn. Or she nmight be playing sone sort of double gane.

Even God woul d never guess at what devious m schi ef Agnes
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m ght get up to. WIIoughby ranked her as one of the greatest scheners the
worl d had ever known; he felt privileged to have worked with her for so many
years, and the thought of observing her in action just one nore tinme was
irresistible. Moreover, in an odd sort of way he still felt affection for
Hubbard Agnes Murray. No one el se had ever bested him at bedroom politics.
Certainly no one else could sutmmon himlike a whistled dog, as she stil

coul d.

Wthin seconds of receiving enlightennment, therefore, WII|oughby had nmade his
deci si on, sunmoned transportation, and cancel ed a dozen schedul ed commeeti ngs.
He chuckl ed when he saw the squad of bleary, half-shaven, half-zipped bulls
that gathered to escort him One of the prerogatives of power had al ways been
the right to rattle one's subordinates. Some nmen took it as a duty.

H s Caddy had hardly crossed the outernpost mne field before he began to have
second thoughts. Cold introspection soon told himhe was indulging in

sel f-deception. He was not rushing to Agnes's side to assist her, nor out of
old friendship, nortruly-to observe her in action one nore tinme. He was going
there in the hope that she had found a |ifeboat and woul d make, roomin it for
him He should have called her first and argued. To seemtoo eager m ght
arouse her suspicions.

He was old and tired, and he needed solace. Folly, folly! No one appeal ed for
hel p to Hubbard Agnes. She despi sed weakness. |f she concluded that he had
becorme too feeble to be a reliable ally, she would turn on him herself.

Possi bly she al ready had, and he was heading to his own execution.

The sharks were closing. He had known it for nonths, and this tinme he could
see no raft to hand. China was poised to recogni ze the Wrld Chanber. Then the
U N. woul d vani sh overnight, or at |east as soon as Cheung O sen Paraschuk had
called and won a gl obal election. Wen the U N went, so would Hastings

W | oughby: and so, too, would Hubbard Agnes. She nust see the dan2er as well
as he did. There, was the real reason he was so eagerly answering her call-for
confort, to be told that once again she had found a plan that woul d save them
bot h.

Sprawl ed out across the seat at full length, he gloomed for a long while in
lonely luxury, ignoring the cityscape hurtling by, debating whether he dared
cancel and retum Inevitably he concluded that to start displaying indecision
woul d only make things worse.

It was a fine day: the rain was classed as "harm ess,"” and the
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W flux was as low as it ever got at that time of year. He saw endl ess niles
of shanty towns, and estuaries that had once been valleys, and salt marsh that
had once been farm and. None of them warnmed his blue npod. He watched holo. He
received bulletins fromhis office. The Indian governnent in Del hi had
announced that it was withdrawing its U N delegation and all ow ng el ections
for Chamber representation. But the Del hi government controlled little or none
of the country, and the other clainmnts had been Chanber supporters for years.
One of the two rival Japanese governnents night follow that would be nore
seri ous.

Nor did his first glinpse of Institute HQ do anything to banish his sul ks-it
all | ooked so old now Many of the buildings dated fromthe early twenties. By
the tine 4-1 had been bom the need for cities to nmove to higher ground had
been obvi ous, and thus, unlike nost other |arge organizations, the Institute
had never been forced into a nmassive relocation. Its shabbiness was one nore
rem nder of the years that had died since Hastings WIIoughby and Hubbard
Agnes had together lifted the world by the scruff of its neck and s@ken a
littre sense into it-not enough sense, but sone.

The Institute was old, nore than thirty years old, and he had al ready been
into his fifties when he slid its charter through an unsuspecting Genera
Assenbly one sl eepy August afternoon. He could still remenber the bul ging

vei ns, the purpling conpl exion on old DeJong, who had been S.G then. "I turn
m ne back for one hour," the fat Dutchman had screanmed. But by then the deed
had been done. The charter for Stellar Power had been approved, Agnes
installed as director.

A few years |later she had applied enough bribery to return the favor, pulling
strings to install WIIoughby in Dedong's chair.

The good ol d days, alas! He was old. He would cheerfully retire in a day,
except he knew he would be dead in a week. He had nade far too nany enenies.
Age showed in his saggirg belly. , pitilessly reveal ed by the present fashion
for absurdly tight clothes. Surgery would help, of course, had he not sickened
of surgeons | ong ago. Mbdem sartorial engineers could do wonders, but he was
ol d- f ashi oned enough to despise their mechani zed corsets as shanel ess fakery.
So he stayed his own prehistoric shape.

He showed age also in petty irritation at having to wait until the security
forces conpleted their inevitable wangling. UN
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cops in sky blue, 4-1's in dark red-bulls well named, they gl owered at one
anot her, huffing and puffing and pawi ng the rug. Legal fantasy made himthe
director's superior, and inevitably that fiction prolonged the dispute. The
argunents were settled at last in the way they always were-his own guards
could acconpany him but they rmust go unarned, and a batch of 4-1's goons
would in turn "guard" them

Age showed even in his foolish enbarrassnent when his fal se bones rang scan

al arns, as they always did, requiring explanation. And when at |ast he |inped
al ong the corridor, peering over the heads of a dozen angry young grizzlies,
he was very conscious of a steady click fromhis right knee. H s prostheses
wer e agi ng, too.

The decor was outnpded, al nost shabby. Even new it had been little nore than
adequate, he recalled, and now the executive suite of the world's richest
organi zati on seemed bl owsy and cheap and ol d-fashi oned. Agnes had never cared
much for ostentation. One day sone unscrupul ous whi ppersnapper woul d sei ze
power and cl ean house. Then she woul d be gone, and probably Hasting WI I oughby
al so, at nuch the sane tine. They had clinbed to power on the same rope, and
they would fall in the sane coup. |eaving nothing but their names collecting
static in libraries

He was ushered at last into the big, famliar, five-sided office. How nany of
the current day's rebels would recognize the deliberate irony in that design?



If she had changed the carpet since he had | ast been there, then she had stay
ed with the same bl and peach, and the ebony pentagonal table in the center
was still the only large piece of furniture.
Agnes cane forward, to greet him She was wearing powder blue, as she so often
did, to match her eves, and her outfit could only be a Kaing original. or
perhaps a bom Lunmi. Her hair was pure white, her gaze as sharp as ever, and
her appearance i nmacul ate. She had weathered well, but then Agrics's dislike
of ostentation had never extended to persona' groom ng. Her facial texture
woul d have flattered a woman a generati on younger, and nodem nedi ci ne had
preserved her figure. "M . Secretary General, this is indeed an honor." She
of fered both hands. Her fingers showed her age, though, L "I ama little
early, | fear, Director
The flunkies departed, the door was closed, He | eaned over, keeping his wei ght
of f that tricky right knee and touching dry lips to weff-noisturized cheek
Then she was all business as usual
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wavi ng himto a seat at the table and taking one cl ose by.

He felt very conscious of the bl oodl ess apprai sal behind the business-grade
snmle. As always, she wore a faint aura of inpatience, as though she had

al ready foreseen everything that anyone el se was going to say and had | ong
since nmade the right decision on the matter anyway. "You | ook as lovely as
ever, Agnes. Not a day over forty." "Rot. It must be five years since you were
here." She spoke with nore enphasis than he had expected. "Three and a bit.
And we net at the NASA Enbassy, renmenber?" "So we did. Well, we have a nonent
before the conferencel amflattered to see | still have the power to bring you
running. File for attention next week."

The [ ast remark had been to System in reply to sone private query. She woul d
not stop working just because she had a visitor. It was a w del y-used

techni que, but he had never net anyone who did it better than Agnes, and she
faked it less than nost. Back in her younger days, Agnes had been able to read
ei ght hundred words a minute and listen to a three-way conversation at the
same time. "Blame it on ny insatiable curiosity," he said.

Two of the five walls were floor-to-ceiling holos, displaying incredible

vi stas of peaks shrouded in pale pink ice, beetling against a violet
sky-undoubtedly recorded on sone world of |ower gravity than Earth. The room
was an eyrie perched high above the darkling valley. WIIoughby | eaned back
and regarded er wit sudden anusement. "Wy the senile leer?" she inquired
acidly. "Remenmber skiing? | never thought of it before, but these absurdly
tight clothes we have to endure nowadays are al nbst exactly what we used to

wear for skiing when we were kids." "When | was a kid, you were not. Besides,

t hr oughout history, recreational style for clothes has become formal costune a
coupl e of generations later.” "l didn't know that!" "Well, you do now. Thank
you for coming, WIIl." "But you're not going to tell me why?"

Conpared to Agnes, the sphinx was an open book. "Trust ne.,, "The last hundred
men who did that are |long dead." "Nonsense," she said. "Some of them have
barely stopped bl eeding."
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He | aughed-tinme had not blunted her. But he knew her ways well enough to guess
that she was suppressing sone strong enotion. The sharpness of her voice was
one sign, the way she kept tightening her |ips was another. Nothing trivia
woul d so di sturb Hubbard Agnes. Bi g stakes today, then. "You have the hol o
channel s humm ng |i ke hornets," he said. probing gently. "Goodson Jason says
it's a dass One world at |last. Eccles Pandora is claimng you' ve uncovered
sentience, and everyone el se thinks asepsis has been broken -nonsters have
escaped and are eating Labrador."

She shook her head in inpatient disbelief. "Refer to Security. "If you're
planning to retire, then | refuse to accept your resignation.”

He should not have said that. She eyed himw th a sharper appraisal yet. "Your
presence naturally makes the occasion nore solem, WIlI. | should warn you.

t hough-your dignity may suffer. "

He turned that om nous remark over several tinmes before answering it. God

al one knew what was about to happen. then. "Do | come out ahead in the end?"

She shrugged. She was still a fine figure of a woman, and she had to be well
over seventy. "I hope so. There are risks." "I never knew one of your schenes
not to contain risks. |I've watched you skirt the jaws of disaster a hundred
tines, "

She pursed her lips again. "I think you tangl ed your netaphors, there," "G ve
me a clue.”

Her eyes narrowed, and suddenly he wondered if what she was hiding m ght be
anger. He had never known her to allow emption to influence her actions, but
he coul d see that she was junmpy about sonething. "Cuthionam ne |ysergeate."
"Never heard of it-wait! LSD? Isn't that something |ysergic?"

She nodded, surprised, "Frgot fungus? That fits. There's fungus involved in



this . . . Wll, all will be revealed in due course."
To ask for nore would he futile. For a nonent they sat in a silence that
neither w shed to break, Then suddenly Agnes said. "Wuld nore noney hel p?"

He shook his head. -Yd have asked. W' ve bought everyone except the fanatics.
There are too many fanatics. that's all. 11
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Senility had not yet reached Hubbard Agnes. Her mind went to the heart of
things |ike a harpoon. "The Chamber? That sel fproclai med gang of shysters? The
el ections are all rigged! Besides, it has no | egal standing whatsoever, and
never had." "Nor do we, really,” he rem nded her. "Unilateral abolition of the
Security Council was a very shaky nove." "That was |ong before your tinme. Send
himin."

He chuckled. "Why is tinme rel evant?" She dismi ssed that argunent with a toss
of her head, and then suddenly uttered a rueful |augh that surprised him "You
have Cheung and the Chanber. | have Grundy and BEST." "They're in cahoots, of
course. "

She nodded. "Probably. But this tine it's gone too far-1 have a score to
settlel”

He shivered at the |look in her eye. He had a sudden vision of Agnes with a
stiletto, counting ribs. Wose ribs? He could not shake an uneasy suspicion
that they might be his.

The door opened. She rose, alnost concealing a smile. "Forget themfor now
There is sonmeone you rnust neet." "Who's that?" "Your grandson."

Who? "I never. . . You nean John and Rita. . . But Agnes was al ready advanci ng
to the door. A massive redclad bull had entered and was | ooking around in
proper formto confirmthat his client mght enter safely. "Dr. Bagshaw"
Agnes reached out two hands in greeting, a personal tradenark.

The bull, naturally, |ooked astonished. "Yes, Director?" That brute could
never he any relative of his, WIIoughby decided, and was certainly too old to
be John's son.

Agnes had cl asped his great fists in her thin fingers. She dropped her voice

until WI Il oughby caught only a few scattered phrases. only met her once.
Christrmas party. . . talked at |ength.

The man's face was rigid as a granite boulder, and his voice ,was a gritty

runble. "Thank you, Director." "W all share your sense of |oss-and outrage."

"Deputy Fish tells me that the matter is not closed yet?" "It certainly is

not." He nodded, and for a monent the two of them held their pose, eyes and
hands | ocked. Whatever else was being said did not require words. Her ability
to enslave nen had not faded with age; if this one had not heen a devotep
Fwfort-_ be. rf-_rtainlv wav, now
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Then a green-cl ad youth ducked through the doorway and stepped around the
guard li ke somet hi ng emergi ng from Sherwood Forest-possibly one of the trees.
He smiled nervously down at Agnes. He was very skinny and enornously tall,
even taller than WI I oughby hinself. His brush of tawny hair had apparently
mssed its daily appointnment with a comb, naking himseemeven taller. Every
bone showed through an expensively tailored suit of a scream ng green col or

t hat suggested its wearer

nmust be col or blind.

John and Rita's son? Possible, WIIoughby thought, just possible; but whatever
Mot her Hubbard is up to with this unfortunate youngster, she is not telling
the truth, the whole truth, or anything like the truth.

The bull departed, evidently reassured by those cryptic condol ences. The
gangling kid received the icy blue-eyed smle and the two-handed greeting. He
hesitated, then stooped awkwardly to place a kiss on the upturned cheek. Agnes
was a tall woman, but she did not reach his shoulder. "You had an interesting

journey, | hear, Cedric."

He bl ushed in deepeni ng waves of scarlet. "I'msorry, Gan. Truly, 1--2
"Sorry? What is there to be sorry about?" Agnes turned and headed back to the
table. "I didn't do what you said. . "OF course not. No real man would. [|'m
glad to see that ny grandson is not a ninny." "Ch!" He grinned in w de

juvenile relief and took a couple of long steps to catch up with her. Then he
noti ced W1 I oughby. "You know who this is, Cedric?"



He started to shake his head, but there were sone faces everyone knew. He

gul ped audibly. "The Secre-sir!" He al nost bowed. Then realization struck, and
all the color drained fromhis bony face, |eaving a faint sediment of faded
freckles. "Hastings WIIoughby? My father. .." He | ooked at his
grandnot her -t he woman he thought was his grandnother. at |east. WII oughby was
not so sure. "Your father was Hubbard John Hastings. This is your grandfather.
W I | oughby pushed hinself to his feet. taking his tine. They shook hands.

The kid had calluses, dirty fingernails, and an unthinkingly powerful grip. "I
am honored, sir. | never knew" Hi s eyes were
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very wi de; gray eyes, like John's, and they held an understandabl e hurt.
"Neither did 1, lad. Agnes ... explain!"

That was anot her shock, of course, and W/ | oughby wondered if the old vixen
appreci ated what she was doing to her wetched victim God help him He was
very young to wi thstand such

atnment. She m ght not have expected himto hear the truth blurted out so
brutally, but she recovered easily. "Your father and his father were not on
friendly terms, Cedric. So it is true that Dr. Hastings was never informed of
your existence. | respected your parents' wi shes, but now that you are no

| onger a child, of course, you nust make your own decisions."

Wth no visible effort, she contrived to seat all three of themin alnost a
straight line, with the kid in the mddle. This was to be a nassacre of the

i nnocent, but just to sit and watch her in action felt like the good ol d days.

W | oughby was al nost gl ad he had cone. "I amvery honored to have two such
di stingui shed ancestors,
r other ... Gandfather..." The lad's head was snapping fromside to side

as he tried to deal with an inpossible situation. "Tell me about nmy nother's
fam [ y?" "You can get all that from System" Agnes said firmy. "Begin the
conmeeting. "

Then she stopped tal king-the silence test. WII|oughby was busily trying to
anal yze her play, but old age rmust have been slowing him for he was maki ng no
progress. The presence of the supposed grandson nade a difference to hi mshe
had warned himthat his dignity mght be in jeopardy. He felt much | ess happy
now about being included in whatever sensation she was plotting. If he

wi t hdrew, would that turn her against hin? Wuld it upset her plans? And was

t hat young beanpol e really his grandson?

He wondered how many ganes she was runni ng sinmultaneously. The curious regrets
to the guard, the epoch-maki ng press conference, the sudden revel ation of a
put ative grandson-were those independent or rel ated? And where did the
unpronounceabl e chem cal conme in? O Gundy Julian Wagner and his Brotherhood
of Engi neers, Scientists, and Technici ans?

As the silence dragged on, the youngster tw sted restlessly, |ooking fromone
to the other, white-knuckling the arns of his chair. H s Adaml s appl e bobbed
several times before he spoke. "You have a job for me here, G an?"
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"Yes. Some nmedia relations work, | thought." Wth great difficulty, WIIoughby
stiffied a laugh. Agnes's nedia rel ations were the worst on the planet, and
she liked themthat way. Tendons tensed in the kid's stringy neck, but he was
not cowed yet. "I have always hoped to beconme a ranger like ny father

G andnot her . "

Ranger ? What garbage had the ol d wonan been feeding the kid all these years?
"So you've told me often enough!" Agnes said with distaste. "It nust run in
the famly, then. It was your father's fixation on that which led to his
quarrel wth your grandfather."

There was a renarkabl e absence of truth in the conversation, but if WII oughby
began throw ng deni als around, he m ght spoil whatever Agnes was up to. The
kid was easy neat-far too easy for her to be bothering with for his own sake,
so she was cooking himup for some other table. Cedric had swing around to

| ook apprehensively at his alleged grandfather; he suddenly frowned, rose,
nmoved his chair back two paces, and sat down again. Alittle late, but not bad
under the circunmstances. "Can you read and wite, Cedric?" Agnes inquired
brusquely. "O course." H s knuckl es whitened again.

Certainly Agnes had been keeping this unreported grandsonif that was what he
was-under w aps, and al nost certainly at an organage. Green was an appropriate
color for him then. It was astonishing the kid could even talk in sentences.
"That's good! What | had in m nd was sone public relations work. The Cheavers
report that you are very personable. You were well |iked by everyone-from



ranch hands to small children
Hubbard Cedric reddened and squirned as any young mal e woul d under such
tornent. "But, Gran -2' "To give you an exanple," Agnes said firmy, "a lot of
i mportant visitors call on us. There's a princess arriving here shortly.
Soneone has to squire her around. That sort of thing. She's about your age."
The boy's mouth sprang open as though he were being throttled, but WIIoughby
did not hear whatever sounds emerged. Another piece in play! He could guess
where that princess cane from and so he knew at | east one of the games in
progress. He was anmazed that the old harridan would dare attract media notice
at such a tine. She was obviously plotting a diversion-sonething outrageous.
H s skin prickled. He nust be crazy to trust
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Hubbard Agnes when she was in this nood. She was capabl e of anything.

Wth a ping! of warning, a hologram appeared on the far side. of the table-a
short, plump man with hair gleanming |ike black steel and a pudgy face as pale
as cream "Ah ... Cedric," Agnes said. "I want you to nmeet the senior staff.
This is Deputy Director Fish, in charge of Security."

Cedric sprang to his feet and | eaned across to offer a hand before he realized
that he was making a fool of hinmself. "Good norning, M. Secretary Ceneral,h"
Fish's image said in a voice like oil-oil of vitriol, perhaps. "And M.
Hubbard? | hope we can neet in the flesh soon. WIIl you he coming up to
Cainsville in the near future?"

Crinmson-faced, Cedric said, "Er. . He |ooked at Agnes, who said, "Tonorrow. "
"Tormorrow, sir." Fish Lyle was as nmild and inscrutable as a bow of mlk. He
peered across at Cedric through thick glasses that |ikely served no purpose
except to frustrate any clear view of his eyes. He was devoted to Agnes. He
was al so one of only three nen in the world whom Hastings W11 oughby truly
feared, a slick assassin with a silk-snooth snile

The mutual greetings had hardly ended when anot her ping@ produced anot her hol o
and the greetings began again.

The new i nage was that of Mdore Rudol ph. He was faded and dessicated now, but
he had al ways been unobtrusive-a brilliant accountant and operator of the
greatest graft net the universe had ever known. The fires of stars flowed in

t hrough the transnensor at Cainsville to power all human civilization, and

W I | oughby had once cal cul ated that at |east a tenth of the proceeds were
distributed illicitly by More's unseen hands. For a quarter of a century that
flood of corruption had hel ped keep themall-and especially WIIoughby-on top
of the world heap

Agnes ruled 4-1 through a team of aides commonly known as the four horsenen.
The door swung open to adnit another-after her bull had inspected the room of
course. In her Youth, Wheatland Mary had been an enbodi nent of the Earth

Mot her. Huge and bl ack and vol uptuous, she had conveyed to every man she had
ever met the understanding that she wanted to rape himas soon as possible. It
had all been a fake-U N Security, which knew everything, insisted that she
was still a virgin, even now.

As W I oughby rose to greet her in ol d-fashioned courtesy, he wondered if
worren | asted so much better than nen did only
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because they spent nore noney on repairs, or if the cause was deeper. Age had
not withered Weatland Mary. Her joyful roars of welcome filled the room her
massi ve arns were outstretched, and an infinite snmile spread over her plunp
ebony face as she flounced across to envelop himin a rib-cracking enbrace
that proclained to the world that they nust be fervent |overs. He wondered how
he woul d have reacted had he not been expecting this. "Good to see you again,

WIl," she repeated several tines, still clutching himlike ivy, pressing her
cheek agai nst his chest, thunping his back. "It's been nmuch too |ong! Good to
see you. "

She broke | oose at last and turned to the w de-eyed, w demouthed Cedric. "Oh,
aren't you gorgeous! Cone to Manm, sonny!" Wen he courageously stepped
forward into her enbrace, she gave himmnuch the same treatment. WI I oughby
tried to estimate what the effect would have been on himat the kid' s age, but
the very idea trashed his mnd. Probably Agnes had planned all this.

Was the | ad being tested? Tested for what, and why? Tested for whose benefit?
Certainly not his own. WIIoughby thought of an old technical termfromhis
col l ege days and shivered at the nmenory: tested to destruction

Wheat | and Mary's arrival left one to come, one whom W | oughby had never net.
The Institute's original Deputy for Operations, Bieber Marvin, was two years
in his grave, That was

another sii!n that tinme was rolling on. H's replacement was ... WII oughl 3y



had forgotten the man's nane.

Cedric had not. He had been visibly inpressed by nmeeting so many powerful
peopl e- understandably so, for Agnes and her band of hel Ders woul d i npress
anyone- but when anot her guard had gl anced around and withdrawn to admt a
fourth deputy director, the kid | ooked ready to fall on his knees.

Tall and broad, brazenly noustachi oed, and inmacul ate in rangers' safari
denins, Devlin Grant was a self-made | egend, Unlike Agnes, he was a naster of
nmedi a rel ati ons. Explorer of a dozen exotic worlds, hero of fierce battles
agai nst carefully hol ographed nonsters, Devlin had been the only possible
repl acenent for Bieber. Wthout waiting for an introduction, he strode forward
to squeeze W I I oughby's hand too hard and boomthat he was honored. And then
he turned his charisma on young Cedric like a battle-ax. "Henr vonlre i
mar k- man_" he said. "A sharnshooter?"
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The boy nodded rapidly, obviously overwhel med that the great man shoul d have
heard of himat all. "I've done sone |asering, sir. " "Grant! Call nme Gant.
That's great! Wen're you coning up to Cainsville, Cedric?" "Tonorrow Gant."
Devlin w nked, faking a punch at the |ad' s shoul der, man-tonan. "How about a
little trophy collecting? W usually have a good gane world on tap. Big gane.
Ver.y big gane! Things that nake di nosaurs look like rabbits-" "Gant, that's
not teaching ny grandson proper respect for regulations.” But Agnes did not
seem very di sapproving. "Ali ... right! Regulations! Can't allow private
hunting parties, now, can we?" Devlin wi nked even nore broadly. and Cedric's
eyes gl owed.

W I | oughby decided that he did not care for Devlin Grant, G eat Explorer and
M ghty Hunter.

The projections of Mbore and Fish remained patiently seated at the far side of
the big table. The real Wheatland and Devlin edged unobtrusively toward
chairs, gently excluding Cedric and WI I oughby.

Agnes smiled graciously. "Systemtells nme that the nedia persons have arrived,
WIl. Wuld you and Cedric like to go down? I'll join you in a nonent. | need
a quick word here." "OF course,"” WII|oughby said resignedly. He felt a tingle
of warning from sone ancient instinct.

She turned her inperious gaze back on the youth. "This could be good practice

for you, Cedric. I've called a major nedia reception. Probably all the big
names will be there.”

H s eyes wi dened. "Really there?" "They can't guzzle ny chanpagne by

hol ogram " "No. O course. But |ike Eccles Pandora? Quentin Peter?" "Yes, yes.
Everybody. You should neet them But also, |I think you should introduce ny
speech.”

W | oughby saw panic rise behind the gray eyes and felt an odd admi ration as
he watched it being overcone. "If you will tell ne what to say, Gan."

Not bad at all! Faced with four possible replies, the lad had instinctively

chosen the right one. If Agnes wanted to break this boy, she was going to have
to get much rougher. She would, if that was her purpose.

She nerely gl anced at W I I oughby. "Mike up sonething for him won't you"' It
was a di smi ssal
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For a nonent he seriously considered pulling out. He had never been so

vul nerabl e, and he was starting to have serious doubts about Agnes. Under the
cool veneer she was certainly nore agitated than he could ever recall seeing
her. But then Cedric had sprung to open the door for his supposed grandfather
and the chance had gone.

Soneone had taught the kid manners. Not many organages woul d bot her doing
that, and if he had picked it up on his own by watching a | ot of holo, then he
nmust be brighter than he | ooked. Linping past, WIIloughby felt hinmself being
assessed.

He straightened his stoop. "Two point what?" The kid stanmered, shanefaced at
bei ng so obvious. "T-TTwo point oh-five, sir."

In the anteroomred guards and blue guards rose to their feet. "To the press
conference," WIIoughby told his own party chief, who referred the conmand to
t he bul ky Bagshaw man by neans of a silent glower. As the convoy fornmed up and
set off along the corridor, WIIoughby turned back to considering his stringy
young conpanion. "You're taller than | ever was, then."

That earned a satisfied grin. "Alittle, maybe, sir." WII|oughby chuckled to
put himat ease. "A fair bit. | clainmed six-foot-six when | was your
age-that's a fraction less than two neters-but | never quite was. In the
morning | alnmost made it. A man's taller in the norning-did you know t hat ?"

W | oughby had never been as tall, and certainly never as gaunt, as this human
skel eton. The skintight clothes were no

hel p, of course. He | ooked grotesque in them "No, sir.

" Sl ow down!"



W I | oughby conpl ai ned. "Your grandmother will certainly keep us all waiting
hal f an hour at least. There's no hurry. Yes, a man shrinks a little by
nightfall. He shrinks as he gets older, too. And | lost a couple of
centinmeters when 1 got ny tin legs.”

Apparently Cedric now noticed the linp for the first time. He frowned and
changed the subject. "What do | have to do at this neeting, sir?" "Just stand
up by the lectern. Gve themtime to notice you. Then say sonething |ike,

' Honored guests, |adies and gentlenen -Director Hubbard.' You needn't shout.
Systern'l| anplify your voice so everyone can hear you."

The kid's sigh of relief was quite silent, yet as obvious as a conet fanfare.
"That's all?"

No. Al nost certainly that was not going to he all
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"It's all | would do." Cedric nodded vigorously. "Sir-tell me about ny
father?" Tricky! WIIoughby was tenmpted to say, "Tell me what you think you
al ready know. "

What he did say, to gain tinme, was: "I wish | had known him better." The
convoy had reached an escalator, and the bulls were checking for booby traps.
"Your grandnother is a remarkable woman, |ad. How well do you know her?" "
just net her! You saw." Then Cedric bit his lip and protested |oyally, "But
she's called me often on the hol o-al nbst every nonth. A lot of the kids never
hear fromtheir famlies at all. Not ever. Not even at Christmas!"

Agnes had been working on this one for twenty years or so, and she was putting
himinto play now Inportant cards were only used to take inportant tricks.
"Yes, a remarkable woman,"” W/ Il oughby said. "W really got to know each ot her
back in '"ninety-nine, | suppose it was. It was the year she was nom nated for
t he Nobel . "

What a wonan! A truly remarkable mnd, better than average | ooks, and a will
of steel. WIIoughby had possessed far w der experience than she, and yet she
had outwitted -him

Those had been exciting times in global politics. The first generation of
truly liberated women had been making its mark, those who had been brought up
all their lives to expect equality and who had arrived at the top in large
nunbers. But in WII oughby's experience, any political action always produced
side effects. Every blow inevitably boomeranged sonmehow, and that tri unphant
femal e i nvasion had unwittingly reintroduced sex into statecraft on a scale
not seen since the days of Antoinette and de Mntespan-not that this gangling
yokel woul d have ever heard of such people.

W | oughby had been thirty-two. tall, and-when he cared to bother-suavely
sexy. He @d been 'devious and consciously anoral, playing the | over gane. He
had -al so used a couple of legal-termpairings to good effect. He had won
promotion in bed, establishing hinmself as an up-and-comng man at the U N..
mar vel ous expression, that! And then he had run into Agnes.

Havi ng found neither bonb nor anmbush, the bulls waved their clients onto the
escal ator, standing guard at top and bottom

W | oughby | ed the way, chuckling. "W'd spoken a few tinmes at neetings. W
nmet again one evening in an elevator. By the tinme we reached ground |evel,
she'd told me she wanted a child, she believed in natural insemnation, and

| ooked i ke her idea of
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a lover-would | be interested in a breeding contract?"

Young Cedric's eyes bulged at that story. "Wat did you say?" "I suggested we

have a drink and discuss terns. Your father was concei ved about an hour

later."

Stunned silence. O three hours. O ten. .. "By norning it still seemed like a
good idea to me." WI I oughby recall ed how he had deci ded that a younger wonan
woul d be a form of vacation for him a well-earned change. "W agreed to set

the I egal wheels turning, and I left on a trip to France. Neururb, you'd cal
it now "

They set off along another long corridor. "And?" Cedric asked in a fascinated
whi sper. "I returned two weeks later. By then your father had been pipetted

out and installed in an incubation tank. Your grandnother told ne the deal was
off."

"She had what she'd wanted. Ch, | squired her many tines after that. She was
al ways a fascinating conpani on. Everyone assuned we were pairing. W weren't!
No one el se knows this, lad ... but she never did let ne into her bed again."
"Why-Way not?" To be thus taken into the confidence of a world | eader was
turning the boy an extraordi nary shade of red.

Because Agnes gained her thrills fromother activities. "Because she regarded
sex as at. unnecessary and potentially risky procedure, | suppose. She put her



own narme first on our son, and she never let ne pay any support. She did show
me the gene reports. | was his father, no question on that. But | rarely mnet
himuntil he was an adult-and not nuch even then." Pi. Secretary General had
very little in conmon with a rodeo cowboy.

Agnes had gai ned what she wanted in other ways, too. However prom scuous, a
human mal e usually had sonme regard for the welfare of his offspring, and she
had judged W/ I oughby correctly. He had fostered her career for the boy's
sake. Together they had formed an unofficial, political pairing, a nmutua

assi stance society. Young Hubbard John Hastings had been unwitting cement for
one of history's nost effective partnerships. "VWat was he like, sir?" Cedric
asked wistfully. "My father?"

Just for a nmoment WI I oughby felt a surge of pity, but he suppressed it

qui ckly. He would really be showing his age if he started letting sentinent
interfere with business. This innocent
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was obvi ously business, and Agnes's plans rmust not be warped fromtheir path.
"Not as tall as you and 1, but not short. About average. Gray eyes. Talked a
lot." WIIloughby cut off the next question. "Nowit's my turn, I'ma little
shocked at running into two neters of grandson that | didn't know | had. Tel
me about yoursel f. Where have you been doing all this growi ng up?"

The corridor had reached anot her anteroom a nuch larger one. It was a rea
bull pen at the nonent, with about fifty guards in thirty different uniforrns
spread all over the furniture, even sitting on the floor. They were already
ri sing nenacingly, and W1 I oughby sighed at the certainty that every one of

t hem woul d dermand the right to search him He waited for the wangling to
start.

Wth half his mnd he was wondering still what devilry Agnes was planni ng and
how this green kid fitted into it. Wy, for exanple, had she not suggested
that he conmb his hair?

The rest of himwas vaguely listening to that same unexpl ai ned possible
grandson babbling enthusiastically about his Iife in sone place called
Meadowdal e. It certainly sounded |ike an organage, but it nust have been an
unusual | y hurmane exanpl e. Some of those places confined their victinms from
birth to puberty in animal cages and, often, in atrocious squal or. Perhaps
that sort of treatnment was actually kinder. though, considering the barbaric
fate awaiting them

Z@

Nauc, April 7

ALTHOUGH THERE WERE ot her urban conpl exes she preferredN purb, for

exanpl e-Alya was no stranger to Nauc. Quite apart from many brief social
visits and shopping trips, she had lived on canpus at New Colunbia for a
course on crisis ecol ogy, She had even been trapped for two weeks in
Knoxville, of all places, during the Florida Panic, when every vehicle capable
of nmoving had been enlisted to help with the evacuati ons.

She had been dreadi ng the usual bureaucratic trip wires that ensnared

travel ers at every port. She was pleasantly surprised. An arny of

red-uni forned, gun-bearing Institute guards boarded the super before anyone
could | eave, shouldering aside all protest. Alya and her compani ons were
escorted out with no delays at all, and zipped away in an arnored Honda the
size of a snall caf6.

The | eader of the force was a worman naned North Brenda. Renmenbering to think
in English, Alva supposed she must be a female bull, except that English was
usual ly a very | ogical |anguage about gender. North was solid and foursquare,
with a face as expressive as tree stunps. Jathro was being alternately
obsequi ous and officious to her; neither approach seened to produce any
special reaction. He did not introduce Alya. but likely that was standard
security procedure.
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She sat in a coner with her teeth clenched, trying to straighten out a very
nmuddl ed and unhappy brain. She was certainly jetlagged-dizzy and di spl aced,
seeing the world nuffled and blurred by reflections as though she were |iving
in a glass box. That was normal; she had felt |ike that before. Her head

t hrobbed, but it had been doing so for alnost three days now. The ancestra
nmutterings had faded when she | eft Banzarak, seenming fairly content as |ong as
she concentrated on thoughts of Cainsville. The sight of Jathro's river list
had aroused them again, but only briefly. Now she could feel another satori
stirring-sonehow she did not think it was the sane one, although the buddh
was never specific. A sense of immnent danger began to grip her

She was doi ng somet hi ng wong. Anbush? Could it he an anbush?

The Honda had passed three checkpoints and was sl owi ng down again. That felt
wrong, very w ong.

She turned to the North woman to insist that they change course. knew
that the | ady would wi sh to proceed straight to Cainsville," the bull was
saying, "but, if you prefer to remain here when we see her off on the lev---2

That was what was wong! "No!" Alva said. "I do not wi sh to proceed straight
to Cainsvillef"”

Jathro blinked at her in surprise. "Very well, ma'am" North Brenda said,
frowning. "I should have asked. Driver. . . the east gate." The Honda picked

up speed again and swept by the entrance to the |lev station

Alva rel axed, feeling better. Jathro | ooked puzzl ed and distrusting.

Alva was surprised. The suite to which she was shown was large, but it was
drably functional. Even an average sort of hotel would have seened cl eaner and
newer. She had expected sonething nore ostentatious, nore in keeping with the
riches 4-1 should have piled up after thirty years' nonopoly on stellar power.
O course, the Institute's secret activities nmust be incredibly costly.

She refused Miala's offers of help, insisting that she could turn her own
taps. She settled herself thankfully into a hot tub, assum ng that the others
were all doing the sanme. She |ay back, prepare to e oy |ong, warm decadence.
For the first tine in her experience, hot water failed to soothe

away the jangles of travel. Definitely, her satori had changedCai nsville was
not the answer. As the mnutes ticked away' her sense of urgency rose
and rose very steeply. She found she was fighting down a sense of panic that
she had never felt in her |life before. Wat in Heaven's name could be wong?
Angry and feeling cheated, she abandoned the bathtub. Bed? No-standing in the
m ddl e of her bedroom still half wet, still toweling, she was seized by a

cl austrophic need to escape, at once. The walls seenmed to lean in and glare at
her. She had felt a little like that before a m nor earthquake in Djakarta.
Hastily wapping herself in a | oose robe, with her hair hanging linp down her
back, she went swooping out into the central |ounge of the guest suite.

The threat eased. No earthquake, then. Alva stopped, struggling to consider
the new problemrationally-not that anyone ever had nanaged to explain the
buddhi rationally. There was nothing seriously aniss with the | ounge. Flanked
by six bedroons, it would have housed twel ve typical Banzaraki famlies. It
was nore dowdy and shabby than she had expected, but that barely mattered-she
could be perfectly happy in a student hovel for weeks on end. The roof was not
going to fall. The need was not that.

Jathro was still chatting with the security woman, |eaning close and staring
intently into her eyes. North was short, but solid as a westler. Her face was
grimy dutiful. denving awareness that Jathro possessed any special chiam at
all.

Alva told herself not to be catty. The man was nerely being polite. He
probably al ways spoke to wonmen that way-all wonmen. And if he seened ponpous,
he was entitled to, He bore great responsibility. He had a great future. She
shi ver ed.



Now, though, he was starting to grow surly. "Then you have no idea at all when
the director will see nme?"

North shook her head. She | ooked | ess novable than a continent. "I was told to
of fer you any hospitality within the linits of Zone One, Excellency, an@ ask
you to wait -until after the conference,"

Al va frowned. Her headache had been there so long that she hardly noticed it
anynor e-and perhaps it was not a sharp enough pain to qualify as a real
headache, just a misery-but nowit rapped hard on the inside of her forehead
to attract her attention. "What conference?" she asked |oudly.

North and Jathro turned surprised faces toward her.



86
Dave Duncan

STRI NGS

87

"Di rector Hubbard has called a press conference, ma'am" North replied. "Is
t hat usual ?"

Nort h shook her head, her placid face showing just a whisper of a smle. "It

has never happened in living menory."

Quivers ran up Alya's spine and then down t he undersides of her arns ..
curious sensation! She | ooked at Jathro, who was frowning uncertainly. "Then
what is the occasion?" "No one knows, ma'am"™ If North had her suspicions, she
woul d clearly not reveal them under penalty of flogging.

Could Alya herself be the occasion? The sane idea had occurred to Jathro. Hs
frown darkened to a scowl, then he shook his head. "I cannot believe that it
has anything to do with us." He glanced hesitantly at North, before cautiously
telling Alya, "None of the other plantings was ever published. "

Not even a funeral announcenent ... "No, it cannot concern us," he repeated
But it did, it did!' "I wsh to attend,"” Alya said. The headache retreated a
pace or two in approval

North Brenda pursed her lips in doubt and | ooked at Jathro, who shook his
head. "I nust attend," Alya said, and felt even better. "I'll change at
once-how long until it starts?" Not |ong, obviously, or she would not have
felt that urgency.

Jathro wal ked over to intercept her, and for a nmonent she thought he was goi ng

to take hold of her. She stopped, glaring. "I prefer not to reveal your
presence here," he said. "Then | amleaving!" "No. You are wearied by the
journey. Take sone rest-and don't worry about the negotiations. | will handle
everything."

Alya attenpted a royal manner and aimed it at North, who was being craggily

i nscrutable. "Please arrange transportation to the port. | arn returning to
Banzarak." "You are not," Jathro said, and turned away.

At that, Alya no longer had to feign anger. "I certainly amunless | am
permtted to attend that press conference.” "You can watch it on the holo. I'm
sure it'lIl be on the holo." "No. |I rmust he there.” "It will be in English. Do

you understand English well enough?"

For the first tinme in her life, Alya discovered that it was truly

possible to see red. "Understand ... Wat do you think | anf? Yes, | understand
English. | have studi ed nany things under many English-speaki ng teachers."
Jathro blinked, and suddenly she realized that he had not done his homewor k- he
probabl y knew not hi ng about her except her nane and rank. "Political science,"”
she said, with grimsatisfaction, "under Bozeman Charles. Econonmics wth
Stavely WIls. Superstring theory in Ankara, under Gutel man-in English and
Russi an. Genetics in Sydney, mycology in Neururb-U K. ... Yes, | speak English,
Dr. Jar. My accent is nuch better than yours. And | am

going to that press conference." "Wy is that necessary?" "Wy?" Al ya echoed,
stunned. "Wy?" Fists clenched, she roared at him "You have the audacity to
ask ne why? To ask ne why?"

Jathro fell back before her fury. She followed him scream ng at him wanting
to pound on him Her headache had di ssolved and an icy joy surged through her
Here was action! Here was sonething she could do at last! "You ask ne why, you
docksi de fart, you bastard son of an alcoholic fish gutter, you sleazy,
sernoni zi ng, rabble-scratching eel shitter? Me?"

The urgency and the agony of her buddhi had not gone., but they had fadei
before, this imedi ate task. She had no doubt what soever that her duty-her
need, her destiny-was to go to that press conference. It was essential, and
that slim tubthunping turd was not going to stand in her way. And sl @ told
himso, in three | anguages at the top of her voice. She repeated it in two

ot hers.

Jathro was backed into a conmer, and Alya could barely keep her nails fromhis
eyes. "My ancestors for a hundred generations have seen their children die for



this. You dare doubt the verdict of two thousand years? You will question ne?"
A century of denocracy coll apsed before. nillennia of autocracy. The peasant
cowered before the princess. Jathro gasped and shook his head. "No, Your

H ghness! " "On?" Taken aback by his sudden surrender, Alva awoke to the horror
of crooked fingers she was waving in li@s face, She | owered them quickly and
turned away. Mvdala, enornous in a pink bathrobe and wearing a towel around her
hair, was peering out to see what was w ong.

North was not quite suppressing a grimsmle. "You have ten
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m nutes before it is scheduled to start, na'am But | doubt that Director
Hubbard will he on tine."

Alya clasped her hands in her arnpits to hide their shaking. "Five should be
plenty." She headed for her roomw t hout another glance at Jathro.

Fi ngernail s? She had threatened himw th fingernails? After all those karate

| essons?

Wth Mala's well-meaning help, Alya was ready in nine nmnutes, feeling suave
in the gold silk junp suit she had acquired on her last trip to Nipurb, in
January. Had that been foresight, perhaps? It was so tight that a bad attack
of goose bunps would split it in shreds, and it did astonishing things to
men's eyeballs. Silver sandals, silver belt, a slender silver band around her
head, her hair hanging | oose over Mala's entreaties, and Alya strode out into
the I ounge, feeling ready to take on the whol e of Nauc.

Jathro had changed al so and was ready, damm him and his smle seened to go
right through her outfit and find satisfaction. He was wearing tan corduroy
and | ooking good in it. For his age. Damm him

North threw open the door and went out to inspect the corridor. Then she
beckoned. Just for a noment Allva was anmusedguardi ng her was |ike

wat er proofing a fish.

Jathro was close at her side as they set off along the hallway. "Dr. North
would it be possible to preserve our anonynmity at this gathering? Can you
provide false identities? | amreluctant-"

Never! Alya knew at once that he was wong. "I could, M. Mnister, but it
woul d be an error.” North was marching a little in front of her two charges,
speaki ng over her shoulder. "They will run ID checks on you, |If either of you
has ever been identified in a media holo, even if it was never shown, then you
will be nenmoed in mnutes. Deception nerely attracts suspicion, believe ne."
Jathro scow ed. Honesty would be foreign to his nature. "Then how do we

expl ain our presence here?" My presence, Alya thought. "I net Devlin Gant a
coupl e of years ago," she said on inpulse. "W are here as his guests."

Nort h gl anced around at her. "That will be adequate, and | can advi se hi m of
the story you are using. Between ourselves, though, ma'am it will do your
reputation no good." "My reputation will not matter very long," Alya said
bitterly. "I will use nmy own nane."

Jathro glared. "I hope you know what you're doing." "l certainly do not." That
woul d worry him and of course it was perfectly true, But she knew that her
arrogant assunption of authority was wearing thin. This second surrender woul d
be his last.

She had only one bargaining chip left. O course, she could again threaten to
return to Banzarak. but that thought was so nauseating that she was sure her
face would betray her. No, her strength lay in that list Jathro had shown
her-seven nanmes in pencil and another wit in fire. Only she could see the

di fference.

There was her value. They ri @ded her buddhi to find the. silken string anong
the seven cobras.

The nedi a representatives had brought their own arm es. Honored guests or not,
Alya and Jathro were searched a dozen tines before being all owed to pass

t hrough the anteroom The mate guards seened especially distrustful of Alya,
enjoying the journey as they ran their scanners over her golden silk.
Eventually North Brenda | ost patience. Roaring |like a rock crusher, she forced
a way through by sheer power of personality and then stood asi de and gl owered
defiance as her charges entered the auditorium

After all the functional dullness that Al va had seen so far, the splendor of
the auditoriumwas a pleasant surprise. It was a salon, large and bright,
vaguel y rem ni scent of Florence, or what Venice nust have been. It glowed with
t he brazen opul ence she had anticipated in 4-1's HQ



The nedi a had great power, and their representatives expected to be royally
treat ed- Perhaps a hundred men and women | ounged on the antique furniture, or
stood around on pricel ess rugs between works of art. Live waiters were
circulating with trays of chanmpagne, which seemed surprising. Should not the
celebration come after? But no. After the announcenent. the reporters and

ot her hol ostars would have to rush off and tell the world what it shoul d be

t hi nki ng.

Al ready Al ya had begun recogni zing faces. For every hol ostar personality,

t hough, there would be at |east two hol ographers, conmonly known as "ow s"
because of their two-lensed canmeras. Once those had been carried on trucks,
but now they were no larger than jewelry and coul d he wom on a headband. Yet
hol o work was still nmore art than science; an ow could nake or break a clip,
and the good ones were rewarded accordingly. A semicircle of nen and wonen
stood strategically poised by the door
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They turned, displaying the twin canmeras sitting on their foreheads I|ike
unwant ed sungl asses.

A girl could feel flattered when a crowded roomfell silent at her entrance.
athro stepped to her side. "Her H ghness, Princess Alya," he expl ained
snoothly. "Sister of H s Mjesty Kassan' assan |V, the Sultan of Banzarak." As
al ways beyond the shores of Bomeo. mention of Banzarak produced only bl ank
stares.

Men rose fromchairs and couches. A general drift toward Al ya becanme apparent,
each star being tracked by an attendant owl. A beautiful princess was a rarity
in the twenty-first century, even if no one had ever heard of her honel and,
and a pretty girl was al ways good copy. "And you?" soneone asked.

Qozi ng nodesty, Jathro introduced hinsel f. Banzarak's M nister for Refugee
Affairs, but present that day only as ai de-decanp to Her Hi ghness. "And what
brings Your Hi ghness to Director Hubbard's press conference?"

Jathro opened his nmouth again, but Alya spoke first. "Pure. nosiness! W
happened to be in the conplex on a social visit, guests of Deputy Director
Devlin. W heard that there was to be an inportant announcenent and cane to
hear what it mght be."

She just wanted to be left alone. Alya had no fear of crowds, no sense of
stage fright, for eyes had followed her all her life, but at the nonment she
was begi nning to doubt the hunch that had brought her. The sense of urgency
had vani shed, so she was on the night track, but she truly did not know why
she was there. As Jathro, had said, her brothers and sisters had never drawn
attention to their mssions in such a way. Unease tingled her skin like a
rash. Had she made a stupendous error? She had a sense of something m ssing,
and she desperately wanted to hide in a coner and just watch, unseen and
unnoti ced, until she could work out what it was.

Smal | hope! But at |east her rank and youth gai ned her respect-beautiful girls
were not bullied in public-and the six or seven personages who chose to be
recorded talking with her were all polite and considerate. One by one they
stepped forward to ask much the same questions. She gave the sane answers and
gradual | y convinced themthat she had no know edge of what was to be announced
and was certainly not personally concerned. Then little Wk Lee of Singapore
W tness mschievously asked her a question in Malay. She replied in kind and
found hersel f

admtting that she spoke five | anguages fluently and could get by in severa
others. That stupid indiscretion revived the interest and prol onged her
ordeal .

She thought ruefully of Kas and how horrified he would be if he turned on his
hol o and saw this appalling publicity. He would think she had gone nad.

Per haps she had.

As a born schener, Jadi mhad seen that any interference by himwould only
arouse nore suspicion. He had stepped aside, wapping hinmself in silence and a
thin, sour smle.

She was rescued at last by Quentin Peter of 5CBC, who liked to think of

hi nsel f as the dean of the world press corps, even if no one else did.
Courtly, white-haired, and wistfully | echerous, he gave her his armand | ed
her into the center of the room There the nost inportant personages were
trading lies on a horseshoe of soft, chintzy couches amd a sparkle of wt,
jewel ry, and chanpagne. Prom nent people met so seldomin the flesh that this
must be a notable experience for them Wth no visible direction, a group of
owW s cut Jathro off when he tried to foll ow

Alya knew that every word she spoke was still being recorded, every eyel ash
scanned. She knew that every man and wonman in the group was trying to

calcul ate how this interesting character could be used to further his or her
career by sone minute anount, but at |east she could sit in confort and



pretend she was nerely attending a neeting of the Banzarak Ladies' Refugee
Assi stance League. But that coul d never have been so interesting.

She realized with sudden astoni shnent that she had started to enjoy herself.
The Dom Perignon tickled her nose with the audacity of a cel ebrated vintage,
and even a princess could relish being treated as a celebrity sometines. She

was scenting the ozone of excitenent that filled the hall, the tingle of
suspense. So |large an attendance of worl d-fanous faces spoke wonders for the
i nportance of the occasion. A mllion hectos' worth of tailoring glinmrered

under the chandeliers.

Her gold junp suit was too bright. Pastels and earth tints were the correct
thing, subtle and soft. Probably the gold would have been fine when she bought
it, but that had been three nmonths earlier. These were the beautiful people,

t he ever-young gods of transient fame, and they measured the progress of
fashion to the mnute. Many of them | ooked as though they could hardly
breathe, so tightly was uplift being inpressed upon femal e bosom and
washboar di ng on nal e abdonmen. Sone of the costunmes were triunphs of conceal ed
engi neeri ng- she wat ched Goodson Jason
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lift a chanpagne gl ass and saw his biceps bul ge as though he. were hefting an
anvi |

The inner circle to which she had been adnitted was conposed of the biggest
nanes. Lesser organi zati ons hungered outside the horseshoe; nonentities and
the massed ow s flanked them

Non- Engl i sh media |like Pravda and Beijing Voice were present in the persons of
their Nauc stringers, but English was Alya's favorite | anguage for news
broadcasts. It just seened to be the best for the purpose, like Italian for
opera or Japanese for poetry. She favored English-speaki ng channels, and thus
she had no troubl e recognizing the solid sky-blue ponposity of Frazer Franklin
of WSHB. He was ol der than she had expected, and even a fortune in sartorial
cunni ng could not conceal the breadth of his hips.

Next to himwas the deliberate crudity of Crozer Bill, displaying a matted
chest above a neckline that plunged hal fway back to Australi a.

And perched nearby |like a resting angel, Eccles Pandora Pendor was the
unquestioned belle of the hall in silvery-pale rose. She | ooked younger and

| ovelier than ever-and very tense, which seenmed odd. WSHB |i ked to play up the
friendly rivalry between her and Frankie. Alya had al ways been skeptical of
that as a mere ginmck, but perhaps it was no |l ess than the truth. They were
certainly showing no signs of friendship at present.

And Eccl es Pandora, lisping in baby-doll innocence, kept working around Al ya
like a knife thrower. Had she spoken to Devlin Grant that day? WAs he in Nauc,
or up at Cainsville? Wien had Alya arrived? Were had she net hinf?

Al ya dodged the fast-flung queries as well as she could with the m ni mum
amount of lying, while wondering at that curious interest in Devlin G ant-whom
she had met for three mnutes at a cocktail party in Mecca two years before.
She al so wondered why Eccl es Pandora fidgeted so nuch-, why her voice seened
shriller than it shoul d.

Frazer Frankie, on the other hand, was expansive and jovial. Then, as Director
Hubbard' s tardi ness was being remarked on and condemmed for the fortieth tine,
t he door opened. The gracious, dignified Quentin Peter said, "Keerist!" and

| unged off the couch with an agility that Al ya would not have expected. The
whol e room fol | owed.

The old man was easy. No one in the roomhad trouble identifying the craggy
dri ed-| eather face, the hatchet-bl ade nose, and
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the bat-wing ears. His hair was gray and thin, his back bowed by age, but he
snmled the famous ironic smle and raised a hand in greeting as he shuffled
toward the center of the room the lectern in the middle of the horseshoe. He
towered over themall, both literally and figuratively: Hastings WII oughby,
Secretary General for a generation, political giant of the century.

The room shi nmered as excitenent crystallized into a sense of history in the
maki ng. "Sentience!l" The whi sper came from sonewhere behind Alya. "It has to
be First Contact!" "Or a Cass One," soneone retorted stubbornly.

The Institute reported to the U N, and thus in a | egal sense Hastings was
Hubbard's boss. Hi s presence at the present gathering was like calling God the
Fat her to witness.

But the young man beside hin? He was even taller. Hardly a man-a boy. H s hair
was a disaster, far too long and standing up in tufts of disarray, and his
suit was a sick joke, a ghastly lum nous green that screaned at all the
pastels and pearly tints. He was as thin as wire rope, and he had a sickly
nervous smile on his face as he tried to keep close to Hastings.

Who had let himout? Qut of where? But Alya's heart was racing. She felt the
electrifying touch of a satori. That was what had been m ssing-that gawking
adol escent beanpol e. That boy. Who was he?

What the hell did he have to do with Alya? He burned. Like that one word on
Jathro's paper, he glowed for her. She could imagine a fiery aura around him



He had not even seen her and coul d not know that she existed, but she was
certain. He was why she had come to the nmeeting. Centuries of agonized death
had | ed her there, to that awkward, overgrown juvenile.

The Secretary General had reached the |ectern, although he nmerelv cane to a
halt at one side of it and rested a hand on it for a nor;ent. Alya had been
al nrost pushed back down on her couch by the throng as stars and owl s crowded
i n. She squeezed out of the way and noved to where she could see.

Hasti ngs gl anced around and was granted instant sileDee. "So you are al

real!'" Laughter. "I've always suspected that nobst of you were conputer con-
structs."
He was old, but he was still good. The roomwas as quiet as a r,1n,zPclcrrnvP

Alvn %nncli-.rPd whnt he. hwi been | ike in his prine.
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"Now, | did not come here to steal Director Hubbard's thunder. She'll be here
very shortly, and she'll make her announcenent then." A long finger wagged to
forestall argunent. "And |I'mnot going to answer any questions on politics,
either. | mght say something that woul d upstage her. This is her day."
The cal cul ated pause. . . "I will say this: To accuse wonmen of being
unpunctual is rank prejudice and sexismbut |'ve always found that if you do
it promptly, they're never around to hear you

Laughter, babble ... and again the hand. "No questions! But | wll accept a
gl ass of chanpagne-and if you all want to go off the record. " "Who's your
friend, sir?"
Al ya thought he had been waiting for that-she certainly had. "Wo?" Hastings
turned and peered up at his conpani on, whose rich flush was visible to
everyone in the room "H n?" The awshucks nmanner grew nore obvious. "Wll,
now, | adies and gentlenmen of the press, 1'll be proud to introduce you all
This is nmy grandson, Hubbard Cedric D ckson."
There. was a beat of silence, and then a roar, as every throat in the room
seened to speak at once. Apparently Alya was not alone in finding him

i nteresting.

Hastings raised a hand, and the peace returned-his control was astonishing.
"Seens |ike they got sone questions for you, lad. You want to answer sone
guesti ons?"

Horrified, the youth shook his head so vigorously that his ochre conb fl apped.
Hastings | ed the | aughter
Al ya el bowed her way between two groups. squirned around to another couch, and
al nost threw herself over the back. She was sitting dermurely upright, with her
hair back in place, when the crowd opened to allow the Secretary General to
find a seat, and he arrived at that same couch. O course-it was easy.
Alya made to rise, but he signed to her to remain seated, and his shrewd old
eyes twinkled at her with no sign of surprise.

He knew! "Princess Alya!" He bowed over her hand. "At last! You have turned
out even lovelier than | predicted. How s that bushbearded brother of yours?"
He was showing off to inpress the press-but he knew, He had known of her
arrival, and he knew why she had come. But of course he woul d. Hubbard Agnes
could hardly have mastermi nded history's greatest conspiracy for so |ong
wi t hout Hastings W/ I oughby know ng about it.
The Secretary Ceneral settled at Alva's side. If she had placed
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herself to meet his grandson, though, then she had failed. Young Cedric,
unable to see a vacant seat nearby, unabashedly settled on the floor at his
grandfather's feet like an oversize child. Conpletely unaware of Alya behind
hi s shoul der, he crossed his grasshopper |egs and seened to go into a trance,
staring boggl eeyed at Eccl es Pandor a.
Alya hardly m nded. The nere fact that he was cl ose seenmed to have eased her
headache and satisfied her sense of sonmething mssing. She would not have
known what to say to hi manyway-but why him '? "l didn't know you had a
grandson, sir," Quentin remarked.

Hastings gl anced at himover the Iip of his glass and then around the conpany.
"We're off the record?”
Wth sour expressions the nmedia of the world agreed that they were off the
record. The ows pointedly turned aside or renoved their headbands. "Well.

" Hastings paused dramatically and took a deep breath. "Wy should you have
known?"

Everyone except Quentin enjoyed that. He raised a shaggy white eyebrow and
regarded the youth. "How old are you, Cedric?"
The boy dragged his eyes away from Pandora. "N neteen, sir."
Al ya was surprised-her own age. She had thought himyounger than that, in
spite of his height, "You* 're the son of Hubbard John Hastings?" "Yes, sir.



O course, he nmust be Agnes's grandson, also! That explained why the reporters
had found himso interesting, ever., if it did not explain why he rang Alya's
al arns. Whatever she was seeing in himwas certainly not physical-he was

i mmature and awkward and apparently not very bright. Certainly not her type.
Why that invisible aura?

The rest of the company were leaving the inter-viewto Quenti n. but watching
the Secretary Ceneral's reaction

When no ot her question followed, Cedric turned back to gaze adoringly at
Eccl es again. As though that had been a signal, Quentin spoke. "Your parents
were | ost through a broken string incident?" "Yes, sir." "A world called
"Ca:-,7? That was its code nane---0ak?" "You renmenber it?"

Quentin shook his head inpatiently. "No, lad. You're on file."
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Nort h had warned Jathro about just this, Cedric had been researched already,

5CBC woul d undoubt edl y havea |ibrary second to none, and Quentin would have an

ear patch. "They had 1-cen overni ghting?"

Al ya recogni zed the cross-exam nation technique, but apparently Cedric did

not, and he continued to agree blithely as detail after detail was cautiously

added. "So-they were overnighting on a Cass Two world, code nane 'QOak,' a

party of six, and the next wi ndow failed to appear. Contact was never

reestabl i shed?"

Bel atedly Cedric reached for caution. "So T Ve been told, sir." Quentin sprang

his trap. "And what was an agricultural worker doing on a Type Two worl d?"

"Agri-ny father was a ranger!"”

Quentin shook his head. "Not according to the files." Cedric's head swung

around so fast it seenmed his skinny neck would snap. "G andfather?"

W | oughby was toying with his now enpty ass, twiddling the stemin

his fingers. "He was a ranger trainee." Then the old man chuckl ed, eyeing

Quentin inscrutably. "These youngsters won't renenber what it was |ike, Peter

but you should. The transnmensor was very new then. So was the InstiPute. There

was no big corps of professional rangers in those divs. First planetfall was

only made in '"twenty-two, renenber, and we were not as skilled at zapping from

one to the other as we are nowas Agnes's nminions are, | should say."

He gl anced around the group. Cedric was noddi ng, and so were sone of the

others. "We kept finding all these juicy little worlds, and every one was

al ways going to be the Second Earth. You hotshois used to announce them on the

news progransf When's the last time you nentioned a Cass Two world, Peter

huh?"

He had them grasping at every word-true mastery! "So all sorts of people got

i nvol @d that wouldn ' t nowadays. My son was a rodeo cowboy, as P matter of

fact-not an unbroken bone in his body. Nor in his head. But Oak had big grassy

prairies that we thought should he | ooked at, and some horse-type beasts." He

paused, then added quietly. "It also had | ethal concentrations of antinony

everywhere. We@'idn't find that out until too late, after the string broke."

Quentin stayed with easier prey. "But you, Cedric-you don't renmenber any of

t hi s?"

STRI NGS

97

"No, sir. | was only a baby." "Wre you, though? The CGak disaster was in 2026.

That's twenty-four years ago, sonny."

Sone of the listeners seemed surprised, but nost of them had obviously been

waiting for it. Again Cedric's head flashed around to | ook at his grandfather
who was accepting a refill of chanpagne. And sipping it. "That's right,

Peter, now that | think about it," the old man replied. "It happened while the

second South African thing was on-2026." "But, G andfather---2

Hastings stopped himwith an uplifted palm "This is no time for a lecture on

the birds and the beasts, Cedric. Ask your grandnother-she's better on that

techni cal stuff, anyway."

Cedric recoiled, staring, amd the laughter. Cruel! Alya thought. How coul d

the old man treat his own grandson Re that?

Who el se could he be? There was a resenbl ance, certainly, yet not as nuch as

she woul d have expected if Cedric was what the nedia peopl e obviously

suspected he might be. Illicit cloning was a major crime, and greatly
condemed, since only the very rich could afford it. There would be an
enornous scandal. Hastings would fall, and he might well drag down the whol e

fragile structure of U N hegenony.

The old man had put this off the record. He could hardly put Cedric hinself
off the record, not now

So the boy could not be a clone-but he m ght not know that, for he had gone
very pal e.

Then pompous, bal ding Frazer Franklin intervened. "You seemto be a bit of a



nmystery, lad." Cedric turned toward him nuch nore warily now. "Since we are
of f the record-where have you been all these years?"

The question fetched a few angry nutters, but Cedric did not seemto notice.

"A place call ed Meadowdal e, sir. Qut west, in the nountains."

Frazer nodded neaningftilly. "Wat state?" "I don't know. They wouldn't tell

us." There were a few smles at that, and again they were | ost on the youth.

He | ooked to Eccl es Pandora, and Al ya saw a dreany expression soften his bony
profile. "I know @ enda, of course, Dr. Eccles. How is she?"
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Eccl es Pandora dropped a canap6. M I|d confusion upset the conversation for a
few mnutes while a waiter arrived with a napkin and Pandora twi ttered about
how carel ess she was. Then order was restored. "I just cannot stand this
suspense! " she procl ained. "The excitenent is--2' "Answer Dr. Hubbard's
guestion, Panda dear," Frazer said loudly. It was the first time he had spoken
to her, so far as Alya knew. "Wat?" Pandora seenmed to flutter feathers. "But
I want to ask the Secretary-" "Cedric asked you a question."” Franklin's voice
was | ouder. "About soneone called-d enda, was it?"

Cedric nodded, his coxcomb waving. "Garfield Genda, Dr. Eccles's cousin. W

were close ... we were friends." He blushed scarlet and gazed hopefully at
Pandor a.
Pandora had turned pale. The roomwas very still. If the youth had begun to

sense the tension, he was nmerely puzzled by it. "She left about six nonths
ago. She sent word the next day that she was going on a world cruise.”
Abruptly his voice went very small. "How ... is ... she?"

Pandora was chal ky white. Faint pink scars showed on her neck.

Franklin took a celebratory sip of chanpagne. "Six nonths ago? |Is that where
you di sappeared to, Panda? | knew you'd been on vacation sonewhere. W al

t hought it did you good. You came back | ooking |ike a new wonan."

In the awful silence, Pandora raised shaking fingers to her cheek-, and surely
did not know she was doing so. Alya felt sick. Cedric had al so gone pal e-very
pale. "Ch ... oh God," he whispered. "God. God God organage! That's what it
nmeans. "

Had he gazed into those eyes? Alya wondered. Had he kissed those |ips?

He nade a choking noise, as thoti-eh he were going to throw up

Only Frazer Franklin was snmilling. And at that noment the door opened to admt
Hubbard Agnes.

The director's powder-blue suit was not as clinging as nmost in the room but
it was snug enough to show that she had kept her figure. Her cornpl @xion was
beyond reproach: and her coiffure

V m ght have been freshly crafted on a silversmth's bench. Age
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showed only in a certain cautious rigidity, and perhaps in the arrogantly

upri ght way she held her head. Hubbard had Presence, and the conpany ros@to
acknow edge it. Alya had seen fanatic Banzaraki royalists fall on their faces
for her brother, and yet she was inpressed by that unrehearsed conplinment from
an ant agoni stic, hard-headed group

Cedric had farther to go than anyone, but he sprang fromthe floor in a whirl
of ungainly green linbs and crossed to the lectern in four enornous strides
like an alarmed giraffe, starting to speak al nost before he had turned.
"Honored guests | adies and gentl enen Director Hubbard!"

He flashed his grandnot her a shaky smle and began to nove. Stepping forward,
she stopped himwith a magi cal gesture like a witch in a children's holo
fantasy, rooting himto the floor and freezing an expression of dismay on his
face.

Hubbard had no notes. If there was a pronpter in the lectern, she did not seem
to use it. She laid her hands there and nodded. The world's press sat down
obediently to wait for enlightenment. "Ladies and gentlemen of the nmedia." Her
voi ce was hi ghpitched but incisive. "I nust begin by thanking you for com ng
at such short notice. It seened appropriate to ne for personal reasons to hold
this nmeeting today, April seventh."

The only person who did not seemto be hanging on her words was Cedric. Smle
di scarded, he stood restlessly a couple of strides awav from her, gl oomnm ng
anxi ously at the audi ence and bel atedly running fingers through his hair. "To
review very briefly the history of the. International Institute for
Interstellar |Investigation-"

Soneone at the back groaned, but she did not seemto hear

al t hough



superstring theory had been devel oped as a branch of particle physics as early

as the 1980s ... in 2001 the work that established the theory of the
transmensor. . . cfassic paper in Physical Reviews by Chiu Pak and Lask
Jean-Marc..."

She swept a professionally catered smle around the roomlike a flashlight.
Alya could hear nothing but a quiet rattle of breathing from Hastings

W | oughby at her side. "The possibility of interchanging one of the faniliar
four di- nensions of space-time with any of the additional superspace

di mensi ons not normal ly expressed. " She droned on. Some men at the back
started coughi ng. She raised her chin like an

archetype school marm and waited until they stopped.

Once, while visiting West Africa, Alya had experienced the
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hot wind called the harmattan. It had brought enough static electncity to make
her hair crackle. She was rem nded of that nowthe room was becom ng charged.
These people were not accustomed to being treated in so cavalier a fashion
She was convi nced that Hubbard was deliberately baiting them And so were

t hey. " may renmenber the furor when the General Assenbly granted our
charter." She snmiled briefly over heads at Hastings WIIloughby. "'lIliat was in
2020, so this year marks our thirtieth anniversary. It was on June third that
the resolution was ratified and | was appointed director."

She paused nmomentarily to relish the puzzled frowns. "But today happens to be
nmy seventy-fifth birthday."

e appl ause was thin as skimmlk. "This is obviously an opportune nonment to
revi ew what has been achi eved; and what nust be achieved in future."”

No! |If Hubbard was about to announce her retirenment, then all Alya's future

m ght change. She m ght never see what |ay behind that word of fire on
Jathro's paper. She nmight have to stay here -but then she realized that no
satori had come to warn her of danger ahead. So the news-when it finally
cane-woul d not be that. " have never had a destructive accident, nor a
power failure. W have grown until we supply the entire Earth through a
conpl ex of twenty-four mcrowave relay satellites. Qur research arm the
International Institute for Interstellar Investigation, has identified over
fifty thousand nonstellar bodies. As of today,

1502 of these NSBs have been found to contain sone formof life, and ninety
possessed surface conditions so Earthlike that we categorized them as C ass
Two worl ds. "

Sonmewhere a faint whisper said, "Get on with it!" But Hubbard was not to be
hurried. "Not one of those ninety proved capabl e of supporting human bei ngs
for any extended period. You all know the problems and di sappoi ntnents we have
encount ered- heavy el ement contam nation, dextroarr:iino acids, virulent

all ergens. Personally, | know that time and again | have believed that | was
on the point of making that |ong-awaited, epochal announcenent, and every tine
some new, diabolical danger has surfaced in the lab reports.”

What of Etna? Alva thought. O Raven? \Wat about Darwi n, and Halibut? "The
world we called 'Paris,' for exanple, taught us about

carcinogenic pollen. "Graffe' had a conplete absence of zinc, an essental
trace el enent. We don't know why. 'Dickens' was a world so |ike our dreans of
Eden that it was unbelievable -and its primary was violently unstable. If you
thi nk our present UV problens are serious, you should see sone of the

radi ati on profiles we encountered there. Sol is a benevolent star conpared to
nmost. "And our terrestrial nmpsquitoes are nuch friendlier conpanions than the
| ethal bugs on 'Beaver.' "It has begun to seem over the years, as though
nature has been conspiring to lock us up in this one sick little world."

The listeners fidgeted slightly as she seenmed to draw near to what they were
waiting for. Alva heard "Cl ass One" being whispered in several directions.
"This is also an appropriate nonent," Director Hubbard proclainmed, "to pay
tribute to the eighty-six courageous nmen and wonen who gave their lives in
this search ... including ny own son. 11

She gl anced around at Cedric, who nodded. And then she took off on another

sl ant al together, as though all of her preceding remarks had been only a
feint. "You are aware, | amsure, that the Institute is organized in four main
di vi sions, each having its own deputy director. Dr. Wheatl and handl es

Per sonnel - our nobst precious resource, as you may guess. Dr. Mdore, in Finance,
and Dr. Fish, in Security -all these people have served |long and |loyally and
well."

She had to raise her voice slightly, over the hiss of puzzled whispers,
growi ng angrier and nore persistent. "Dr. Devlin Grant is a relative newoner
but he is doing great work as deputy for Operations. "Nevertheless, it had



been suggested to ne several tinmes recently that the Institute could do nore
to cultivate Lyood relations with you, |adies and gentlenmen-with the

i nformati on business. the nedia. Sone unkind persons have even suggested that
| nmyself mght have given you cause for annoyance on some occasions in the
past."

That fetched an ironic |augh, and Alva smiled, renenbering stories that Kas
had told her of the director's abrasive tongue. Hubbard Agnes beaned
blissfully at the reaction. "I invited you here today, therefore, to neet ny
grandson, Hubbard Cedric Di ckson, whom | have just rescued fr@n an undeserved
anonymty. And | also wish to announce that in future
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the Institute will have five deputy directors instead of four, and | have
appoi nt ed Hubbard Cedric Di ckson as the first deputy for Media Relations. If
you have any questions, please direct themto him "Thank you for your
attention.”

Then she turned and strode fromthe room

10

Nauc, April 7

A FOURTEEN- YEAR- OLD cAN al nost al ways beat a ten-year-old, even if the
ten-year-old is bigger. In Cedric's growi ng days his height had been a
chal | enge to ol der boys; it had brought hi mnuch sorrow. Although he hinself
had never started fights and had al ways hated even having to defend

hi nsel f-for his | everage could cause real danmage, and Ben and Madge had
reacted with great fury to broken teeth or danaged noses--Cedric knew what
braw i ng was,

So he knew what it was |like to be banp ,,ed in the nuts. And this felt just
l'i ke that.

The whol e room was stunned. Then realization began to come. The first
spectator to recover roared out in a strange, harsh accent, "Tell that sheila
that April Fools' was |ast week!"

Hubbard Agnes had apparently treated herself to a birthday present at the
expense of this audience.

Then everyone was roaring. Cedric saw fists being shaken at him He stunbl ed
instinctively to the lectern, putting it between hinself and the angry nob,
and gripping it tight while trying not to show his nausea. H s head was
swi mmi ng, and he could not think. Wiy would Gran have done such a thing? Wy
insult all those inportant people? Wiy then throw himto the dovs? He did
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not know what he could have done to deserve this sort of punishment.

He | ooked up, and the roomwas full of eyes. Dozens of eyes, angry eyes,
hundreds of eyes, and all those goggle canera lenses, all glaring at him And
behi nd those would lie mllions-no, billions-of other eyes, all over the

pl anet. All watching him

He gripped until his fingers hurt, and he forced hinself to return the stares.
He could cone to no harm No one was going to kill himbefore such an
audience. He felt a little better when he had worked that out.

Then there was sudden silence. The crowd opened to let the Secretary CGenera
cone shuffling forward. H s face was a wan gray shade, and he seened to have
shrunk-and aged. He stopped beside the lectern, peering up at Cedric with an
i nexplicably bleary gaze. The roomwas as silent as the noon. "You want to
come back with nme, |ad?"

Cedric tried to swallow the rocks in his throat, w thout success. He | ooked
into filnmy eyes the exact shade of his own. Was this really his grandfather?
Could such a man truly not know he had a grandson? But if he was not Cedric's
grandfat her, then Cedric nust be his clone, and if Hastings had been cl oned,
then he should certainly have been aware of the fact. That made no sense,
either. There was no sense in any of it. Cedric had expected the world to be a
nore | ogical place. He shook his head. "She's mad!" W/ I oughby said wearily,

and all the cameranen were watching. Hundreds of mllions m ght have heard
those words. Billions would hear themlater. "There's no way that this could
hel p anyone. She'll have to be replaced. She's gone crazy!"

Cedric tried to speak and could not, suddenly choked by sorrow at

e old man's distress-or perhaps by fear. "You better cone with ne," Hastings
said throatily. He had tin legs. Cedric's flesh craw ed. Freezerful of spare
parts, Ben had sai d-warning himof what? Cedric did not want to donate his

| egs to anyone. They were too |ong and ridiculously skinny, but he wanted to
keep them He wondered what had happened to Hastings's own | egs, and when.

About ni neteen years, ago, perhaps, or twenty? He shook his head. "I swear |
didn't know. " The old man's voice faded away. "I think | have a job to do
here, Grandfather. " Cedric's voice was little better, a dry rasp. "Thank

you. "

Shaking his head like a tortoise, the old nan shanbled to the door

O her veor)le were dribblinLy out- ako.

"Job to do?" The shout came from Frazer Franklin, who el-

bowed his way forward to accost Cedric across the lectern. H s face was al nost
purpl e above his sky-blue tunic, his jaw thrust out far enough to | ook bony.
OM s shimm ed and jostled, hunting a good angle. "Did you know that this was
goi ng to happen?"

Cedric licked his lir)s. He should have known. Dr. Bagshaw had said that only
G an and the deputy directors ranked |ive bodyguards. System had told him he
had Grade One access. He might have guessed, had the idea not been so crazy.
"The director told nme, | would he doing media relations work-, but not that
she-not that | would be a deputy director, no." "Awight, sonny! \Were'd you
get your doctorate?"

Cedric felt an insane desire to weep. "Nowhere." "Masters, then?" Frazer
shouted with disbelief. "I don't even have grade school. You know where | cane
--- 2

"Never mind that! Have you any qualifications for this job at all?" "Non 'e.
Cedric shook his head and hoped that his msery would show enough to cool the
rage that the mob was radiating at him "Tell nme what you want," he said
suddenly. "What do you want from ne?"

A stunned silence was followed by drunrolls of laughter. Then the man with the
funny accent shouted, "We want you to conb yer hair!" The | aughter swell ed.
"W want to know why!" Frazer Franklin bellowed, raising a roar of agreenent.



"Why' d she sucker us all like this''7

It did help to be able to | ook down at them Cedric raised a hand in the way he
had seen his grandfather do, and there was a

nonent ary pause. He nust assune that this was sone sort of insane test. He
could not win, but he had nothing to lose. "Did she? Did she really? Was your
name on the invitation?"

The sound rose, and then dw ndl ed further, and his heartbeat surged in
excitement as he saw that his guess m ght he going to work. He raised his

voi ce and heard it echo as Systemanplified. "It was a mistake! | don't think
she neant this to happen. She was trying to offer-to make friends. She invited
the networks to send people to a neeting to tell vou that she'd appointed a
nmedi a deputy. That was all! She didn' @xpect all you hi gh-power types to
cone! "

Skepticismrunbl ed |ike sunmer thunder in the background, "It was you that
junped to conclusions!" Cedric shouted desperately. He w shed he believed that
hi nsel f. H s grandnot her had
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| ooked so smug when she tal ked about the chanpagne. . . "So try it! Pretend
it's for real!" he begged. "Tell me what you need fromne."

He won a stunned quiet then-for a nmoment. "You wouldn't |ast |ong working for
your precious grandnother if you gave us that!" Lacking much of his usua
dignity, Quentin Peter had arrived nysteriously before the lectern and was
brazenly trying to ease Frazer aside.

Cedric shrugged. He was on the right track, even if he could feel sweat

dri bbling down his neck. "Fine by nel! What do you want?" "Access to System "

several voices shouted. "I'Il ask. If not that, then what?" "Hold it!" Quentin
held up a hand for order and had to settle for shouting. "You re serious? You
think this is on the level?" "If it isn't," Cedric said, gathering strength
from somewhere, "then |I don't know otherwise. What | nmean is ... VWen |I'm
given a job to do, | try to do it." Ch God, that sounded prissy! "If Gan
hasn't been rel easing the data you want, then maybe she'll let me see to it.
Tonmorrow ... let's set up a conmeeting in the norning, and you tell ne how you
think I should try, and what you'll need fromme. Ten o' cl ock?"

The hubbub faded, the audi ence exchangi ng puzzl ed | ooks and i ncredul ous
shrugs. Their fury had faded to a bitter, shanmefaced resentment. Further show
of anger would nerely increase their absurdity. "It's worth a try, isn't it?"
he pleaded. "Right!" Quentin said. "Ten it is. I'll put someone on it-but I'l
believe the results when | see them" He headed for the door, and the crowd
began to disintegrate, angry and baffl ed.

Cedric clung tight to the sides of the lectern, ignoring the hot glares going
past him He heard angry words comng fromthe anteroomas bulls and clients
argued about precedence. He ignored those also. He hung his head and sucked in
| ong, deep breaths, feeling dampness cool on his forehead. He had not been

| ynched, anyway. WAs he really supposed to try this job? It needed a Ph.D.
Nowadays any j6b needed a Ph.D. Even a shortorder cook required a nmasters.
Deputy director of the Institute was no chore for a dunb hayseed who noved his
i ps when he read and chewed his tongue when he wote.

More likely he had just been set up to annoy the nedia superstars. Anything he
tried would fail-and woul d nake matters worse.

He wanted to be a ranger and go exploring. He heard the door slam behind him
and then he thought he could relax. He | ooked up and wi ped his brow Only a
dozen or so peopl e remai ned.

One of them was Eccl es Pandora Pendor. She was standi ng sl ant-hipped before
him a cherub in ghostly pink, smling with Genda's snmle. "Dear Cedric!" She
fluttered eyel ashes.

Suddenl y his nausea and weari ness had gone and he was choking with rage and
hatred. "Dr. Eccles?" "You'll be watching the holo tonight, | expect. Part of
your job? You'll be on all the newscasts." "Big deal." Even fifteen m nutes
ago he woul d not have believed that he could ever speak to the great Eccles
Pandora in that tone. Hi s hands were shaking with fury. "Watch WSHB. |'ve got
somet hing special. Mre than the others. " "Right."

She noved enticingly closer and peered up at him "Don't you want to kiss ne
goodbye, big boy?"

Mockery! Hi s fingers were hurting agai n-maybe he woul d break the lectern

"What did you do with the rest of her?"

She pursed her lips--A@enda's lips. "In storage. |'mthinking of using the
tits next. Nice tits. Fin-n-right?" "Go away!" "So brusque?" She waggled a
finger at him "You know, my property had been danaged? It wasn't quite
as-perfect-as it should have been. Wre you the naughty man who did that? Did
you have hel p?"

Cedric raised a clenched fist. He had very large fists. "Go away," he said, as
quietly as he could nmanage. "Just go away." "Ch, nmy! This is not good nedi a
relations, Cedric."



He thunped the lectern. "Go- away- now " Eccles sniggered triunphantly and
sauntered toward the door, swaying her hips. Two guards were standing

t her e- Bagshaw and a short, thick woman. They cl osed t he door behind her, and
again Cedric relaxed with a rush.

For a nonent he closed his eyes. |If prayer does any good, he thought, then
this is a prayer for d enda.

Madge had wept when G enda left. That was al nost worse. Madge and Ben had
known what they were rearing in their organage.

G enda.. Genda. . denda.
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Was he different fromthe rest? Madge had not wept for him Joe ... Bruce ..
Janice ... Meg ... Shaun.. . Liz ... Butchered, wapped, and stored unti
required. He raised his head, and it weighed a ton. The room had the used,
shabby | ook that parties always left, with enpty gl asses everywhere and
crunpl ed paper on the rugs. Waiters were noving around, clearing up

Food! "Hold that!" he shouted, and strode over to a man bearing away a tray
bi g enough to bed a horse. Cedric grabbed it fromhimand carried it to the
nearest chair. Sitting, he laid the tray across his knees and began to stuff
hinself with handfuls of tiny triangular sandwi ches. There were little
sausages and things w apped in bacon. Lots. Cheese and crackers. He was
starving, absolutely starving. "Wen did you eat |ast?" a voice inquired.

A girl in shiny gold had just settled on a spindly, fragilelooking chair

besi de him She had gleaning hair like a black waterfall all down her back

He pondered, gul ped down his cud, and said, "A pizza-last night. "

She | aughed. "And before that?" Her skin was cocoa-col ored, the sort of skin

t hat | ooked snoot her than anything else in the world, that a man wanted to
stroke very, very gently with the side of his finger. Her eyes were deep

dark, and tw nkling; her thick black hair was |ong and unbelievably enticing.
A gorgeous girl. Wth dinples. "An apple, in the norning." He felt his face
returning her smle. "I was in a hurry to get away." "Then carry on! Don't |et
me stop you." She hel ped herself to a slice of peach fromhis tray and grinned
at himas she bit it.

A man in a tan-colored suit cane and stood behind her. He had a narrow beard
and a green turban. Cedric went back to sneaking glances at the girl's slender
arnms and | egs and thi nki ng how gorgeous she was. She did not bulge in front as
much as the wonen on hol o shows did. She had small breasts that cane to
points, and they |ooked firmand very nice indeed. Yes, he would not change a
thing. "Er ... ma'anP" the man behind her said. "I'"'mtold that the director
will see us now" "In a mnute." She did not | ook around. She seened to be
returning Cedric's detailed inspection, and that was a rather alarmng
experience for a man
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He tried to speak, and his nouth was full again. Trying not to be too obscene,
speaking nostly in sign | anguage, he munbl ed, "Wo're you?"

She had a round, happy face, and yet very delicate features. Her nose was
smal | and perfect. Her lips were nade for smiling, and she had the cutest

di npl es he had ever seen. "Princess Alya of Banzarak."

Cedric said "Oh, shit!" very nmessily, and felt hinmself starting to go red.
"You' re an antinonarchist?" She raised very thin eyebrows in nock alarm "No!
No! But Gran said there was a princess around, and | was to-oh----" He
swal | owed and said carefully, "Ch bother!"

She | aughed again, but she seemed to be | aughing with himand not at him

al t hough he felt all gangly again, all arms and legs |ike a dunb kid. And

pi nk. "Hi ghness!" the man said warningly. "In a mnute! May | call you
"Cedric'?" "OF course, Your Majesty!™ "Call nme Alyal" "Yes, sirl"

She grinned again. He would do anything to earn another smile. But he was
feeling better. It nust be the food. Then he pulled a face. "Ugh! This jans
gone bad!" "I think it's caviar," the princess said seriously, "Try
thosethey're shrinp." "Not bad." "Thev used to growwild," "W@'s this?"
"Papaya, |ooks like," She edged her stool closer and began naning the things
he did not know as he tried them sonetines sanpling them herself. Princesses
were apparently very friendly folk. He did not think this one had stol en any
bits of other people.

Musn't think about that. Soneone held out a glass of orange juice. Surprised,
Cedric | ooked up and saw that it was Bagshaw, grimy inscrutable.

He realized what Bagshaw had guessed-eating was nmaking himthirsty. He said

t hanks and | ooked around. Bagshaw and 'the security wonan; the turbaned man in



tan, who had a narrow, dark face and nust be in attendance on the princess-all
clustered amnd himPQ fhniiah hiQ ff-edina hahitz wprp cznnpthina rf-.m4rk-
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able. The waiters had gone. The five of them had the enormous place to

t hensel ves. "I think you did wonderfully," the princess said. She seened to be
serious, but she saw his skepticismand sniled. "Jathro?" "Hi ghness?" "How
woul d you rate Doctor-M ster-Hubbard' s performance?" "He astonished ne,"the
man with the beard said. He was trimand snooth and dapper, everything Cedric
was not. "I thought the nob was going to riot and throw things. He didn't |ose
his head at all. | was inpressed.” "Jathro knows," Alya said. "He's a
politician. He makes his living rousing rabbles. Don't you, Jathro?"

Jathro responded with an exasperated sigh. "Highness. . . "But was Cedric
right,"” Alya asked earnestly, "when he suggested that this shanmbles of a
nmeeting was a big accident? You're the political expert. Tell us." "Princess!
Anything said in this building will be nonitored. The director-" "This," she
told himsternly, "is inportant!" .He blinked at Cedric with doubt. "It is?"
"It is."

Doubt becanme strong dislike. "You' re sure?" he asked the girl. "I'mcertain!
Now tell us." Jathro scratched his beard, glanced at the watching guards and

t he di stant doorway, and then sighed again. "Very well. No, he was wong. Dr.
Hubbard is one of the great m nds of our age. She does not nake m stakes on
that scale. She was thoroughly enjoying herself. Didn't you see how she was
enj oyi ng hersel f' ? What ever happened, she had planned it down to the | ast
cough. It was a deliberate slap in the face for everyone in the roomincludi ng
her boss and former |over, the @cretary CGeneral. She spat on the nassed nedi a

of the world. Incredible! I would not have believed it possible. Did you
choose that suit, Deputy?" "Huh9" "That green nonstrosity-did you choose the
color?" "Er, no." "Don't be jealous. Jathro," Alya said sharply. "Cedric

didn't ask to be nade a deputy. He wasn't told anything about this in
advance-were you?" "No," Cedric said, stuffing lettuce in his mouth with the
ent husiasmof a caterpillar. He liked lettuce. It had been underneath the
fruit.

Jathro nodded. "The hair was just luck, | suppose, and the fingernails; but
the bright green was a masterful touch. In English the color green carries
connotations of immturity, H ghness. You were sent up as a human insult, M.
Hubbard. "

Cedric sneaked an unobtrusive look at his nails. They were even worse than
usual . Dam! Grls noticed hands. "Wy they didn't tear you in half | can't

guess, " Jathro added with interest. "But tonight's newscasts will." "Wy?"
Al ya asked. "Wy did she?"
Again Jathro sent a fidgety glance toward the door. "I have no idea. | am

conpletely baffled. BEST is reported to be stepping up the pressure on her
and the Chanber is threatening to replace the U N altogether. If Hastings
W | oughby and the U.N. fall, then 4-1 will certainly go al so. BEST and the

Worl d Chanber will take over. Hubbard Agnes will be lucky to reach jail in one
pi ece."

Cedric exchanged puzzled stares with the princess. "Then how did today hel p?"
he asked. "Wy did Gran do this?" "l told you-1 don't know. Short of public

nmurder, it was about the worst thing she could have done. She played right
into Grundy's hands. Renenber, while the General Assenbly is officially a
coll ection of governnent representatives, in practice the delegates and their
backers are bribed and coerced into giving Hastings his own way. He is puppet
master of the world-or he was, until today. Now he's a public sucker."

He pondered a nonent. "Gundy's anbition is to unionize

4-1. For years BEST has been urging the nations to replace Hubbard as
director. Hastings has defended her, using the noney she plucks off Stellar
Power. They have been a great partnership, those two, for nost of this
century. After today's performance, though, he will not he able to resist the
pressure. The media will be after her scalp, claimng she is senile or insane.



Hm too." "Hastings was not part of it?" Alya asked. "No, no! He bl anched
when she sprang the trap. White-eyes' faces are very revealing. You saw he was
a broken man. He could not have known what she was pl anni ng. She duped him
nore than anyone. He nust have expected sonething el se, probably sonething
that would help himout of his own troubles. Instead she will drag him down
with her." Jathro shook his head sadly; but he had enjoyed his own | ecture.
Alya beaned up at himin reward. "How do you know all this?"
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"I watch the news as you do," he said sourly. "Newscasters don't report this
sort of thing!" "Listen to what they don't say and watch what they don't

show. " "Great! 1'll remenber. And our business?"

1 woul d guess that we have about a week. | give her that long, but very little
note. Grundy will be starting his noves already. " "Gundy is BESTT' Cedric
was struggling to followit all. The information was interesting, but not

i medi ately hel pful.

Jathro nodded. "G undy julian Wagner. He and your grandnmother have been deadly
enem es for years. She will not allow a nmenber of BEST into Cainsville."
"BEST's only a union," Cedric said, crunching celery. There was not hing el se
left oil the tray. "How can 'a union-" "G undy can. Five years ago he wthdrew
all technical expertise fromltaly. He threw the whole country back to the

M ddl e Ages inside a week. People were dying in the streets.” "I didn't -know
that!" "It wasn't reported-the nmedi a need engi neers and technicians, also.

Si nce then, though, no governnent has argued with

rundy. Nobody can." "And now he's going to make them vote agai nst G an, and
the nedia will hel p?"

Jathro barely nodded at that repetition of the obvious. "Maybe she has -one
crazy," Cedric said glumy. "Seventyfive?" That seemed an incredible age.
"Trust her!" Alya said firmy. "We'll all have to trust that she knows what
she's doing."

Cedric was not sure he could do that-not after what had just been done to him
"Then l et us go and see what she wants with us"' Jathro said urgently.

Alya rose and lifted the enpty tray from Cedric's knees. "Wat are you going
to do?" she asked. Miuttering thanks, he clanbered to his feet. She was not as

tall as he had hoped-bui not small' And still delicious. He ought to be.
feeling nervous around a princess, but he could not help wondering if that
snmle neant that she liked him .. too. Dreaner! "I don't know. Try to do the

job she gave ne, and see if she was serious."

Jathro belLlan to wal k, but Alya did not, so he stopped. "Were are you goi ng
to begi n?" she asked Cedric.
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,,Wth System | suppose.”

71ben they all noved, Bagshaw and the other guard, also. Cedric was trying to
pl an what he nust do in the absurd job he had been given, but it was not very
easy to concentrate on that with a scrunptious princess wal king at his side.
They coul d have hel d hands-her el bow was very close to his wist. Then they
reached a conmset on the wall. The Jathro man had arrived at the door. Finding
hi nsel f al one, he growl ed and strode over to join them "H ghness! Director
Hubbard ---- 2

"Ch, plug up!"™ Alya said absently. "You go talk to her."

Jathro took a very deep breath, as though dealing with a wayward child. "She
has ei ght candidates for you to choose from" "So? | already know that. | know
which one I'Il choose." "You do? That list? You said--2'" "I lied." Alya was
keepi ng her eyes on Cedric-which was flattering, but too distracting to be
much hel p

He chewed a knuckl e, wondering where to start. He would have to have sonet hi ng
ready for ten o' clock the next nmorning, even if it was only a suicide note.
And Eccl es Pandora had hinted at sone extra treat up her sleeve. He nust not
forget that nasty threat. "Even so," Jadiro said. "Comon courtesy--2

Cedric | ooked to Bagshaw. "How do | go up to ny work grade?"

Most of the bull's face was hidden by his helnet, and the rest of it was just
shiny plastic, too, "First time it balks you say, 'Override.' But anything you
do after that may get tattled to your granny. " "How do | turn it off again','
"Say 'normal grading' -or wait five minutes. It downgrades automatically."
Cedric nodded. Then his eyes went back to Alya. "Ch-sir?" Her dinples did

| ovely things when she sniled. "I'm supposed to play host for you, Alya. |'m



not doing a very good job, amI?"
She smled. "How | ong have you been here?" Again Cedric | ooked to Bagshaw, who
said, "About three hours." "Then we arrived at about the same tinme. You can't

know this place any better than | do." "True. But--2' "Your Highness.. ."
Jat hro sai d.
Al ya nodded. "I nust go." She took Cedric's hand and squeezed it. "See this?"

She
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pointed to a brooch on her left breast. It showed a double helix, outlined in
gens. She clung to his hand still. "Pretty," Cedric said doubtfully. "Looks
l[ike DNA." "It's the-" Alya gave hima puzzled | ook. "For someone who cl ainms

he doesn't have grade school, you know some odd things. wat ch a | ot of
hol 0. There's educational stuff there, if you hunt for it." He felt his face
go pink again, because that sounded as though he were trying to sound snart.
He knew he was not smart. "Mrfm Well, this is the national synbol of Banzarak
a cobra and a silken rope."

He stooped to peer at it, less conscious of what it |ooked |like than of where

it was. The snake was done in eneralds, and the rope in dianpnds. "It's a very
old symbol ," Alya said. "It---2" "Highness!" Jathro growl ed a war ni ng.

Alya hesitated. "That is not your secret to reveal!" the bearded man said
sharply

Her chin cane up and she net his eye, but she seened |less certain that she had
been before. "I think it's inmportant!" She turned to Cedric again. "For

hundreds of years there was a tradition in nmy fanmily. Wen a prince or
princess came of age, and agai n whenever the throne came vacant, then he or
she-" "Hi ghness, please!" Jathro stepped close, openly threatening. "There are
ot hers present."

Alya ignored him fixing Cedric with her cryptic dark eyes and speaki ng
rapidly. "He was presented before. the people-or she was, ori2inaliv. After
Islamcane, it was only the men." "Islan®?" "In 1413. Never mnd that. There
were two clay pots-"

Ping! A holo of Hubbard Agnes glared out fromw thin the conset. "That w ||l
do, Princess."

She had changed from her blue suit to a | ooser one in -gay. She sat in a
swivel chair with her back to the big pentagonal table that Cedric had seen
earlier. Her expression was frosty, to say the |east.

Alya flinched and then rai sed her hands to her face and bowed. "God be with
you, Director." "And with vou. Your H ghness. You were about to be indiscreet.
Cedric had thought that eavesdroppi ng was not good manners. Apparently
grandnmot hers had ot her rules.

Al ya hung her head, avoiding the ol der woman's col d gaze. "It seened inportant
to ne." Then it was Cedric's turn to endure the freezing inspection. "Indeed?
That is a conplication | had not anticipated. You must not let recreation
interfere with business. Mreover, there are others present. | have utnpst

confidence in the discretion of both Dr. North and Dr. Bagshaw, and | adnit
that Cedric's brief career seens inpressive so far. But there are sone secrets
that it is dangerous to know, Your Highness." "Yes, Director.” "You will do
nobody a favor by sharing that one."™ "I amsorry. | will be nore cautious in
future."” "Very well." Hubbard Agnes seened pleased. The tip of her tongue

noi stened her pale, dry lips. "Cedric.. you handled those nerds nmuch better
than | expected." "You hoped they would eat ne alive?"

The col d blue eyes snapped hima |look that felt like a slap in the face. "If
you don't want to paddle, you can always swim" "lI'msorry, G andnother."
"Very well. What are you planning?" "They want access to System™

H s grandmot her wi nced as though in pain. "Talk to Lyle." "Lyle?" "Dr. Fish
The one you tried to shake hands wi th when he wasn't here, remenber? If |

al | ow t hose busybodies into System then they'll flood us with computer
viruses. But if Lyle says he can do it safely, then go ahead."

Cedric's heart junped. That felt very good indeed. "And | need advice! Aren't
there consultants-" "Talk to Personnel."

That was the | echerous bouncy bl ack woman, Cedric renenbered-Dr. Wheat!l and.
Just thinking of her was enough to make himsquirm But Gan had not thunped
hi m down yet; he began to feel hopeful. "Mney? How much can " Spend what ever



you can justify. You have credit nowfor God's sake get sonme decent clothes."
That was deliberate unfairness. "And get ny hair cut?" "If you hurry' you can
do both before the four o' clock lev." "The | ev?" Cbviously he was being
stupid. She was not giving himtine to think straight.
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"You have taken on a conmitnment for ten o' clock tonorrow, so you had better go
on up to Cainsville tonight. Princess A yawe expect a wi ndow to Rhine at about
two hundred hours. | want you to inspect it."

Alya flinched and gl anced at Jathro, who said nothing. "I do not think Rhine
is important, Dr. Hubbard." Hubbard Agnes rose from her chair. She was taller
than Alya. "Are you quite certain? It is a very prom sing candi date."

ya hesitated. "You know the stakes, child." Alya nodded unhappily. "I had best
be certain." She glanced at Cedric, but was given no chance to speak. "Come to
my office and we shall discuss the next few days' program Cedric-do whatever

you feel is right. If you make a mstake I will throw you away |ike a gum

wr apper . "

Cedric boiled over. "Toss ne out a seventeenth-story wi ndow?" "Mat mi ght be a
ki ndness," his grandnother said caMy. "If you |l ose this job, you can
anticipate a career in organ donation." "Grandfather--2' "He is a rusted

bucket. Your High--2

Cedric raised his voice over hers. "But is he ny grandfather? How cone | was
bomfive years after ny parents died?"

She | ooked at him as though he had just puked all over hinmself. "Your father's
estate cane to ne. It consisted of six dirty shirts and a frozen enbryo. | had
that thawed out and put in a utervat to see what it nmight grow into. That was
twenty years ago, and I amstill waiting for the answer."

110h. 11 "Is that all?" "Al?" "I just thought," his grandnother said, "that
you m ght want to thank ne." "Thanks for everything-"

H s sarcasmwas ignored. She smiled in mirthless satisfaction, and her eyes
went back to Alya. "Cone to my office now, Your H ghness. W have nuch to

di scuss. "

Al ya reached out and squeezed Cedric's arm and wal ked away w t hout | ooking at
him Jathro and the femal e guard foll owed.

Just in time, Cedric renmenbered another problem "G an, Eccles Pandora hinted
t hat she has sonething special planned for tonight. It sounded |ike nore than
just your press conference."

Agnes sniffed. "Indeed? Well, | don't think we need worrj

about it yet. WSHB managenent "rill cc-tainly run it through their System The
S'rategy routines will reconrnerid. waiting until tonmorrow, or later. Two
bonbshel s in one dav would be a waste.” "You kPow what it is?" "l can guess.

I knew a coin has been stelen. | wasDt certain who had bought it. Agam talk

to Fish." , The door had closed. Only Cedric and Bagshaw remained in the big
room "Gan?"

She si ghed a what now sigh. "Yes?" "Wiy did you do that to ne? Wiy nake a foo
of me like that, and of all those inpodant peo-ple, tou?"

For a no-ment he thought she was not going to answer at all. Then she said, "I
can't exulain. If "it niakes you feel any better, you al nost ruined

everyt hing." "Wat? How?"

She replied. with grimanusenent, "By being a lot nore. of a man than |
expected. | was really hoping that you' d start weeping. Try to do better in
future."” "You wanted nme to fail ?"

She shrug-ged and vani shed. The cornset was a -gray blank. "Bitch!" Cedric
said. "You just worked that out?" Bagshaw said. "Yes." Cedric sighed. He had a

lev to catch, no tinme to rest or relax, "I need clothes."
The bull nodded inpassively. "Noboddy carries your size, halfpint, but you can
choose style and fabric here, and they' |l be, made and waiting for you in

Cainsville." Yet he did not nove.

He was waitin(y for Cedric to do or say something nore

O course. Cedric switched to cornmand tone. 'Avstem |s nmy DNA on file?"

*' Nucl ear DNA and mitechondrial DNA both," the twangy Eastern voice said. "Do
vou have DNA, for Hastinls WIIlougbbY onfilc'" "I have three persons by that



nane on record.” There was a hint of smug satisfaction in the tone. This
System had traces of personality; it -made Meadowdal e's seemvery primtive.
"The Secretarv CGenew .

This time the answer cane in a hollow echo through Cedric's ear patch.
"Infortriation confidentiall to G ade Two."

Cedric was graded to One. -Override. "
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"Affirmative." "Analyze his chrompbsonal DNA and mine. Report how similar they
are." "Stand by." He heard quiet resignation- much work to do.

Cedric waited, his heart thunping. If his grandnother had lied to him and if
his use of override was reported already, she would surely intervene. He
twitched inmpatiently. Wiy so |long? "DNAl's pretty conplex stuff," Bagshaw
remarked. "It'Il take a while." "Comparison conplete,"” the ghostly voice in
Cedric's ear said. "Analyses are identical to three decimal places."

Cl one! He was Hastings WIIoughby's clone. Bagshaw coul d not have heard, but
he apparently saw Cedric's face change, for he turned away toward the door so
qui ckly that he m ght have been hiding a snmile

I

Naucl Cai nsville, April 7

FoR sontE TnE Al ya had been wal ki ng al ongsi de Jathro, follow ng the solid bulk
of North Brenda, but she had been lost in thought, unaware of her
surroundi ngs. An escal ator broke the steady pace and al so broke her reverie,
and it was then that she noticed the expression on Jathro's face. "It was not
sex!" she snapped in sudden fury.

H s moustache withed in a sneer. "Ch-forgive ne!" Damabl e mal e pig!' He

| ooked so smug, so sure of his erroneous presunption, so unbearably
superior-and then her anger turned and sl ashed back at herself. Wiy should she
care what that grubby hack was thinking? Let himwallow in his prejudices! Let
hi m assune that everv woman was a natural wanton, and that this one was

pl anning to junp into Hubbard Cedric's bed at the first chance she got. Wy
shoul d she care.?

O course, she had chumm ed up very close to the boy-but never mnd! Jathro
repel l ed would be one less worry. It would take himoff her hands-and vice
ver sa.

Normal Iy she woul d not have given a second thought, or even a first thought,
to what m ght be churning inside Jathro's narrow

little m nd. Today she was just edgy because she was jet-lagged, and because
she was tired, and because-because the pain was
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com ng back. The buddhi had its claws in her again. Every step away from

Hubbard Cedric was making it worse.

She felt a need ... It was not sex! He was an ungrooned, overgrown W sp,

ungainly and i mmature. Alya had enjoyed nen in the past and hoped to try out

two or three nore before she made a final selection, but she could guess how

t hat young gi ant woul d approac@ | ovenaki ng. Mud westling would hold nore

appeal .

It was certainly not a desire for friendship. They had nothing in common. She

could converse on al nbst any subject on Earth, and Cedric would be ignorant in

all of them Not his fault, of course, that he had been reared inside a crate.

But not hers, either. Buddies they could never be.

It was not sone perverted nother instinct, either. He radiated | oneliness and

rejection. He needed sonebody to conb his hair and pat himon the back when he

tried hard, and steer himtoward civilization. But not Alya! Mdtherhood and

its troubles could wait.

It was not even admiration, although he had di spl ayed an astoni shing courage

before an angry nob. Despite his youth, his ludicrous costune, and his jungle

hairstyl e, that boy had been nore inpressive than his grandfather, Hastings

W | oughby, the celebrated political w zard. Boys did not do what he had done
but admiration woul d not explain her strange |onging.

No, it had to be the buddhi. Close to Cedric it |let her breathe again. Away

fromhim it tormented her. Sonmehow he was inportant.

She could not help that. And then Cedric was driven fromher nmind as she found

hersel f being ushered into the spine-chilling presence of Hubbard Agnes.

The office was | arge and five-sided, containing only the wi de pentagonal table

and some chairs. Two of the walls were conmsets, the biggest Alya had ever

seen. They displ ayed a breat htaki ng seashore- nmjestic high waves breaki ng and

hurling spray, rolling up on a glistening beach that curved away into far

di stance. She could hear a very faint soundtrack, as though muffled through

thick glass, and the effect was so realistic that she could al nost snell the

salty tang. A backdrop of high frondy trees | ooked like palnms tossing in the

wi nd, but the sky behind them had an uncanny purple tinge. "You like it, Your

H ghness?" the director inquired, sonmehow rmanagin,g to make the sinivle

Question condescendi nf,

"Very much. Not Earth, though. That's a stable beach profile.

I'"'mtoo young to renmenber those."

Al ya thought she had won that round. She took a chair next to Jathro but did

not move it close to his. She had no intention of |letting Hubbard Agnes

intimdate her. Well, not nuch, anyway. She tried not to renenber that

Di rector Hubbard ate presidents and generals raw

There were six of them gathered around the big table-Aya herself, and Jathro,

and his two political sidekicks from Banzarak, who were staying silent as

nonentities should. Mala had been left outside. For the Institute there was

only O d Mther Hubbard-but then the door closed behind Dr. Devlin Gant, the

Ki ng of the Rangers hinsel f.

He bent lowto tickle the back of Alya's hand with his nmoustache. He

sniffliled at her. He | ooked her over with rmuch the same anal yti cal

specul ative gaze that Cedric had used. In Cedric it had been a curiously

i nnocent and unconscious | echery, and rather flattering. In Devlin it was not

i nnocent, and it rmade her flesh creep. Conpared to Devlin, Jathro was a

bl ushing virgin. Kas had warned her about Devlin.

The door was cl osed, the neeting brought to order. Bargai ning was about to

begin. That was Jathro's problem There were sone prelimnary pleasantries:

inquiries about Piridinar's health., and about Kas ..

Al va wondered what col or woul d seem best on two neters of nop handle with

ochre hair, and how that hair would look if decently styled. Then she saw that



Hubbard was addressing her. "Your brother's call was not unexpected, W have a
feast of Class Two worlds on our hands just now, a surfeit. W have never had
so many. The last three years have been sparse. and suddenly we are del uged.
The obvi ous probl emis-which one do you want ?"

Ti ber. "W are using river names again now. W have ei ght worlds under
scrutinv-Nile through Usk. Grant, would you review them quickly ior Her

H ghness?"

Bl ue-gray, to match his eyes, Alya decided; those big round Nordic eyes.
Devlin showed teeth fromear to ear. "Delighted! Wth the exception of Rhine,
nost of these seemto be short-period bodies. You do understand, Princess,
that since both the Earth and the target world are noving, and since certain
wave functions nust
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be in phase, our effective access is restricted to the brief repeatng periods
we call 'w ndows' ?"

Al ya nodded again. O course, Cedric mght look real cute in dark blue, to set
of f that baby's-bottom conplexion. " estimate Rhine at eight days,
approximately. That's why we are anxious for you to take a |l ook at it

toni ght-1ast chance for a week. Po is the shortest-it's lining up at
twenty-hour intervals, and the windows are already shrinking. If you choose
Po, then you'll give me serious problens."” Devlin smiiiled again. "Wat Dr.
Devlin means," Hubbard interTupted acidly, "is that we just do not have tine
to run a thorough check on Po and | ater transmense a significant nunber of
peopl e there. We believe that three thousand is about the m ni mrum viabl e

pl antation."

Al ya shuddered. She was to be responsible for three thousand lives? "Mre is
better, of course,” Devlin said, keeping his glittery snake eyes on her. "W
managed forty thousand for Etna." "Orar?" It had been Orar who had gone to

Et na, five years before. Happy, |aughing Orar! She had never known anyone nore
stubbornly joyful than Qmar-until his call had cone. Like her, he had endured
a day or two of nmoping and rising strain, and then he had been gone, and Oh,
the hole his passing had left in her life! It had been then, at fourteen, that
Alya had first really felt the agony of the buddhi, the first tine she had
truly understood that one day it would carry her away al so. "Yes," Hubbard
agreed, her blue eyes lancing across the table at Alya. "Prince Orar. W rnust
assune, Your Hi ghness, that he lives on, that the col ony prospers. W have no
reason to believe otherwise in his case.”

Al ya shivered again. "Do you sonetines?" Hubbard pursed her |ips, then spoke
cautiously. "Never since your fam |y becane involved. In a couple of our early
attenpts, before we knew all the gruesone tricks that Nature can playCak, for
exanpl e. You have heard of Oak." "Cedric's-your sonT

It was old history-but had Hubbard ever shed tears? "Yes. My son. W were

al nrost at the end of the string. The planting was conplete- sixty-five hundred
and supplies. Then the lab reports showed excessive concentrations of organic
ant i nony conpounds. No one had thought to check for those. Antinony is an
elenent similar to arsenic in its toxic effects.”

After a nasty silence, Alya said, "You could not bring them back?"

"There was no tinme." Hubbard was being clinical, as eno-

tionless as stainless steel. WAs she testing? "W had two nmore w ndows, of a
few m nutes each. W sent all the relevant information, of course, and what
supplies we thought night be effective. Then contact was | ost. W have never
reestabli shed contact, with that or any other world. Qur probing is basically
random you know. "

She was trying to frighten Alya, or judge her dedication. "And the antinony
woul d poi son then?" "Unless it was a local problemand they managed to nove to
some other area free of the contam nation. W never have tinme to explore nore
than a tiny fraction of a world." "But you had tine to say goodbye, in
effect,” Alya said, wanting to crack the nmetallic facade. "Wy did you not at
| east rescue your own son and his pair?" "I tried. O course | tried! They
refused to | eave the others

There was no feeling there at all, except maybe contenpt for stupidity. "So

t oday, when you reported that eighty-six people have died in the Institute's
expl orations --2

"The true nunber can never be known." Hubbard Agnes sniled her ghoulish smle
"Qt her plantings nust have failed after we |lost contact. It is inevitable.

am surely one of the great mass murderers of history." "So you see, Your

H ghness," Devlin said in his greasy voice, "how vital it is that we

i nvest-gate these candid@-e worlds as quickly and thoroughly as possible.
Nile we may di scard. It is strictly dass Three, of scientific



interest only. Orinoco | ooks good, very good. | aminclined to think that Po
i s hopel essthere just is not enough time. Even |leaving Po out, we face a

severe shortage of equiprment and trained personnel.” "Tiber," Alya said
mserably. "It's Tiber." Jathro's shoe sl amed hard agai nst her ankl ebone, too
| at e.

Devlin and Hu@ard gl anced at each other. "You are sure, child?" the director
said. "Certain. | sawthe list. That name crawl s off the paper at ne.,,

ne ol d woman nodded in clamry satisfaction. "And your brother called a few
hours after we made first contact. Usk canme later. Well, that hel ps. G ant,

you had better keep your best for Tiber. But do not neglect the others."
Devlin | eaned back and beamned toothily. "Wo knows? 'W may have hit on two
Cl ass One worlds at once?"
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"Possible, | suppose.” "I had better get away to Cainsville as soon as
possi bl e, then?" Alya resisted a tenptation to push her chair back. "If | am
to do whatever it is you want with Rhine in the mddle of the night. I'm
feeling jet-lagged." "I was hoping we m ght have di nner together. You can go
on the ten o' clock lev." The snowhaired bitch smled her thin-lipped smle
Trapped! "I was hoping to travel with Cedric," Alya admtted. "Wiit, please!"

Jathro said angrily. "W have certain arrangenments to negotiate yet."

But Alya had cut the ground from under himby revealing that nane.

Dr. Hubbard made a faint shruggi ng gesture. "The arrangenents are fairly
standard now, Your Excellency. You choose the first five hundred, and we the
next five thousand. . . W can discuss this again when we know whi ch NSB we
shal | be col oni zi ng-how long its wi ndows are, how frequent, and how stable
What is the Tiber schedule, G ant?"

Devlin had his facts to hand. "W caught a shadow contact on April second.
First focused contact at those coordinates came on the fifth. W opened a
Class Two file right away and transmensed a robbie. It's very Earthlike-
gravity, oxygen, tenperature. In fact, next to Orinoco, it's the obvious

candi date. W expect to nmeet up with it again tonmorrow, around noon." "WAxing
or wani ng?" Jathro asked. "Can't tell yet." Devlin favored Alya w th anot her

| eer. "He neans, are the wi ndows grow ng |onger or shorter?" "I know " She did
not care about any of that. She cared about Tiber. and the thought of seeing
it tonorrow was like air to a wonan drowni ng. But nostly-right now, before
anyt hi ng-she wanted to go in search of a certain overgrown adol escent. She
wanted to hold his hand. She was crazy. He was | eaving on the four o'clock

| ev.

Jathro was glaring nurder at her. Poor Jathro! "We' Il have every telenetry
gadget ready to go," Devlin prom sed Agnes, "plus a full overnighting
expedition. I'Il rip that planet to shreds for you - "

Dr. Hubbard rose gracefully. It was inpossible to believe she was so old. "I
expect no less. Thank you all. This neeting can adjourn, but | wi sh a private
word with the princess.-

Two t housand years of royal bl ood be damed-pri ncess be damed-t here was no
doubt who rul ed here.

"Wait!" Jathro banged a fist on the table. "W nust discuss

this matter of refugees. Banzarak is a small and a poor country, Director. It
has suffered grievously. Yes, many of its citizens have been allowed to
emgrate to better worlds-but it has done far nore than its share for refugees
fromother lands. W have alnpbst a million in our canps now. They out nunber
the natives! Yes, the Institute has hel ped generously, but noney does not

sol ve everything."

Hubbard frowned, as though that were heresy. "It is essential,"” Jathro
protested, his voice rising, "that the refugee portion of the planting this
time be taken from canps in Banzarak. W can no longer-" "Talk to Dr.
Wheat | and! " the director snapped, cutting himoff wthout nmercy. "I repeat
that details can be better discussed when we have nore data."

Jathro tried to protest nore, but Devlin's powerful hand assisted himfromhis
chair. WIlling or not, he departed, his two flunkies scurrying after, not
havi ng spoken a word. Alya felt Iike a gnat stuck in a web as she watched the
door close, |leaving her alone with the all-powerful Hubbard.

The director sat down and stared thoughtfully at that door. "Your friend shows
great comnpassion for refugees," she nurnured. "He has anbitions,"” Alya said.
Hubbard studi ed her for a nmoment, and then something like real anusenent
touched her face, revealing ghosts of excised winkles. "Do they include
yoursel f, by any chance?" 'Ye s "Ch, really!" Hubbard shook her head in
disbelief. "Tell ne@"He has a big following in the canps,"” Alya said glurnly.
"And in the country. If he can arrange for a large contingent from both-and



all others will be fragnented, is this not so? Many groups from many pl aces?"

Hubbard nodded, still armused. "So he will have a working plurality? He thinks
that that, plus a royal wife. , ."

Al va nodded, and found herself returning a smle. "Exactly," "I do not think
he quite appreciates ihe problenms he will face. " "Probably not," Al ya said.
"He"s smart, but very linmted-a child of the slunms. He cannot inagine a world
that is not confined and bounded. | nean, people don't |ive under denagogues

from choi ce, do they?"
In frontier worlds there. could be no kings, no tyrants: barely
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even civic mayors. Anyone trying to seize power would find hinself a | eader
with no followers.

Then Al va reahzed that she was next itemon the agenda. Hubbard was eval uating
her, not Jathro. She dropped her eyes and vowed to guard her tongue nore
careful ly.

The carpet under the table showed patches wom by years of feet. The office was
unusual |y austere and frugal for a person as pronminent as the director of 4-L
"Your presence at the news conference today was a surprise to nme, Your

H ghness. "

Not since she was a tiny child being handl ed by gigantic adults had Alva felt
so hel pl ess, so conscious of unlimted power. That dangerous ol d worman coul d
do whatever she chose-and woul d. Al va kept her head down and sai d not hi ng.
"\What provoked your attendance? Intuition?"

Al va nodded. "And what exactly has ny grandson got to do with you?" "You
treated himabom nably." Alva forced herself to neet the basilisk scrutiny.
"Yes, | did. What has that to do with you?" "I don't know. But it has."
Hubbard' s eyes narrowed and she tightened her lips. "What were. you doi ng?"

Al va demanded. "Testing hin?" The old woman breathed a ghost of a laugh. "He
hardly ranks a test on the scale of what happened today. Did you understand
his remark about seventeen stories?"

Al va shook her head. "Last naht he blundered into danger. Early this norning
Dr. Bagshaw rescued him but in the process he was forced to drop Cedric
fifty-five nmeters out a wi ndow. He was strapped inside an annored box at +he
time. yet that sort of experience could easily turn a man into a gi bbering
nmoron. Cedric. | aminformed. merely conplained that he had not been warned
what to expect." "Is that what you're trying to do--tumhiminto a gi bbering
nor on? Because vou made another trv at it this afternoon, didn't you.
Hubbard's thin smle nocked Alva's an-ger. "In Cedric's case it would seemto
be inpossible."

Time was running out-Alya could feel it. The lev would go without her. But she

had to ask. "Wat do you nean?" "It is a conplex story. May | offer you sone
refreshment? Coffee' W ne' The old witch was picking at Alva's inpatience
i ke a hangnai l
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:'"No, thank YOU- 11

"Very well. What | told Cedric was the truth. He was sired by ny son on

Di ckson Rita Vossler. As a zygote, he was renmpoved fromhis nother's uterus and
frozen. Common enough procedure nowadays, of course. In Cedric's case, his
parents went to Oak, where they alnost certainly died. Mst of our clients
simply vani sh, but in John's case | had already arranged a cover story about a
broken string and a | ost expedition. W do that for anyone whose absence may
be noticed."

The Banzaraki royal famly did the same. Orar had "drowned while fishing." In
a few days or weeks, Kas would find a convenent air crash or hotel fire, and
the country would officially moum Alva. "So, ironically, John did die-and in
what may have been the only sentinmental action of nmy life, | had the enbryo

t hawed out and brought to termin vitro." Hubbard smiled that razor-thin snile
of hers again. "A foolish inmpulse? You think | felt a debt to nmy son?" "I

doubt that nmy opinion is relevant, Director.” "Or wel cone. Anyway, | had
Cedric salvaged and reared." :'Reared in an organage!" 'Don't jump to

concl usions! " Hubbard's voice cracked Re a rifle. "There are a thousand worse
pl aces for a child than Meadowdale. It is one of the best foster honmes in the
country. Some of the children are exactly what they seemthe offspring of

prom nent persons who cannot otherw se guarantee their safety. They are given
a very healthy upbringing, with as nmuch outdoor activity as nmodemclinate
permts."

Alva's temper sprang up and tranpl ed caution underfoot. "Sone are? But npst of



the inmates are clones, aren't they? Being raised as neat, as spare parts! And
the healthy exercise is designed to produce strong organs for autografts!”
Hubbard di sm ssed that irrelevancy with a shrug. "Buying organs on the open
market is expensive. Rejection is always a danger. So is di sease. The children
are well |ooked after." "Physically!" A va shouted, "Looked after
physical l y-fed and exercised Re horses! But their minds are deliberately
retarded. You al nbost won a Nobel Prize, and your grandson probably can't even
read!"

For the first tine she had penetrated the ice-Hubbard had felt that thrust,

but her voice went quieter, not louder. "His father westled |livestock. |I told
you that Cedric was a foolish inmpulse on nmy parL | threw out ny son's old
underwear; | should have
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had his genital excretions flushed down the sewer."

Al ya was beyond speech. Hubbard | eaned back in her chair and studied Alya
thoughtftilly. "This intuition of yours-have you ever heard of G-PPT" "No. "
"It is arelatively new techni que, Genetic Factor Personality Prediction. It

seeks to estimate a person's character by analysis of his genotype." "Does it
wor k?" "Wthin limts. About three years ago | thought to run it on Cedric's
DNA. " "And?" "He scored high on intelligence, and sociability, and severa

m nor factors. He was | ow on ambition. Very |ow on aggression
Even when Cedric had been angry, he had barely raised his voice. Alya could
not inmagine himwanting to hurt anyone. "A gentle giant!" "Sentinent! | am
tal king science. The truly remarkable feature of his profile was tenacity.
There he registered as high as the test results would go." "Tenacity "A
conpl ex of perseverence, single-m ndedness, and stubborness. "Courage? Wy not
say it-'courage' ?" "Portmanteau term Can't be scientifically defined."

Al ya was being provoked to | ose her tenper. Trouble was, she was going to. "I
know what it is, even if you don't. What about Cedric's tenacity?" "I adnmit
wondered then if | mght have wasted a val uabl e resource.”

God in Heaven! Wy can't she think of himas a person? Hubbard chuckl ed
soundl essly, as though she had heard that thought. "I said that GFPP has
[imtations -that is because inheritance is not everything. W are nolded by
our environnent, also. Indeed, the usual estimate is that nature and nurture
play a roughly equal role in naking us what we are." "You can quantify
environnent?" Alya did not try to hide her skepticism

The ol d woman nodded. "W think so-in this case. Cedric*s background has been
very inpoverished in stinuli. Dr. Wheatland has been encouraging this
research, you understand. It is useful in evaluating potential enployees. She
set up paraneters

STRI NGS

129

to nodel a deprived institutional upbringing, and we ran an HCP -that's a
Hol i stic Character Prognosis." "And what were the results of the experinment
this time?" "Very interesting!" Hubbard spoke as though she were discussing
somet hing pinned to a speci men board. "Apparently organages devel op
self-reliance. His tenacity estimate went right off-scale."” "So?" "So | can
use Hubbard Cedric Dickson wthout fear of reducing himto gibbering
noronshi p. Drop himout wi ndows? No problem Set an angry crowd on hi mwhy
not? He has tenacity, he hangs on. He continues to function. You saw him
today-he's virtually indestructible."

Alya felt ill. She pushed herself to her feet, determ ned to | eave before she
bl urted sonet hi ng dangerous. "I shall go to Cainsville now "

Hubbard stayed sitting, staring across at her with what seened to be quiet
contenpt. "You have mi ssed the point, child." "Wat point?" "That | have pl ans

for Cedric. He is a pawn, but an inportant one.,

Alya | eaned heavily on the back of the chair she had just left and stared into
the hateful, nocking eyes of the evil old wonman.

Mad as a nmoray eel. "A pawn you plan to sacrifice?" "Possibly." "Literally9
Literally sacrifice? Kill hinm/ "If necessary," Hubbard said flatly. "I play
for high stakes. This is the high table, Princess. No nickel bets here. And
sentiment is a small-denonination chip. That is the point you m ssed. Don't

t hrow your heart at ny grandson. You'll only get hurt." "I shall go to
Cainsville now " "I'"mnot finished. | have a question for you. This famly
intuition of yours-1 understood that it only detected personal danger?"

Al ya coul d guess what was comi ng. She waited, pretending that the question had
been only a statenent.

Hubbard frowned, "Well? Is it also self-referent?" "Self what, Director?" "Oh,
don't play dumb bunny with me, girl! Does your inherited intuition also pick
out breeding partners to enhance itself?"

Kas thought it did. Alya shivered. "If it does, then | am noth-
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ing but a pawn al so, a puppet of the buddhi talent, and anything | say on the
subj ect mght be a falsehood."” "I sec." Hubbard considered that, show ng her
lower teeth in the nastiest smle Alya had seen yet. "Well, enjoy ny grandson
whil e you can, Princess. | saw how you kept trying to paw him But renmenber

that he won't be available for very long. You can't have himto keep. He is
not going to Tiber with you, or whatever world you choose. He is nmne to do
with as | please."

She rose, tall and straight in her gray suit, and deadly like a

sword. "I shall give you a world, Princess Alya, and you may play Ms. Mbses
and | ead your people to your prom sed |land. But Cedric stays here. | caused
himto be. He is mne." "You re crazy!" "Many have told ne so. Mst of them
are dead now. "

The Institute had its own |lev station, on a spur fromthe main tube. It ran
private cars nonstop between HQ and Cainsville every two hours, thereby
creating massive inconveni ence for every other user of the artery.

Alya reached the platformwith mnutes to spare, flushed and puffing froman
entirely unnecessary sprint. Flanked by his guard, Cedric stood anong the
crowd, as inconspicuous as a palmtree in a rice paddy. He was wearing a pale
bl ue poncho, and his hair was neatly set in tawny ripples. The doors had just
opened, and he was wat chi ng the passengers energing, so he did not see her
until she reached him He | ooked down then, and joy blazed in his snile
Alya's heart rolled over and subnerged in a swanp of guilt and di smay. She
shoul d have guessed what woul d happen! Hi s grandnother had lied to himand
betrayed him his foster parents had been reveal ed as murderous ghouls, his
chil dhood friends were all foully nurdered-but a pretty girl had smled and
spoken kindly. If he was really nineteen, then he could not be nore than eight
nmont hs younger than she, at the nost-or even slightly older. He nust be. forty
centimeters taller. Yet conpared to her, he was only an overgrown child.

He smiled sheepishly. "Hope you don't nmind the work cl othes. The store had
nothing in-" "Anything but that green! Blue suits you."

He bl ushed, as she had known he woul d, And she felt better already, as she had
known she woul d, just being near him

She felt mean, using himas an antidote.

Then he shyly pulled a single red rose fromunder his poncho and offered it to
her without a word.

Mean? She was as bad as his bitch of a grandnother

The Institute's private |lev caes were considerably cl eaner and nore
confortable than Nauc's usual. Furthernore, a deputy director had status. The
little VIP conpartnent at the front was snappily appropriated by a group of
venerabl e scientists who thought they deserved it nore than Cedric did. His
burly bodyguard expl ained their error. When words failed to convince, he |led
the el dest out by the ear, and the others followed nmeekly. Then Jathro tried
to accompany Alya, and the bull threatened to bumoff his beard with a
torchgun. She suspected that was the bull's own idea, not Cedric's, but Cedric
was grinning gleefully and obviously not averse to having her all to hinself.
Even first-class seating would not normally have been adequate for his |egs,
but when accel eration was over and the seat backs reversed, he stretched out
and laid his astonishingly large feet on the opposite bench. Alya raised the
arnrest between them expecting himto accept that as an invitation, but he
was apparently too shy to believe the signal. At first he made no nove. Still,
just being close to himrelieved her pain.

Supported on magnets and flashing through vacuum at a thousand miles an hour
a lev was normally a snmoother ride than even a super. The Cainsville express
was an exception because it ran nonstop in a tube designed for stops. The
curves were all gentle, but not all had been designed to be taken at ful
speed, and some produced a crushing gee force. On the first bend Cedric tried



to keep his weight off Alya, but on the return she just rel axed and | eaned. He
caught the message and encircled her with a long arm She fitted neatly into
the crook of his elbow, his shoulder a good headrest, if bony.- giants did
have their uses. Thereafter they rocked in unison

And that was the cure she had needed. The |ong arm bani shed the ghosts. The
gnawi ng of her intuition died away at |ast-she was traveling to Cainsville and
cuddl i ng as cl ose to Hubbard Cedric as decency pemtitted, and for the first
time in days she felt peace. A satori never explained, so she could not guess
whv he should matter, but she was very relieved to know that mere proximty
was enough. Watever the buddhi wanted, apparently it was not going to drive
her to coitus with him She was relieved to nmake that discovery -beddi ng
Cedric would be child nol esting.

The conset was show ng scenes of the daylight world above.
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and being ignhored. They tal ked. She queried hi mabout Meadowdal e, and was

i npressed by the range of skills he clainedtracking and shooting and rock
clinmbing and horses and canoeing and cattle. There m ght have been nore, but
he grew shy and asked to hear about Banzarak. "It's a silly little kingdom™"
she told him "Too small to stage a nusical conedy, Kas says. According to

| egend, it was founded by a refugee prince fromlndia, a Buddhist fleeing the
Brahm ns of the Sunga dynasty. That's not very likely, though. How would he
have got to Borneo at that early dateT" "Wen?" "Heavens knows! The tinming is
all confused, but it would have been before Rome becane an enpire. The rea
records only go back a thousand years--2' "Only?" "Alittle nore. Ninth
century in European tally. Anyway, whenever it was, we've managed to maintain
our own identity ever since-2' "How?"

The aptness of his queries surprised her. H's ignorance conceal ed a good m nd
and his naivet6 let himbatter questions at her like a child. "The sultans
were smart, of course." "And the princesses beautiful ?" "That hel ped
sometines."” She told how the | and was threatened now by the rising sea, as
wel | as by the diseases and fanmes, radiation and refugee hordes that were the
bane of the century. She was reluctant to tal k about herself, but he pried,
with sly, penetrating queries. Soon she had adnitted far nore than she had

i ntended about the extent of her travels, her experiences, and even her
studies. "But I'mlike you, really,” she said. "No doctorate; in fact not even

a master's. |I'mashaned! |'mjust a nmental bunbl ebee, buzzing around
col l ecting know edge, " "'What el se," he asked, "apart fromnutrition, soi
chem stry, manne biol ogy, and meteorol ogy?" "Ch, that's about it." "No

geneti cs?"

She knew he nust have felt her twitch. "How d you guess?" "Just seens to fit.
Par asi tol ogy?" "Cedric! How?" He smirked down at her. "Pilgrimclubs. 1've
seen docunentaries on them They have a list of reconmended skills rmuch |ike
that. But why should a princess need to know any of those?"

"I know one skill that you have and didn't adnmit to," she said.

"Cross-exani nation!" And she reached under his poncho and

pi nched him "Arrh!" he said. "Do that again-|lower."

Qovi ously here was one child who woul d not object to nolestation. Alvya

wi t hdrew her hand qui ckly.

An attendant brought a snack and offered drinks. Alya stuck to coffee to
conbat her drowni ng sense of fatigue, while Cedric downed three | arge gl asses
of mlk. He watched surreptitiously how she ate; he copied her. He had had a
mani cure, as well as a haircut.

They tal ked nore. He wanted to be a ranger, he said, even if his father had
not lived to be nore than a trainee. She did not repeat what she had been told
about his father. "Mybe," he said wistfully, "if | do a good job at this
media thing for Gan. . . " He fell silent, in an uncharacteristic brooding.
Tenacity, Alya thought. In one day he had already w thstood shocks that woul d
have broken nost men tw ce his age.

Then her subconscious m nd gave up chewi ng over a problemand tossed it up to
her to deal with. "How, " she asked, "did you know | was going to be on this

| ev? You bought a rose.™

Cedric grinned pinkly. "I knew Gran wanted you to | ook at something called
"Rhine.' That had to be a planet-NSB, | nmean. That neant the lev. | wasn't
sure you'd be on this one." "If | hadn't, would you have waited for the next?"
He turned pinker and nodded. And likely the one after tliat--Cedric was in

| ove. Bagshaw stuck his head in the door. "Evening news coming up. If it's
anything like what they ran earlier, it's a hoot, Wnder where they dig up

t hese cl ewns?" He | eered, and was about to. disappear- "Wait!" Cedric said.
"Anyt hi ng, about the President Lincoln Hotel?" "No." The bull |ooked bl ank
"Shoul d there beT



Cedric pouted, but he voiced the holo on and tuned to 5CBC@ They caught a
brief glinpse of Quentin Peter.. and then a clip of the disastrous press
conterence. It was just as bad as Alya woul d have guessed- Agnes behaving |i ke
a madwonan, and Cedric's shocked young face showi ng white above the nob of
angry ire-porters, like a child standing on a table in the mddle of a riot

i

The clip was cut off as soon as he admitted having no formal schooling, and
bef ore he asked what the nedia wanted fromhim
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That was blatantly unfair, but only to be expected. "So far," a grimsmling
Quentin Peter told the world, "Director Hubbard has failed to refute her
grandson's own assessnment of his qualifications. Her other deputy directors
are believed to earn in the nei ghborhood of two hundred thousand hectos a
year. Not bad for starters, you'll agree! Now, for reaction to this

ext raordi nary appoi ntnent, we go-2

Wth a snort, Cedric shouted the set off. Perhaps he thought he had suffered
enough for one day. "If 1'd known | was being paid that nmuch," he said, "I

m ght have bought you two roses." "Easy cone, easy go," Alya said. She picked
up his hand and kissed it, then laid it firnmly back on the seat.

She wondered if the cabin was bugged and decided it certainly could be. "What
are you going to say at your conmeeting tonorrow?"

He brightened. "I was thinking ... Wat those guys really want is the ronmantic
stuff, right? Gallant rangers adventuring on Cass Two worlds, or even C ass
Threes. Systemcan sort that out and then feed it into a subsystem another
conput er hook-up altogether!" He was obviously excited about this brainwave.

"How woul d that hel p?" Alya asked cautiously. "It can be done on a one-way
downl oad. Then no one can
access ac up ys ini se . e aag g Madowdale to stop the smal

fry scranbling the main board."

She thought about that. Ooviously he had hoped for nore enthusiasm "O
course, we could add other stuff-life stories of the rangers; that sort of
thing '

It would never work. One thread would unravel a sweater. G ven a single bone,
a pal eontol ogi st could reconstruct the whole animal. Wth detailed information
about 4-1's explorations, the media would soon penetrate the secrets that
Hubbard Agnes had defended so | ong-conputers were very good at that sort of
analysis. )& nd of course it was for just that reason that Hubbard had fought
her bitter lifelong battle with the nedia.

But Alya could not tell Cedric all that without revealing the great secret
itself. And she was not going to-not because his grandnmot her had forbidden it,
but because of what he woul d say: Take nme with you.

He was not going. The director's word was law. "It sounds good on the
surface," she said. "Do you want ny advice?" "Please.

"Don't commit to anything at your comeeting. Just listen

That's what it's for, right? Wiy you called it? And don't make any
announcements that your grandnmother hasn't approved first." She nmeant in
writing, but probably even that would not help rmuch. "You think she'd cut ne

off at the knees?" he asked after a while. "I"'mafraid | do. Cedric."” "And
think so, too!" He sighed. "I wish | knew why she's doing this to ne."
So did Alya. Insanity still seened the |ikeliest explanation. Hubbard Agnes

had murdered her son and was puni shing her grandson because of it.

But if Hubbard was insane, how |l ong could she keep control of 4-1? And woul d
Alya be able to escape to Tiber first?

Sonmewhere before it reached the St. Lawence River, the |l ev supposedly
surfaced, but it still ran in a tube and it still had no wi ndows. Cedric
called for exterior viewon the corn. "No vid available,” he was told. "Wv
not ?"

The s no reply -apparently the car's Systemwas to such conpl ex
conversation. "Nothing to ook at, | expect," Alva said sleepily. "It's al
dead rock up here now, I'msure." Wy bother fitting caneras to | ook at that?

And she settled deeper into the crook of Cedric's arm She awoke with a start
and | ooked up to see his smle hanging over her. "I slept?-

11 About an hour." She straightened, rubbing her neck. Usually napping like.

that made her feel terrible, but she felt very good, refreshed, calnmer. Lord
knew she had needed the sleep, "Did | kill your arn®"



He smiled blissfully. "Total gangrene! But the other's |ong enough for two.
"1l get half transplanted."

They had to be al nbst there-Alya saw what could only be Cainsville in the corn
screen. The Institute was an inpressive conplex, as big as a snmall city, but

it was all one giant nachine. a congloneration of spherical dones and dish

ant ennae, nvsten'ous towers and ring structures-a thing unworldly, a dream of
aliens. "That's a sim" Cedric said. "Faked. Aerial view see? But



136

Dave Duncan

nothing can fly over Cainsville, because of the nicrowave beans. It doesn't
even have an airport."

Al ya yawned, which saved her from having to conment, Some hoaxes succeed by
their sheer enormity: If no one can see nore than a small part of it, no one
cae conprehend the whole. As Kas said, an elephant sitting on a skylight is

i nvi si bl e.

It had been the start of deceleration that had wakened her. The |ev was
arriving at Cainsville.

I

Cainsville, April 7-8

NoT LONG AFrER she arrived in Cainsville, Al ya nmade an al arm ng discovery. She
m ght have made it sooner, had she been given a chance to think

But she had no such chance. A phal anx of red-suited bulls whisked her through
security with a mnimum of investigationthe whole conplex was classified as a
safe zone. she was told; she would need no bodyguards while she was there.
Deputy Director Fish Lyle met her at the gate. She did not like him He sniled
with his lips, while the eves behind his thick gl asses | ooked | ong dead.

Possi bly she had nerely been prejudiced by Kas, who clained that Fi;h could
rai se goose bunps on himat fifty paces, and who muttered dark tal es of
nmyst eri ous di sappearances at Cainsville.

Deputy Devlin would be her official host, Fish explained, but he had been

del ayed in Nauc and sent his apologies. Alya offered a silent prayer to
several deities, giving thanks that she had been able to spend the last two
hours with Cedric, rather than with the toothy Devlin G ant.

And then she was introduced to a young man in ranger denins, fair,
fresh-faced, and superficially like an older version of Cedric, but thirty
centimeters shorter, twice as wi de across the shoul ders, and probably

consi derably shrewder, Baker Abel was
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hi s name, Fish said, and he would be party | eader for her expeditionto ... to
wher ever she chose. If either Fish or Baker had been told that Tiber was their
destination, they did not say so-but @ker did say al nost everything el se

i magi nabl e. He started tal king while shaking her hand and did not seemto stop
thereafter. He had a cocky manner, an erratic |linp, and an unending |ine of
banter and conmentary that woul d have done honor to a bazaar horoscope

huckst er.

Rangers were supposed to be strong, silent types, Alya thought-slayers of
fearsone nonsters. This one could have sold the nonsters real estate or talked
theminto vegetarianism He never paused for a reply, so she was relieved of
any duty to nake conversation. Yet he registered her fatigue w thout
commenting on it; he deftly extracted her fromthe nob of obsequious officials
and doting spouses w thout visibly offendi ng anyone, and by snapping a few
sharp words of conmand, he organi zed her and her conpani ons and their baggage
and attendants onto a caravan of golfies and got them noving at once. She
detected a real conpetence behind the juvenile facade.

Wth Alya at his side in the |lead golfie, Baker began a rapid commentary on
the Cainsville conplex, scattering bad w secracks |ike a tour guide-see the
pyram ds by rnoonlight, and they' re even better with your eyes closed. . . nore
than eighty hectares enclosed at Cainsville ... nowhere to wal k a dog-and he
effortl essly spun webs of statistics.

Despite a heavy traffic of vans and bicycles and other golfies, the little
cart built up a considerable speed on the straights, with Jathro and the
others zipping along behind. Systemdid all the steering. "Just tell it where

you wi sh to go, Princess," Baker explained, "and it'll get you there. Hang on
for this curve. Lots of curves, because so many of the buildings are dones.
Forty-two geodesi c domes, and another thirty in plain chocolate. . ." He

prattled on as the caravan wound and tw sted al ong a bewi |l dering variety of
busy arteries. Mdst were |large enough to rank as city streets, but sonetines
Alya found herself hurtling at high speed al ong narrow passageways |ike hotel
corridors, hoping that nobody opened a door in front of her. After the sharper
bends, she would listen for Mala's screans, far behind her. "This nust be a
shortcut," Baker remarked cheerfully. "Can't say |'ve ever cone this way
before. | expect Livingstone Dome's busy just now, with everyone headi ng
hone-whoops!" The golfie skittered on two wheels around a right-angle bend and
shot
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t hrough a doorway that was still opening. "Now this is Lewis and O ark
Done. . ."

Al ya tuned his voice out, hanging on tight and holding a starched snmile on her
face to hide pure msery. Jet lag was really rattling her now. She had been up
all night, in effect, and this was early norning, Banzarak tine, and-and that
was when she made the al armi ng di scovery.

She was in Cainsville, and there was nothing at all she could do about Ti ber
until its wi ndow opened the next day. That shoul d have been enough to satisfy
the nobst relentless intuition. But it was not. Sonewhere during her arrival
she had becone separated from Cedric-who nost |ikely had been officially net
al so, to preserve the fiction that he was a deputy director. So now he was
gone and her dread had returned. She felt a gnawing urge to ask Baker to turn
the golfie and go back; she twitched and itched with the need. Apparently
Cedric had becone a permanent addiction for her

She wondered with sudden dismay if her intuition could be faulty, if it mght
be m sl eadi ng her and everyone el se. That coul d happen. The history of
Banzarak held many tales of sultans or their children being driven mad by a
satori. The warnings were not specific, and they never gave reasons. A sinple
aversi on was easy enough to understand- don't take that plane, you don't want
the fish sauce, stay out of the water today-but sonetimes the urge was not



just a negative, it was a positive command to do sonething, a sonething that
was never specified. Then the victimcould only thrash around, trying
everything possible in the hope that sonething night relieve the prenonition
The urgency night be extreme, the directive inconprehensible -and that

conbi nati on could bring on insanity very quickly.

That was the dark side of the famly gift, an instinct for selfpreservation
bred into her genes by generations of clay pots and cobras, silk ropes and
royal inbreeding. The peopl e of ancient Banzarak had wanted sultans who were
gui ded by the gods to make correct decisions, and so they had devised the
puberty rite of the deadly snake and the harm ess string. The youths who had
chosen wrongly had died. Those with the right hunches had survived to bear
children. Cenetic selection had done the rest, and in tine the Draconian test
had created what it sought to find: an inherited intuition

The sultans had served their land well, and their fanmly, too. By repeated

i nbreedi ng, they had strengthened the gift and also retained it anong their
own relatives. None of them it was said,
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ever swallowed a fish bone. None ever nmet with accidents-except for Alya's own
parents, who had died while rescuing people during the floods of 2040. Kas
swore that they had known what was going to happen and had stayed on to
prevent a panic that m ght have killed thousands nore.

Yet sometines the intuition went beyond the mere avoi dance of danger, as
Hubbard Agnes had guessed. All afternoon Alya had been trying not to think of

Kas's account of his first neeting with Thalia. "lInstant bird song" was the
way he described it.

Cedric had wom an aura of fire. On, hell! He was a nice kid, but unlucky,
unpol i shed, uneducated ... He had nothing to offer except mere physica

sati sfaction. And probably little of that-finesse would not be his forte.

Coul dn't her genes have found someone her own size? And he was not avail abl e
anyway.

"Col unmbus Done," Baker Abel said, bringing Al ya out of her black reverie. The
golfie had come to a stop before a narrow doorway that led into a stairwell
-containing a very curious staircase. "You're not famliar with spiral ators?"
he inquired as Alya hesitated. "Just reach for the handle at the back and junp
in. Nowm" He took her by the waist and lifted her bodily inside. Then he noved
to follow, tripped, and | anded on his knees on the tread bel ow her

He rose, grinning up at her rather sheepishly. "G nmpy leg," he explained. "Not
quite healed yet. Got bitten by a rock. Well, it |looked Re a rock. There
shoul d have been a sign: 'Danger: Do not feed the rocks.™"'

Alya was certainly not famliar with spiral escalators. She watched wth
interest as a doorway to the next floor went curving by and vani shed downwar d.
"What happens at the top?" she asked. "Not sure at all. W sent a guy up to
find out once, but he never cane back. Expect he's still going." "Smartass!"
Baker grinned. "This colum in the mddle is the newel, okay? Wll, there is a
school of thought that says that at the top the steps level out like, an

ordi nary escal ator and then curve around and vani sh into the newel. The treads
are sliding up vertically on the newel tube, you see, and it's the newel
that's doing the turning. The theory is that they flip over and come back down
inside the tube. | don't believe a word of it. It's done with mrrors. Next
door's ours. Stand by to |eap. "

Al ya stepped out ninbly. Baker stunbl ed again and woul d have clutched at her
to steady hinsel f-had she been there. Mreover, in her hasty efforts to help
him she ineptly thunped himon the back of the neck with one hand and behi nd
the bad knee with her foot, and thus spread Baker Abel flat on the rug. And
then she trod on his fingers. "Oh, | amextrenely sorry," Alya said. "That was
clumsy of ne. 11

He scranbl ed up, conpletely unabashed. "Bl ack belt?" "Brown.,, He grinned with
no trace of a blush on his pallid Nordic face. Cedric, had he tried that and
been caught out, would have glowed |ike a neon |anp. Baker Abel was little

ol der, but infinitely nmore confident than Cedric, and his fool ery was hiding
arrogance, not shyness. As he turned to help Jathro and the others energe from
the spiralator, Alya allowed herself a small snile

Baker enjoyed watching her, and she knew that he would certainly accept the
chal l enge and try again for a fast grope as soon as he got the chance, but her
instincts told her that his intent was not serious. H s real interest |ay

el sewhere; his heart was al ready nortgaged

She did not know how far other wonen could judge nmen's intentions, but she had
never been wong yet, so perhaps the buddhi hel ped. Baker would play for fun
with no attenpt to follow through. The antler-noustached Devlin G ant had been
cal cul ati ng when he could nake room for her on his cal endar. To Jathro, she
was a potential neal ticket. Al three men | ooked upon her differently-

And Cedric had fallen hopelessly in | ove the moment she had spoken a kind word
to him



Baker made a sweeping gesture at the room "Circular. You get sick of circles
in this place. This is the guest |ounge, Eating nmachines over there for
snacks. Bar over there. Full cafeteria tw floors down. You eet Room One, of
course, Your Highness. Dr. Jar, Room Two. Grant said he'd call for you at
0200. Until then, what pulls your string? Food, rest, dancing, sw nm ng,
exercise, stanmp collecting?' "Sleep,” Alya said. "Al one?"

At that, of course, Jathro exploded in roars of ponpous indignation, which was
exactly what the jokester had intended.
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be a pain in the posterior, but he had his nonments.

Just after two AM, with the lights dimed to a noody gl oam ng, Al ya found
hersel f being graciously assisted into the down spiralator by Devlin G ant.

Her efforts to sleep had been fruitless. She felt at once hungry and
nauseat ed, exhausted and feverish. She had a headache again, and a hol | ow,
used-up feeling. This journey to inspect a world called Rhine was a totally
usel ess exercise, she was certain. It did not frighten her, nor did it excite
her-it was merely irrelevant. The thought that she woul d see Tiber later in
the day had power to stir her, but even that seemed | ess urgent than sonething
el se ... someone else ... soneone she should go | ooking for. She cursed
herself for being a brainless infatuated ninny even as she knew t hat what she
was feeling had nothing at all to do with conventional physical desire. She
certainly had no patience for the bedroom eyes and predatory scrutinies of
Devlin G ant.

Jathro sat in glowering solitude in a second golfie, while Devlin squired Alya
inthe first. He chattered, although nuch |ess painfully than Baker Abel would
have done. The golfie ride itself was considerably nore sedate-Baker nust have
gi ven System sone very unorthodox instructions on the earlier occasion. "W
shal | be using de Soto done. princess,” Devlin explairied. "W actually have
Si X transnensors operational at the nmonent."

That surprised Alya. 1 thought one was the limt?" He flashed his teeth at

her. "We can only use one at a time. Pronetheus Dome is the power source.

About once an hour Systemturns on that equipnment for a nmonment and cranks the
tenmperature up a few thousand degrees. Stars are easy to find. You would never
want to visit Prometheus. "For exploration work-,, though, de Soto and David
Thonpson are our |argest and best equi pped, but with so many NSBs to

i nvestigate all at once, we may have to use Bering and van Diemen, as well."
Under the orange di mess the passages and halls were eerily barren of traffic.
Alya struggled to suppress yawns. Her eyelids weighed a ton apiece. The golfie
halted at a door for an automated identity check, and Devlin paused in his

| ecture until they were under wav again. "W picked up Rhine's shadow on
prelim scan back in February-we alwavs have a hundred or so |l eads ready to

fol | ow up.
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W' ve only made one real pass at it, and that was nore than a week ago. The
specs | ooked good, and we dropped a robbie. W'Il see what it has to tell us."

The golfies cane to a halt at an arnored door. If the whole of Cainsville was
regarded as a secure area, then sone parts were nore than just secure, for
certainly the men who were rising fromtheir poker game to inspect the
passengers were guards, and there were two nore checks before the drive ended.
Eventual |y Alya found herself being assisted into a personshaped plastic bag.
Apart fromits sickly chem cal odor and a tendency to whistle when she wal ked,
it turned out to be surprisingly tolerable. Its air supply was cool, and it
nmuf f1 ed voices slightly, which was not all a bad thing. It also fended off
Devlin's wandering hands, which was a very good thing. She shuffled al ong

bet ween him and Jathro, both simlarly garbed, heading for the next stage. She
t hought she woul d give anything in the world -in any world-for about a week's
sound sl eep.

They passed t hrough two successive airlocks with circular doors a nmeter thick,
li ke those. on bank vaults, through a decon spray, and finally entered a

gl oony, red-lit control center, |oud with anonynous voices. Devlin guided Al ya
to a couch and then excused hinself to go and attend to busi ness. Fine by her
Jathro sat on her left, being darkly inscrutable, either suppressing
excitement or possibly just sulking over Alya's continuing lack of interest in
him She did not care which. He did offer to find her a coffee. She declined,
wi t hout asking hi m how she could drink one when seal ed i nside a bubble suit.
The room held hal f a dozen people seated at cons, all in the sane sanitary
packagi ng, half of them jabbering into m kes over other voices comng from



speakers. Two walls were transparent and showed | arger and busier roons
beyond, where nore troglodytic shadows noved in ruddy-tinged di mess. Another
wal | held a giant circular wi ndow, and after a nonent A.lya guessed that the
bl ackness beyond nust be de Soto Donme itself. The gl assor whatever the port
was made of -coul d probably wi thstand anything up to and including stellar
i nf usi on.
A constant rain of voices splattered through the air around her, individually
qui et and cal mand confident, but in the mass conveying a sense of turnoil and
confusion. Once in a while she recogni zed Baker Abel, sharp and inperative,
devoid of jocularity. Often the voice was the nasal twang of System
"Four-seven ... four-six. . . four-five. . .Stand-by, Pronetheus. Three-five
three-six ... Bering finalizing, Pronetheus
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engaging ... calibration, is that a shadow on seven? ... Confirm ng shadow on

seven ... shadow noted. . mark twonine."

What did it all mean? Did anyone know? Did anyone care? "Pronetheus counting
three ... two ... one. Stellar infusion. "

Machi nes clicked and clattered somewhere in the di mess. She yawned until her
jaw ached. Her interest in Rhine was absolutely zero. Tiber, fine. Tiber felt
good. And at the nonment a certain |ong young man woul d feel good. She wondered
where he was billeted. Her head was cl ogged with fatigue.

Devlin reappeared and settled on her right, too close. "Just a mnute or two,
now. We're stoking up Pronmetheus to heat Nauc's norning bathwater. Rhine's
next, if it's there. Abel's laying bets that Contact'll be around on the night
side this tinme. Lord al one knows how anyone can tell, but that guy's right
nore often than he's wong." "Perhaps he has intuition also, Dr. Devlin."
Devlin flashed a big snile to show he was unwounded. "Grant! Call nme Gant. |
doubt it. You are unique; a unique woman .11 If he was trying one of his
steany gl ances, the dimlighting nasked it. "Baker's goddamm baby sense of
hunor riles me, but he's a good operator."

Voi ces weaved and twined in intricate pol yphony. "Perhaps | should explain
some of the physics here," Devlin remarked, sliding closer and | aying his ann
al ong the back of the couch

She nade a noncommittal noise. "Her H ghness studied superstring theory under
Gut telmann in Ankara," Jathro said with satisfaction. "The hell she did"
Devlin said, and for a nmonent he was speechl ess.

Except that Her Hi ghness has forgotten every integral and fractal tensor she
ever knew, Alya thought. Four-dimensional space-tine was a special case within
t en- di nensi onal superspace -that nuch had been known by every school boy for
sixty years -but the way in which the Chiu-Laski transmensor realized one of
the normal Iy nonoperational dinensions by exchanging it for one of the three
spatial dimensions was sonething that could only be expressed in math.

And the resulting string could be regarded as being of either infinite length
or of no length at all. Thai had never made any
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sense to Alya, but as Gutel marm hinmsel f had said, "Just because we don't
understand it doesn't stop it working." On a clear night a tel escope swept
across the heavens would catch a million stars. So the transnensor could sweep
a string through superspace, finding stars whose location relative to the
Earth coul d not be expressed in real quantities. A transnensor gave strings,
not answers, Qutel marm sai d-nore knots than yesses. Baker Abel mi ght

appreci ate that one. "Four-two ... elevation

Pronet heus had di sengaged. Alya gathered that nuch. Just as well, or it would
have nelted the planet. She heard a sudden trenmor of excitenment in the
dryness: "Response at predicted coordinates. Alittle high on tange ... No
rippling."

Pause ... Tange? "Ali! Here we go," Devlin said with satisfaction. The voices

began picking up again, nmuttering their inconprehensible nuddl e of sounds.
Then she sensed a sudden crackle, and everyone seenmed to | ook toward the

wi ndow. WAs that a faint bluish tinge she could see? "Young devil's right
again," Devlin said. "That's moonlight out there. Two noons, both a fair size.
Cone! "

He rose and insisted on assisting her. They went over to the port and peered
t hr ough.

There was nothing startling, for Alya had seen such places on a hundred

hol odrarnas and even a few newscasts. The sheer size of the done inpressed
her. It was larger than any stadium she had ever seen, and she had seen nany.
O course, its relative enptiness was making it seemlarger. The floor
saucered down to flatness in the center, where an indistinct clutter could
just bt. discerned as a ring of arnored skivs |ike patient dinosaurs, plus a



bl ur of other equi prent, anonymous in the nuddl ed gl ow of red | anps
and noonlight blue streanming up fromthe m ddl e.
It was all irrelevant. |If they suggested Alya go out there and take

she woul d obey wi thout argument and it woul dn't make any difference.

Not Rhine, Ti ber!
The voices rose again, and then fell still, listening to a warbling

hi gh above

a | ook,
Ti ber.

rattl e on

a solitary tinny speaker. "They're picking up the robbie!" Devlin explai ned

tensely.

A robbie woul d be a robot of some sort, sonme gadget that for the |ast seven or

ei ght days had crui sed around-craw ed?
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flown? swunf?-and now was radioing in its findings. ... at mean sea |l evel point
nine nine nomnal ... variance subnomnal ... oxygen one point one nom nal

That was System rel ayi ng.
Al ya wandered back to the couch. The rustle of excitenent came again. The rest
of the people in the roomwere grinning at one another. " nobl e gases

nomnal ... deuteriumpoint. . "Looks good!" Devlin said.

Then ... she had missed it, but others had not. Devlin nuttered "Fart!" under
his breath. "Grant, you read?" That was Baker's voice.

| Yeah, we got that, Abel." "You heard? She's bassackward." Di sappointnment. "I
heard." "Suggest we throw out a couple o' mark fours and a sevenei ghty-eight,
and strike our tent here. Pick 'emup next window" "Fine," Devlin said. "Go
ahead." "What's wong?" Jathro asked, petulant at being out of things.

Devlin yawned and stretched. "Right-hand thread. Amino acids-they're what make
up proteins, okay? Al terrestrial amno acids are left-rotary. Al nost al

Cl ass Twos are the same-you' d expect half and half, but that's not so. But a
few have right-rotary isoners, like this one." "so0o?" "So they would ness up
your body chem stry sonething horrible. I'"mnot sure what happens, but they
plug the works. We've tried hamsters and we've tried mce. They don't | ast

| ong on a bassackward. You were right, Al ya-Rhine's not inportant."

Ti ber . ..

Devlin escorted Alya back to Col unbus Done, with Jathro scowing along in the
background like a distrustful maiden aunt. She felt groggy and weary beyond
caring about anything, and yet a sudden spasmof. @. something ... struck her
as the spiral ator brought her to her floor. She stunbled as she stepped out,
just as Baker Abel had done earlier in the evening.

She thanked her escorts at her door and closed it in their faces. The clock
showed exactly 0400. By Banza-rak tine it was afternoon, and she ought to he
w de aw@ke.

She | eaned hel pl essly back agai nst the door and stared across at the oversize
bed, which was grotesquely runpled by her earlier

attenpts to sleep on it. If she did not sleep soon, she would collapse. She
felt near to tears with exhaustion. She would do anything for a good night's

sl eep.
Anyt hi ng? Yes, she decided. Anything. The buddhi was conpl etely unyi el di ng,
conpletely immoral. It would give her no peace. Not here. But she had sl ept

like a baby in Hubbard Cedric's enbrace. She had been right about Rhine. She
had no cause to doubt her intuition

Tom between relief and di sgust, she went back to the spiralator. Two floors
higher felt right to exit. The circular | ounge was the sanme, and she wal ked
around, studying doors, until she found one that-again-felt right.

She had no doubts that this was where she nust cone, of all the roonms in
Cainsville. Nor did she doubt that he would have left his door unlocked. She
di d not knock.

She was surprised, however, to find a light on. He was sitting up in bed,
bare-chested, reading a magazine. He laid it down as she entered, his face so
shadowed that she could not see his expression. She had hoped for darkness to
hi de her shame, but there could be no pulling back, although surely hordes of
royal ancestral ghosts were petitioning all the gods in history to hurl

t hunderbolts at her. Pretending a cal mthat her knotted stomach and dry throat
belied, Alya wal ked across to him "Can't sleep?" she asked.

He adj usted the covers around his waist in an oddly defensive gesture. "Bed's
too short. And | was checking on Rhine, like you." "You saw ne?"

He shook his head vigorously, registering alarm "Wsn't spying on you-j ust
the data. But | knew that's why you'd cone."

She was surprised that he had gai ned access. Illiterate or not, he was skilled
on a corn; she had forgotten. Hol os had been nother and father to him


mailto:aw@ke.

Now what ? He was staring, naturally -w de-eyed with hope starting to bl ush,
and yet not able to believe his good luck. Ali she wanted was to lie there
beside him That was the only place in the world she would be able to sleep
Fair enough-but first she would have to pay the rent.

The prelimnaries were over and each was waiting. Surely he would not make her
beg? Then he pulled back the edge of the Covers, but not far enough to expose
hinself. It was an invitation to sit and talk, as if ladies really did visit
men in the nuddl e of the night for conversation -perhaps he thought they did.
O it was
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an invitation for nore, if that was why she had cone. The gesture was oddly
touching, a good solution to their problem

Vell! If this was what Alya nust do, then she would do it properly. No
cheating-the works. She smiled as though she expected to enjoy herself. She

ki cked off her shoes and reached for her zip, and saw his ribcage heave in a
deep sigh of wonder.

And suddenly she was certain that this was not going to be child nolesting. He
was wat ching her intently, eyes glittering with excitenent, but a man was
supposed to react like that. He was not squirm ng, or making nervous jokes, or
smirking a juvenile leer. H s unpredicatable boy-nman transitions continued to
surprise her, but the manual for the act of love did not require literacy.
Cedric had done it before-she was sure. And then she felt less guilty. "You
want the light off T' he muttered, his voice thick. "Not unless you do?" Dunb
guesti on.

She took her tine, dropping her clothes deliberately, letting himlook. Even
naked, she found that she could take his gaze without flinching-it was
flattering to be so obviously appreciated. Then she took time to unfasten her
hai r and shake it | oose. Pale skin was very revealing-his flush of arousal was
spreadi ng over his chest.

Then she was ready, and he seened to think that it was his turn, or that she
m ght be equally interested. He took a deep breath and threw off the covers
conpletely. He slid down, flat on his back. He was not wearing anything,

ei ther.

Alya slipped into his enbrace. The body contact sent a delicious sense of
peace rushing through her-Safety! It was dry land in a flood. It was sl anm ng
a soundproof door on a clanoring factory. It was all she needed.

It was not, obviously, all she was going to get. "Just hold me first," she

whi spered, nelting against him "Not yet! Just hold me for a mnute." Then you
can collect the rent.

13

Cainsville, April 8

SHAVED, SHOWERED, DRESSED, and feeling quite extraordinarily pleased with

hi nsel f, Cedric set off down to the cafeteria in search of a hearty breakfast,
and for the first tine nanaged the spiral ator w thout banging his head. He
felt faintly fuzzy after three sleep-shy nights -excitenent on Tuesday, terror
on Wednesday, and now miracles. What mracles! Wre it not for his extrenmely
smug sense of well-being, he mght have concluded that she had been only a

dr eam

Crazv! \Wen he had bought all his new clothes the day before, h@had forgotten
underwear. At night, therefore, he had rinsed out his briefs and hung them up
to dry. For the first time in his life, he had gone to bed in the raw. Then
the nost beautiful girl in the world had come and clinbed in beside him and

I et himmake |ove to her. He nust renmenber to buy some shorts. but he, would
certainly sleep that way fromnow on. It paid of f!

He wi shed he could share that joke with-but he had decided not to think about
Meadowdal e.

And good guys did not tell tales, anyway. There were a dozen or so people
eating, but no one he recognized. They would all know him after yesterday. He
was not inconspicuous. Sonme of them he noticed, were reading as they ate. He
had not brought the magazi ne he had bought to practice
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on, and he was not going to try reading in public, anyway.

So he thought about Alva instead. He had been careful not to ask her why she
had come there all the way from Banzarak, but he was beginning to guess. Last
ni ght he had done some research on the traditional ritual with the cobras.
System had coughed out clips of it, because it had survived into nodemti mes
as a tourist attraction. O course, the whole thing was a fake, the reports
sai d, and al ways had been-the snake was defanged and the prince or princess
was war ned in advance which pot to choose, anyway.

Cedric did not think Alva woul d have cheated |ike that. Sone people were born
with a good nusical ear, sone were bomto growtall, and Alva's fanmly all had
a sort of second sight, handed down fromthe distant past. Everyone knew t hat
the East held nysteries that science did not understand yet! She nust have
been hired by the Institute as a consultant seer. The Institute was supposed
to do scientific research, and woul d never adnmit that it was using nystics.
That expl ai ned why System was treating Alva as a secret.

And the previous night the hope had been to find a Cass One. Devlin hinself
had been there with her-in the mddle of the night-but the party had di spersed
as soon as Rhine had turned out to be a mirror world. Everything el se about it
had been fine, apparently.

viously they had been hoping for a Cass One. After thirty years of
unsuccessful hunting for Cass One worlds with science , hi s grandnot her
was trying with nystics, obviously. He had put that idea to System but all he
had di scovered was that there must be a Grade Zero confidentiality, higher
even than his own Grade One. But if he could get so close to so stunning a
secret so quickly, then the nedia would do the sane, sooner or later, and the
nmore information they were given, then the nore sooner and the less later. Hs
grandmot her woul d not tolerate that-she dared not. Snall wonder that she did
not get along with BEST! Conventional scientists would denounce her as a

charl atan. That was what Alva had been hinting at on the |ev, when she had

war ned himnot to make any announcenents until Gran had approved t hem

Br eakfast was good and there was lots of it. He would have liked a third
hel pi ng, but he had an appointment with Dr. Fish to talk about the ten o' clock

commeeting. In the cruel light of nom ng he fliought he had been absurdly
snotty to issue that invita-
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tion; but Gran had given hima job to do, and he nust try his best.

He found a golfie and told it to go to Philby Done, where the offices were,
and he arrived right on nine.

Dr. Fish's roomwas snmall and plain and starkly tidy. Along one wall stood a
row of nmetal cabinets, and the two drawers that were open were full of papers.
Cedric wondered what sort of records could be too secret to store in System
He |iked Dr. Fish, who was short and al nost plunp and nuch | ess intimdating
than, say, Devlin Grant or Hastings WIIoughby. Hs hair gleamed |ike black

pl astic, heat-nolded to his head, but there was no gray in it. Cedric had seen
peopl e wearing glasses in historical hol odramas often enough, but never in
real life. Funny things, eyeglasses -they made Dr. Fish's eyes seem as thou2h
t hey never blinked. The deputy ffor Security reached across his desk to shake
hands, and of course that rem nded Cedric of how he had made a fool of hinself
in Gan's office.

Dr. Fish had soft white hands, with extrenmely short fingers,. and he waved his
visitor to a plain, hard chair. "Now, Deputy," he said with a smle that did
not crease his pudgy face at all. "Wat can | do for you?" H's voice was an
elusive murrmur; it required a listener's full attention, and it nade

everyt hing sound like a secret.

Cedric laid his right ankle on his left knee. "Dr. Fish, would you pl ease cal
me Cedric? |I'mnot very confortable being a deputy." He paused and then
decided to take a chance. "And, Sir ... why did Gan do that to me? They



t hought she'd gone crazy!" "They've been thinking that for thirty years."

Sil ence. Apparently that was an answer. "Ch. Well, what | need is sone
advice." He outlined Gan's instructions, and what he thought the nedia would
want, and his own idea for a one-way do@nload. Dr. Fish listened to the whole
thing without noving at alL his hands lying linply on the desk, his eyes so
still that they mi ght have been painted on the backs of his glasses. So
attentive an audi ence was very flattering, and Cedric could feel hinself

rel axing. At the end he switched-1eft ankle on right knee-and waited for
reaction. "That would work, Cedric. WIIl you announce it today?"

The ans-wer shoul d have been yes, and Cedric was relieved that Dr. Fish had
approved of his idea, but he renenbered Alva's advice. Alva did not trust

G an, and Alva knew a | ot nore about
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the world than he did, even a | ot nore about the Institute.

So he said, "No. | think |I should listen to what the nedia want, and then |'|
call Gran before I make an announcenent. Maybe she should nake it, not ne."
Dr. Fish pursed fat lips. "She's on her way-she'll be here by noon. But a

qui ck resolution of the problemwould enhance the viability ... make you | ook
good. A definitive statement of your proposed mnet hodol ogy woul d be wel comed by
the press. It would do a lot to aneliorate- take the heat off the director."
"I"ll see, sir. Wien | see what they ask for." But it was a tenpting thought,

to be able to help Gran so soon. "I'msure you' ve already guessed their
requi renents and have elicited-found the answer." Dr. Fish smiled again. "One
other thing, sir. | need sonme expert help! Surely there must be consultants

that | could hire to advise ne?"

Di staste showed on the clay-white mask. Dr. Fish curled his Iip. "They m ght
be nmenmbers of BEST." "Huh?"

The curvature increased. "Menbers of the Brotherhood of Engi neers, Scientists,
and Technicians are not allowed into Cainsville under any circunstances."
Oh! Cedric put both feet on the floor. "Well ... thank you for your tine,
sir." "There is one other matter we should discuss.” "Yes, sir?"

Fish Is tiny voice crept over the desk like lurking spiders. "Dr. Eccles
Pandora, of WSHB."

Cedric winced and said nothing. "She is planning a special tonight. Nornal
programm ng has been canceled to make way for it."

Gran had foretold that it would be put off until tonight. "Wat sort of
special, sir?"

Dr. Fish smiled nore broadly than ever, and yet somehow his face held no

anusenment at all. "That is not quite certain, but as deputy director for Media
Rel ati ons, you should be standing by to make a quick rebuttal .”
CGelded with a rusty saw . . . Cedric gul ped and took a couple of very deep

breaths. Wiy did it have to be Eccles Pandora? "How can 1. sir? |I'mnew on the
job, and | don't know the truth. It would be the truth, wouldn't it? I'mnot a
very good liar." "Certainly the truth. Come and see ne this afternoon-I shoul d
have amassed nore data by then. We can draft sonething up together, or perhaps
even prerecord it." Dr. Fish blinked for

the first time. "We night enlist some hel p-from Frazer Franklin, for

i nstance. "

Cedric felt confused. "He's WSHB, too! Wiy should Dr. Frazer help us, sir?"
"Because | can blackmail him"

Dr. Fish's face was as deadpan as ever, but Cedric knew when he was having his
l eg pull ed. He | aughed appreciatively and unfol ded hinself fromthe chair. The
deputy for Security rose also. Perhaps-it was because Cedric was then so very
much taller than the dunpy Dr. Fish, or just because he trusted the man's
gent | e benevol ence, that he found the courage to ask, "Is Pandora's show
likelv to be about Cass One worlds, sir?"

The gl asses gl eamed up at himinscrutat bly. "No," Dr. Fish whispered. "No, |
don't think it's about Cass One worlds, Cedric. Just between ourselves,

think it's about rmnurder."

The conmeeting was not as terrible as Cedric had feared. Only about a dozen
conpani es had bothered to participate, so Systemwas able to arrange full-size
i mges around one big table. Mst of the representatives were very junior
chosen to show how little faith their enployers had in Cedric's abilities or
prospects. At |least half |ooked no older than hinself, and a couple were
strikingly female into the bargain-not in the same | eague as

Alya, of course, merely stunning. Some |ooked al nost as scared as he felt.

But he soon realized that this was nuch |ike being back in charge of the
dining -hall at Meadowdal e, and then he felt better. He bade themall wel cone,
asked their names, and told themto do the tal king. He was going to listen and



their words woul d be, recorded. he said. They nust assune he knew absol utely
nothing, and if they wanted to call him nasty nanes, then that was

fine by himhe was trying to broaden bis vocabul ary anywav.

Soon they were all rel axed enough to start kidding around, and after that

t hi ngs went okay.

The main conplaint, one he heard six or seven tinmes, was that the Institute
hel d back information and then edited it. The nedia wanted to elect their own
heroes-they were tired of having Devlin Grant and a few others thrust down
their throats.

And Cedric would never have guessed how nuch Gran was hated. The trick she had
pul | ed the day before had been nerely the | ast and greatest of many
provocati ons she had used to bait the media over the years. Being a genius
hersel f, she had no

patience with stupidity in others, but there had to be nore to it
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than that. He was certain that she had been deliberately keeping the nedia at
bay, and if that were so, then he was wastiniz @-q time. Any proposal he cane
up with woul d go squasho.

Around el even the neeting ended, and he found hinself alone at the end of the
tabl e again, the ghosts departed. They had not seemed |ike ghosts, and he
woul d have enjoyed trying to make friends with sone of them especially that
slinky auburn fox from NABC.

Now what ? Fi sh had said G an would be arriving before noon. Likely she would
have bigger balls to juggle than Cedric, but ht, decided he would try to stay
out of her way. In the flesh she was | ots nore scary than she had been in the
Meadowdal e corn. Fish hinself had designs on Cedric for later, and he

woul d.rather nf, @ think about those at all.

For a nonent he considered calling Meadowdal e, but the thought of facing Ben
or Madge was nauseating. They rmust have known. All the adults nust have
known-t eachers and nurses and instructors, even the farmhands. How coul d they
live with thenselves? How did they justify their own |lives when they | ooked in
amrror? If | don't do it, someone else will? That. woul d cover any crine at
all.

Now Cedric understood why nobody call ed back after |eaving' Meadowdal e. Either
t hey had been butchered and used for autol grafts, or they had discovered the
truth about that and could never bear to talk to the ghouls again. And

obvi ously they woul d neve, -

be allowed to talk to the kids. He shivered and tried to put it oul, of his

m nd.

VWhich left Alya. "Svstem where is Princess Alya? "N@ such person on file,"
the nasal voice said sniffily. Gran had said Cedric was to play host for Alya,
so she was business, "Override. " "She is in the comand roomfor David
Thonpson Done." "Am 1 allowed to go there?" "Grade One rating allows physica
access to all parts of the compl ex except-one: the personal offices of staff
menbers ranki ng higher than Grade Three; two: those parts of the stellar

@

The list unrolled for a while, until Cedric told Systemto shut up and send
hima golfie. He would try it and see

When snall, Cedric had alnost killed hinmself a fewtinmes by putting a plastic
bag over his head and pretending it was a bubbl e
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suit. Mst boys did that, and some were |less fortunate than he. G ow ng ol der
he had come to understand that bubble suits were not especially glanorous
garnments. They were not designed for real exploration; they were |ab clothes,
overpressured to prevent invasion by gas or dust or mcrobes, the last |ine of
def ense agai nst accidental contam nation. Yet they were still not nuch nore
than plastic bags, fitting closely over shoes and hands, and usually belted at
t he wai st, but otherw se ballooning everywhere el se. They were not el egant.
Neverthel ess, he felt a satisfying little thrill as he was assisted into a
real bubble suit for the first time. The technician who hel ped himnuttered
darkly about how old that one rmust be, speculating that it mght not be safe
after so long in storage. No denmand for that size, he explained, and he
insisted on testing it to well beyond the required pressure.

But the seals held, and Cedric's irresistible authority as a deputy director
won his way past successive |layers of sullen guards until at |ast he was
ushered into the command room of David Thonpson Dorme. It was |arge and dim

wi th many people sitting around nuttering at conms. Voices wove in and out of
the red darkness in a basketwork of sound, while a spectators' coner of
confortabl e couches held Devlin Gant and the man with the turban-and Al ya.
Cedric's deputy-directorship was not going to frighten anyone very nmuch wth
Dr. Devlin there.

But Al ya gave a shout of iov. She ran forward to neet himand ffirew herself



into his arms. He had thought a princess would keep her love affairs secret,
but apparently that was not so. Kissing through two thicknesses of crysfab
woul d be low in satisfaction, so he just swept her off her feet and hugged her
m ghtily. The bubble suits bulged and rippled and nmade little squeaky noi ses.

Then he took a harder |ook- at her through the plastic. "What IS
wrong9' he demanded.
She | aughed breathl essly and made ashamed sort of sounds, "lI'mbeing silly, |

think." She seenmed to draw a deep breath, "Ch, God, but I'mglad to see you,
darling." Then she hugged hi m agai n.

Darling? Much nore of such royal appreciation would do terrible things to his
| ovabl e boyish humility. "Don't start sniveling inside there," he told her
"You can't w pe your nose." And he led her over to the comer, where Dr. Devlin
and the Jathr(-) man were standi ng and wat chi ng bl ackly.
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"What the hell are you doing here?" Dr. Devlin snapped- "What the hell have
you been doing to Her Highness?" Cedric countered. There was a brief silence
mar ked by astoni shnent all around. Cedric hinmself was as surprised as any.
Devlin's moustache withed. The day before, he had been unexpectedly friendly.
Qoviously that policy had been revised. "Get out of here! Operations are ny
turf, sonny, and you're trespassing.,

Cedric could not argue with that. He | ooked down at A.lya and deci ded that she
was frightened about sonmething. "We'll go, then," he said. "Cone al ong,

sweet heart."

But apparently that was not what Dr. Devlin had in mnd, noi Dr. Jathro. They
choked, then both tried to speak at once.

Alya grinned up rather wanly at Cedric and then turned to the others. "If
Cedric can come with me, then I'Il do it." ,' Do what?" he asked

Devlin | ooked bl acker than ever in the reddish glow. "Your Hi ghness, the
director herself warned you--2' "But | already know what you're up to," Cedric
said loudly. "You' re looking for Class One worlds, and Alya's hel ping you." He
felt her start, and then she hugged himconfortingly. "I didn't tell him
that," she said. "He's a lot smarter than he-than you m ght have expected."

Dr. Devlin nade an angry grow i ng sound. "Wat's nore," Alya said sternly, "if
you value ny opinions at all, then you nmust value all of them Tiber | don't
mnd-1've told you what | think of that. But I'll look at the other if Cedric
iswith nme. Else not." "We're wasting precious time," Dr. Devlin shouted
"Wul d you feel happier doing Tiber first, Princess?"

She nodded qui ckly, and Cedric thought she | ooked relieved. "Good idea!" she
said. "Right! Message Baker Abel. Abel, we'll head along to de Soto and do
Tiber first. Comend. Let's go!"

Back out in a main corridor, Alya urged Cedric over to a golfie and slid in
beside him Devlin and Jathro had to settle for each other as conpany, and
neither | ooked very pleased. The two carts hunmed off together, with the nmen's

| eading. "Now..." Cedric said.
Al ya chuckl ed and hugged him "l was having another attack of the jimlans. |I'm
better if I"'mwth you, sonehow " "It's rmutual!"

She shook her head and | eaned her head agai nst his hoifl der
as the golfie cornered. oviously Devlin had ordered top speed. -Not the sane,
I think. Cedric darling, you do understand why |I'm here, don't you?" "You have

second sight." "Well, not quite. | have a special sort of intuition. Mst of
my relatives have it. It runs in the famly. It warns me, that's all, warns ne
of danger. In English you'd call it '"intuition.' W have a couple of words we

use. The gift itself we call the buddhi. That's a very old word, and a
presunption. It nmeans 'enlightennent.' Buddha was the Enlightened One, W say
t hat so-and-so has the buddhi-not everyone in the fanmly has it, but nost do.

The other word is Japanese: satori. It means rmuch the sanme, a flash of
understanding, but | say |I've had a satori. Right? A prenonition, a warning
fromthe buddhi? That's all. In English you might call it a "hunch.' It's not
really second sight. It's just that if something is dangerous for ne, | get
bad vi bes about doing it. That's all it is." "lIt's no great secret, Alya.
System has pix of it." "Me ritual isn't secret. What is secret is that it's
for real."” "l expect it is. | can't see you cheating."

She gl anced up at himoddly. "You don't get creepy feelings? Sone people react
like | was a witch or sonething." "You give ne lots of creepy feelings, but
not that sort. You have no idea how much | want to kiss you! Do you suppose

t hey have bubble suits for two?" He was getting all hot again, just being near
her. "Later-1 pronise."

He felt very creepy then. Lordie, but she was gorgeousT How coul d he have ever
been so lucky? He remenbered playing with all that hair on the bed, and the
way she had trailed it over hima couple of tines. Down, boy! he told hinself.



"And this intuition can warn you about worl ds?"
She agreed with a nod as they cornered again. "Yes, it even seens to work on

that. You know how many things can be wong with a world, |ike too nmuch of
this element or not enough of that . People evolved here on Earth. W're very
wel | -adjusted to this planet, and not many others will do instead." "But the
robbi es and gadgets----2' "Yes, but there's so little tine, ever. Wndows of a

few hours at nost, and not very much ot ose, and then *they're gone. The

pl anet ol ogi sts can neasure everything, but it takes tinme, and there's al ways
t he chance that nature's found a new trick to play and they' ve overl ooked it.
My. . . hunches ... are quicker,
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The golfie slowed down to clinmb a long ranp. "OF course, the scientists pul
their tricks, too," Alya said. in just a backup. But none of us has ever been
proved wong." "Us?" She wi nced slightly. "My brothers and sisters all had the
gift also. " "But-you nmean there have been-C ass One worl ds?"

She nodded, |ooking puzzled. "You nean," Cedric said, unable to take it al

in, "there reall), have been other C ass One worlds, kept secret? | nean, |
know t hat some people say ... | thought that was just crazy tal k. Kept
secret?" "That's right."

Incredi ble! "So Gran has been using you-your famly-to find C ass One worlds-"
"No, not quite," Alya said. "W don't find them we just inspect. My buddhi's
conpletely selfish. It only works for nme, ny own safety. Sanme with them

He felt a sudden chill. "So?" "The Earth is very sick, Cedric dear. W've
poi soned it. It may be dying-at |east as far as people are concerned. Life
will go on, and in a mllion years or so everything will be back to normal

again, but all the predictions now are that a big part of the human race is
going to die very shortly. No one knows how many. The nunbers are droppi ng
fast already. It's snowballing, too-look at the Cancer Curve! W' ve even
pol | uted our own gernplasm" She stared up at himsolemly, as though
doubtin, his conprehension. "And my family intuition tries to make us go to
other worlds. That nmeans it thinks-not thinks, really-oh. dam-it says that
this world is unsafe for us!" "Mods, fam ne, disease, storms-Ba shaw Barney
told, me. 11

"Ri ght. Dangerous. But other worlds mav be even worse, you see? There are sone
real horrors hiding out there, And that's where | come in. IT can '"tell a

worl d that |ooks like a better bet than this one.”™ "Oh!" Now it nmade sense.
"Pilgrimclubs? Ecol ogy and nutrition and-"
She smled, he thought rather wistfully. "That's right!" "But ... " He thought

his brain would overload. "But if it's better for one of you, then why not
all? Wiy don't you all choose the same worl d?
She squeezed him "Cd ever nan! It does work that way, but
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your grandnother made a rule: only one of us for a world. Kas -he's ny
brother, the king-he feels the same way | do, but she'll still only let one of

us go. And the buddhi seens to know that. Only one of us gets the full satori
each tine. It's quite conplicated, really." "And then you inspect the world?"
"Yes, but you see, it's purely subjective. | have to be involved. |I can't just
say, 'Yes, that's a nice little planet you have there.' | can't just walk
around for twenty minutes and put a seal of approval on it. My buddhi woul d
only worry about those twenty mnutes, and sone dangers may not show up for
years. | have to be going nyself-to live there for the rest of nmy life. The
gift only works if I'min danger-me, nyself.” "I want to come with you!"

The words were out before he had tine to think about them but he knew that he
meant themwth all his hearL He had no desire to be nedia flunky for G an

wi th no chance of doing any good in the job. H s grandfather had offered him
hel p- but Hastings was not his grandfather. Cedric was Hastings's clone. The
Secretary General night be the deadliest danger of all, and Cedric had not had
time yet to think about that problem What rights or choices did a cl one have?
Legally he did not even exist. He had wondered earlier if Alya might be able
to give himenpl oynment-not as a | over, obviously, although he planned to be
avail able for that as long as she wanted him and he al so hoped they could
stay friends afterward-but he had hoped that perhaps she could find hima
[iving somewhere in Banzarak. He was not qualified to do nmuch nore than rake

| eaves off the palace lawn -not here, in this world-but on a frontier planet

Then there was an interruption, as the golfie reached a checkpoint. The
concern was not over identity, but safety. Once both bubble suits had been
tested for pressure again, and their air



supply inspected, Cedric and Al ya were waved through. "Last night," he said,
"you found ny room Was that intuition? And if it was-"

She squeezed his hand. Crysfab squeaked on crysfab. "Vie don't know exactly
how it works. In fact, nobody has any idea. 1 tried to analyze it with
superstring theory once-sw tching one of the unexpressed dimensions wth
time-and all | got was a headache. Two or three hundred years ago one
of my ancestors fancied hinself a phil osopher. He said it was |like a spinning
a yam Have you ever seen a spinner at work)" "No " he @id 'Me. Prolfie waq
sl owi ng down for anot her



160

Dave Duncan

ranp. Cedric did not care if it took forever to go where it was going. He
could sit there forever very happily. Except, of course, that she had prom sed

later... "Well, think of it this way. The past is fixed, right? The future we
can't tell. There's one me in the past, and lots of nes in the ftiture.
There's a me who invites Hubbard Cedric into her bed tonight. There's a me who
doesn't. And a ne who---2' "I like the first one nmuch better." "Yes, but--2

"I woul d make that one very happy." "Yes! Now, stop that! | prom sed
you-later. But all those future nes sonehow becone just one present ne. You
understand? The future has lots of nes, like all the threads that are to be

spun into the string. The present is the point where they all come together

In that past, there's one nme, one rope."

He nodded, thinking of the feel of her nipples against hils tongue in the
night. "So what the buddhi does, this old graybeard said, is tug on the
strings in the future, and pick the string that's the |ongest. The | ongest
lifeline, the long st-living ne. Understand?" ,--e "l understand that | |ove
you very, very much, and | don't care if you can turn yourself into a black
cat." She had not expl ai ned how she had found his roomin the night, so she
obvi ously did not want to.

Alva snmiled and squeezed his hand again. "Later, then." Sh@had not said she
loved him either. The golfic rolled to a halt beside the other. Jathro was

al ready hol ding a door open. ""Alhat's the rush?" Cedric asked as Devlin
handed Al va down.

And Devlin neatly cut out Cedric on the way in. "Two likely worlds, Tiber and
Saskat chewaD. Their w ndows are due at about the sanme tine."

They stopped at a second, mmssive arnored door, standing open. Witing beside
it were three men in ranger denins and bubble suits. The two at the back were
gri zzl ed-1o00king veterans hol ding Beretta 401 torcliguns, The ot@r was a
stocky, broadshoul dered voung nman gabbling into his wist itrike. He | ooked up
in surpri@ at the stranger. "You're. Hubbard Cedric!" He grinned, hol ding out
a hand, studying Cedric w ;11 obvious interest. "Fin-" "You' re Baker Abefl -
Cedric was thrilled. First Devlin Gant and now Baker Abet! Baker was oniv
twenty-three. and al ready
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he had done some great exploring. "You discovered the nan-

eati ng boul ders on Marigold!"

Baker | aughed. "They discovered ne first! W're all ready to go, Gant. Wy

t he change of plan?" "Her H ghness will inspect both NSB's," Devlin said
ponpously. "But she is apprehensive of Saskatchewan." : 'The nane al one scares
me," Alya said. .Rightly so!" Devlin's attenpts at hunor were ponderous. "I
nmust find out who picked that nane, so | can can him" Apparently, jocularity
was back in vogue, now that he had returned to being Alya's escort. "It should
have been somet hing easier, |ike Susquehanna." "O Syuyutliyka?" Baker
remarked. "That's a river in Bulgaria." He got sone irritated stares but no
answer .

They filed into the airlock and the door clunped shut with satisfying
finality. Cedric slid close to Alya and took her plasticwapped hand in his to
squeeze. She seened perfectly calm though

A fine decon mist fell fromthe ceiling, but no odor could penetrate a bubble
suit. "Activate," Baker told his wist. "Wndow s open, right on spec,
friends. Take her up aboutfive hundred neters if you can, Cem" "Wy did we
have to conme to another dome?" Cedric asked. He knew there were several dones,
al t hough only one could be used at time. Two transnensors working at the sane
time would create interference, even if they were a whole world apart, it was
sai d. Everyone knew t hat.

None of the men replied, so Alya said, "Special equiprment. They have extra
stuff standing by for this one. I've told themthat this is it, that Tiber's
the one."



The far door hissed, the bubble suits crackled, and Cedric's ears went dead.
He swall owed to get his hearing back and noticed how his heartbeat was picking
up. This was no hol o show, no make-believe for the small fry on a boring
afternoon too sunny to play outside. This was for real! Those guns certainly
were. "Gavity's a trace lower," Baker said, "and air's higher in

oxygen. The suits'll mask that, but this'd he a great world for wild parties.
This way to the promi sed | and, |ady and gentlenen." He led themout into de
Sot o Done and started down the gentle slope toward the center. "Cedric!" Avya
excl ai med. "What ?"
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"You're hurting nme!" Hastily Cedric eased the pressure on Alya's hand an(L

apol ogi zed. Idiot! He had been trying too hard to seemcl|Imand rcl axed and
not ba' ri@e ""Now 1 " noi ses.

The sheer size of the p!ace was overwhel mi ng. The roof curved far overhead
lik( n. metal sky, lit by a bright glow pouring up front the central Dit. Most
of the dished floor was enpty, curving gently down to where the pit itself was
hi U deil by a co! lection of machin' --ry rin.-ed around it. INlotors were
revvin-v and crane arns flexing; niechanical spiders rippled along high
gantries and lights flickered on and off as the rangers ran throug

@ h test routines one norc tine. Al that stuff would need ail am
ivitorun it--Cedric tried Ito count and erided with a wild guess ot at |easl
fifty operators. Clearly Alya's opinion was val ued, and Ti ber was going to be
i nvestigated very thoroughly.

Sone of the units were small, some high, some just plain enornous. Two things
like rows of hoti-es nust be SKIV-10's, which were the bi-est made, despite
some fanciful hol odramas Cedric had seen. A hangar-size door had opened in the
far wall, and another of these nmonsters came rurnioling out, heading for its
mates |i ke a sociable condomi nium The closer the watchers cane, Z nore

crushi ngly huge the equi ptnent seened.

Ba, k--r continued to lead the way. nuttering into his handcom and presumably
receiving replies in his earpatch. Belaredly Cedric remenbered his duty again
and gl anced at Alya. She was holding on to himtightly, but her face gl owed
wi t h happi ness and an excitement as gi-eat as his own. On her other side,
Jathro was watching her carefuffl @. The guards i-otiowed, with guns at the
ready. "First scan of the robbie data's tine,"” Devlin apnounced. "No
mrror-image crap this tinme. Trace elements are okay. Orbital paraneters good.
This | ooks very right, Princess."

-@\ e have enotigla altitude to 1,-,unch aerials,"” Baker announced. "Procced
when read@, Cetn. "

Mechani cal thiri2s noved in the clutter around the rit. Metal, antis lifted
and swuni 4. Cedric saw sonething rise frem the far side, saw w ngs unfoia and
brighten as they caught tilhe |ight, and watched it swoop down and vanish into
the pit. Gher aerials swng for a nonment fromthe gantries and then dropped.
Baker knew exactly where he was going. Wth the others trailing in singL2
filo, and the gunnen still at the rear, lie led a windini! course between

gi ant wheel s and throbbing behenoths, finally attaining the edge of the pit,

at a clearing where rails

I narked off a spectators' gallery-not that the railings would have | asted | ong
had one of the skivs wide a wong turning.

And there was another world, floating below them hot w th sunshine and gaudy
with fall colors. Copper and gold trees filled a valley floor, flashes of
silver showi ng where a stream wound. The fl anki ng upl ands were gentle, and
greener than any hills Cedric had ever seen. As though he were. tiding in a
bal | oon, he watched the | andscape slowy twist, drifting by in silence bel ow
him He searched in vain for signs of anitnai life, wondering how he woul d
feel if a road or a barbed-wire fence cane into view "Bring her up!" Baker's
voi ce said, but the result felt nore as

t hough de Soto Done wcre dropping. The ground rose and began to turn nore

qui ckly. Baker shouted about that, and the twi sting slowed. Then a dark shadow
cane craw i ng over the woods and Cedric's heart, spasned. No one conmmented,
and at | ast he worked out that it was the shadow of the pit, Vne transmensor
string itself, the hole between worlds. Hcw could a hol e cast a shadow? "Get
away fromthese dammed trees!" Baker shouted into his com The woodl ands began
to twitch sideways in uneven jerks, even as they continued to rise toward the
Vi ewers.

Al ya squeezed Cedric's hand. "That's inpossible, you know?" "What is?" The



di sk of shadow was growi ng larger, and closer. "It's theoretically inpossible
to nove Contact around!" She sounded just as thrilled as Cedric was. "The 44
people can do it-a little, they can-but theory says they shouldn't be able to.
Math insists that a transi-nensoral string nust end at a null value on the
first differential of a gravity gradient, which means the surface of a plpnet,
or some dense body. Maxi mumgravity will always be at the surface of the
geoid, so that's why Contact is always close to sea level. The surface is
sharper on a solid, which is howthey tell, NSB's fromstars, and it's why
they usually find dry |l and and not ocean, but there is no theoretical way they
can shift around and change the | ocation of-" She stopped and bit her |ip.
After a knife-tw sting nonment she said quietly, "Sorry, Cedric!" "No problem"
he said, and nanaged to smile. He thought there would have been less of a
problemif she had not said "Sorry" quite so intensely. Coviously Alya was a
geni us. She had studi ed everywhere and everything. She knew real science, and
all he knew was science fiction-he was ignorant. He could barely read. They
had nothing in common except the physica
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attraction of healthy young aninmals. He was just a stud to her, a pleasant and
conveniently malleable nale, a well-equipped, clean-linmbed country ]Jad to play
with. She was royalty, rich and well-travel ed, probably accustonmed to having a
gigol o on cail wherever she happened to be. She must regard himas nothin

| more than a nental health measure, |like a masseur. He just hoped he had
satisfied her-he had tried as hard as he could in tile night. He thought he
had been quite inpressive, but of course he could not be sure. No matter. He
woul d accept whatever she offered. Nothing as good as Alya would ever happen
to himagain. "Hold it there!" Baker said. The field of view had cleared the
trees and settled |l ower, alnmost to the grassy surface beyond. Pocked with | ow
bushes, it lay only five or six neters below the watchers, alnost 0 of it in
shadow. The edge of the pit was . shallow steel bevel above a dangerous bl ur
a roiling hazy contact between |ight and dark. The w se stayed well away from
t he edges of strings. A man who strayed too close mght find his, substance
spread over a billion light-years.
Contact! Two ranps roared out fromthe sides of the pit, just above the
ill-defined edge. They touched down on the grass, not quite facing each other
And sonething |ike a haze rose fromthe ground, as though at a signal. Baker
yel l ed a warning, and the two arned rangers; whi pped up their weapons-but
there was no target, only a mist. Cedric noved to pull Alya back fromthe rai
as the fog streamed upward. "Butterflies!" she cried, and Cedric stop to

stare. . ped

The cloud of butterflies distilled, condensed into a snmoke, and cane whirling
upward, sparkling in a mllion hues. They ranged in size frommere nidges to
beauties as |large as dinner plates. Peacock blue and ruby, pearl. and anethyst
and chrome yellow, they spun in a nulticolored helix. "Beautiful!" Al ya said.
"Ch, they're lovely!" "Don't be sure, Princess,"” Devlin growed. "I've seen

beauty that could kill
or sonething."

But the butterflies seemngly neant no harm They circled and danced, and
gradual | y sank back down to their own world and di spersed. Soon they were
gone. |If they had been an onmen, it had been a very touching one.

Now t he skivs were rolling, roaring down the ramp and rock-

ing off across the grass, raising faint dust. Sone of the other vehicles were
of types that Cedric did not know, although he could nmake easy guesses at the
rocket |aunchers and the trailers bearing sail planes. And sil ence descended
a-gain. Soon the great done was enpty. "Well, ny |ady?" Baker Abel wore a
pucki sh grin on his honely face. "The string seens stable. The wi ndow wi |l be
open for hours yet. Wuld you care for a stroll on Tiber?" "Yes," Ava said
fervently, "COh, yes!" "Hold it!"'; Devlin booned. "Regul ations, Abel!"

Baker donned an expression of great innocence. "It's good grassland, G ant.
Not hi ng sharp that | can see.™

Devlin seemed to chew his noustache in doubt. "You understand the ri sk,
Princess?" "Bubble suits?" Alya said, |ooking woebegone.

He nodded, visibly wavering. "They're not certified for sur-

face. One tiny puncture and you can't come back-not w thout a two-year
quarantine!™ "I'Il risk it," Alya said defiantly.

Cedric nade a qui ck nove before he could be displaced fromhis position as
escort. Hol ding her hand, he led the way around the lip of the pit to the
nearer of the two ranps. Together they strolled down into another world.

"I't's a welcome!" "As long as they don't drink bl ood
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SOON THEY STOOD on the grass, and all that remained visible of the world that
had birthed themwas a vast circul ar darkness overhead, nysteriously bal anced
on its two ramps, seeming tc, contain nothing but a few | anps gl eaning hi gh on
the gantries ir the done. Cedric led the way forward, out from under the
shadow of that dark unbrella, until they reached the sunlit grass and could
wal k beneath the clean blue sky, frilled with newashed white cl ouds. Soon the
wi ndow was invisible, and the, ranps seened to end in mdair.

The guards | ooked around longingly for sonething to shoot at, but no threat
showed on Ti ber.

There shoul d have been a fresh snmell of crushed grass frow the skiv tracks.
The bubbl e suits nasked that, and they masked the wind also, diluting it to a
nmere crackly flopping of their own material. But they could not conceal the
warnth of the sun, or the lushness of the hills, or the autum glory of the
woodl and in the valley bottom Far off to the east lay a hazy bl ue range,
snowcapped. Baker announced that there was an ocean westwardthe aerials had
phot ographed it already, and didn't the clouds that way have a maritine | ook
to then®

Cedric did not care. The one lush little valley | ooked

1 RR

good enough all by itself. Four head to the hectare., easy. He would settle
for this-and Alya, of course

A circle of skivs had settled down as a canp near the edge of the wood;

al ready suited rangers were out, peering at trees. Technicians fussed around
t he rocket |aunchers on a grassy hillock a safe distance away. Another group
of vehicles was just disappearing over the skyline upstream

Cedric crouched to poke at a tire scar. The soil was dark and rich, but the
grass looked a little strange. The ground was peppered with flowers and
feeding butterflies. He found a flower with two red heart-shaped petal s and
rose to offer it to Alya.

She took it and thanked himwi th a | ook that needed no words.

And then he held out his other hand to show its contents, starting with
Jathrol who glared and spat out an unintelligible oath.

Cedric was startled and then started to | augh. "No of fense meant, Sir! | just
wanted to show you. It's animal dung."” "I can see that!" "But don't you see
what it neans” Not nore than two days ol d, and obvi ously sonething big."
Cedric glanced at Devlin and Baker, and they were way ahead of him of course.
Baker was grinning. "Herbivore. Could be edible, nmaybe." "Well, sonething' s
keepi ng the grass cropped,” Cedric said, "and on Earffikl'd have said these
were horse buns.” "Want to donmesticate it, do you9' Baker asked. "As the sun
sinks slowy in the north, gallant Sheriff Cedric forks his trusty
seven- | egged feathered warthog and gallops off in a shower----2'" He dodged as
Cedric threw the specinmens at him

Alya's face was glowing, but they all felt it-peace and freedom and boundl ess
opportunity. The new worl d, Eden regai ned.

Thunder rolled over the nmeadow, and they turned to watch the first rocket
scanper up the sky on a rope of white light. Following it with his eyes.
Cedric noticed the sun. It was too yellow and too |arge, and he coul d | ook
straight at it. There seened to be. shadowy niarkings on it. "Smaller than
Sol ," Baker shouted, having seen his attention. "But closer. Also safer. No W
to worry about. You could sun-

bat he here!"

Cedric shivered at that idea. All his life lie had been nagged about goggl es
and bl ocking creamand told to keep his skin covered. "It's |ooking good,,"
Devlin said as silence returned. "No



168

Dave Duncan

problems so far. Your intuition seenms to be working, H ghness, Alnost | can
envy you ... and you, Abel."

Alya snmled at Devlin, and at Baker. She did not | ook at Cedric. Suddenly
System s netal voice twanged in Cedric's ear. He junped. He had not realized
that he was still within range, and yet Devlin and Baker had not |ost the
preoccupi ed | ooks of nen half listening to other voices. "Message for Hubbard
Cedric Dickson fromDeputy Director Fish. Text as follows: 'Conme to ny office
as soon as possible.' Text ends." "Message received,"” Cedric told his wi st

m ke. He did not add, "and ignored." Duty and pl easure required that he

stay with Alya. "Tine to go," Devlin said. "If the old woman hears about
this, she'll have nmy hide for a rug. And we have another world waiting. "

Al ya seened to shrink, her happiness dissolving like a mst. She noved cl oser
to Cedric. He put an arm around her for confort. "Don't worry, ny |ady," Baker

said. "This one'll be back it, another three days." "W can start the planting
then?" Jathro asked.

Devlin shrugged. "If the ovem ghters don't turn up anythi ng unexpected, and if
the princess still feels that this is the one she wants.... Yes. Wiy not? The

sooner we start, the nore people we can nove before we | ose the string."

Alya nodded reluctantly and |l et Cedric urge her forward; but as they wal ked
back toward the ranps, he could al nost feel that he was having to push her
There had been one decon chanber going in to protect Tiber, there were three
on the way out, and the brewin the first was powerful enough to wilt Alya's
flower into a smear of brown slime. Cedric could riot be sure through two

t hi cknesses of streaming plastic, but he thought she dropped a tear over that.
Wth the outside of their bubble suits still glistening and doubtl ess reeking
of diabolic chemistry, they nounted golfies again for the trip back to David
Thonpson Done. The joy that Tiber had produced in Alya had withered |like the
bl ossom she sat tight against Cedric with her fists clenched, biting her lip.
He decided that conversation was required. "You said you had brothers and
sisters with the sane intuition?"
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She nodded. "And cousins.” "But it only works when you-they-are in danger
personal | y?" "Ten of us have gone. 1'll be the eleventh." "My god, wonan!" he
excl aimed. "How | ong has this been going on?" "Twenty five years at |east. Ask
your grandma. | don't know all of it. She hinted that there had been two

ot hers before we got involved, but there could have been nore. One of them was
OGak, Cedric." "My parents?" But Cedric was a clone of Hastings WII oughby, so
his father woul d have been his son, and his nother no relation at all-hell
When he thought about that, he felt as

t hough he did not even exist. He was not anyone. "Yes, your parents," Alvya
said. "They were part of a plantation, apparently. The tale of a broken string
was a cover, but the antinmony business seens to have been real, so they did
die. Mwbe! As | said, only your grandnother knows for sure.” "And System" "I
doubt if even Systemgets all the truth." Alya was staring straight ahead, and
her chin had taken on a determ ned set. Cedric had a curious feeling that her
soul was sonewhere else, that her voice was speaki ng words she hardly heard.
"The deception is staggering. How she's kept it going all these years is
beyond i magining. It helps to have unlimted noney, of course." "Were does
she get the bods-fromPilgrimCubs'? "Pilgrimd ubs?" Alya snorted. "They may
have neant sonething once, when the transnmensor first started up and everyone
had hopes. Maybe a few are still legit, but nost of them are nothing but
gun-toting, wfe-swapping, scream ng racist religious fanatics."

Cedric started to laugh. After a nonment she | ooked at himw th hurt

puzzl ement, and then seened to realize what she had said. She smiled sadly.
"On alternate days, | guess.”

The train of golfies whizzed eagerly down a long ranmp and cornered on two
wheel s at the bottom Devlin rmust have pulled sone potent override code to pry



that kind of speed out of theni

A shaky image of the Ma@Il oiver and Puritans in tall hats had faded from
Cedric's mnd, giving way to pictures of giant skivs and nobile |aboratories,
of shining city towers rising anudst the virgin beauty of a paradise |ike

Ti ber. O course, the line between habitable world and C ass Two was so fine
that a single number in a rpnnrt roidd nmkke thc-. difference. "BEST!" he said.
"That's
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why Gran won't |et BEST people into Cainsville! To keep the secret.
Naturally Alya knew that. She nodded distractedly. "And nothing defines
loyalties like a good feud." "So where do the people come fron?" Cedric asked
again. "Wio runs it? The Institute, obviously, but who? The rangers? How big
is this?" "Very big. Most come fromrefugee canps, | think. There are so many
di sasters these days-floods and fam nes and mass evacuati ons. No one can keep
track of all the millions.” "But there nust be a core of scientists for each
new col ony, surely? Engineers and doctors and--2' "Perhaps a few," Alya said
with a shake of her head. "But they wouldn't be much use. Any plantation is
going to start fromwhere? The bottom right? You don't need doctors. First
you need peasants to till the land. Cvilization is always built on the
peasants. "

And Cedric's visions of futuristic science-cities were replaced in turn by
renmenber ed newscasts of endl ess dusty shantytowns under deadly sunlight, of
dark brown men with ribs |ike picket fences, of bloated starving babies. "And
they'Il scatter," she said, "spread out in search of the best land. In ten
years they' |l cover a continent." "Huddl ed nasses! The honel ess! Chi nese and
Bangl adeshi s? And Africans, of course. And | suppose lots from Central
America, the flood running before the pl agues?”

Al ya agreed. "You European types are being shortchanged on this round, |
think." "W did better than we deserved on the |ast one."

She smled, her distress nmonentarily forgotten. "That's true, although not
many of you would admit it. Some nust get to go-Dutch, maybe, and Afrikaans
survivors, | suppose her choice is largely dictated by the tim ng-by wherever
t here happens to be a good disaster going on and enough confusion that a few
hundred or thousand won't be m ssed.”

It was staggering. "Thousands? They're doing it on that scal e?" "Tens of

t housands. So far as | know, the last O ass One world was Raven, three years
ago. My sister Tal chose it-I think she had a choice of one, but her satori
want ed Raven. Before that was Etna, and ny brother Orar. You woul d have |iked
Omar-1 renenber his last call home. He nentioned Japanese-that was the tinme of
the Nipurb floods. There would he doctors and so on

inthat lot. The Institute noved forty thousand to Etna; so Devlin told ne
yesterday."

A voice spoke in his ear. "Call fromDeputy Director Fish Lyle for Deputy

Di rector Hubbard Cedric.”

Cedric ignored it. The golfie skittered around a comer and the parking hal
was right ahead, with Devlin and Jathro disnounting. "Forty. . ." Cedric's
mnd whirled at the revel ations.

Alya smiled in bitter amusenent at his expression, "O course, for its size
Banzarak has sent nore col onists than anywhere el se has."

He frowned, at first puzzled and then with growi ng di staste. "Wat exactly
does that nean?" "The Institute needs ny intuition, or thinks it does, or else
it just likes to have its own judgnent confirned. | have to be prepared to go,
or nmy satori won't work. | buy the tickets-five hundred of nmy countryfol k for
every five thousand others." "That's horrible! You re being bought!"

She smled and laid a tiny hand on his nuch | arger one. "I minded nore being
sold! | hated to | eave Banzarak. | hated to cone here-and yet | couldn't
resist nmy kisnet. It drove ne.

And you saw what happened today: | could hardly drag nyself back from Ti ber."
She squeezed his hand squeakily and sighed. "Now | want to go! |I will scream
and fight to go. Standing there under that fat yellow sun, | felt as though
were free for the first time in ny life, as though a great curse had been
lifted fromne

| shan't rest until | return.”

Cedric's wild longing al nost choked him but he fought it down. Tine enough



for begging when he knew a little nmore. "But if there really are all these

Cl ass One worlds, then why keep them secret at all?" "lIsn't that obvious?"
Alya said bitterly.

The comon the golfie went ping! "Call from Director Hubbard Agnes for Deputy
Di rector Hubbard Cedric.”

The cart parked itself and stopped. He grabbed Alya's hand and junped off,
haul i ng her behind him "Run!" he said, and they raced for the door where
Devlin and Jathro were di sappearing. Baker and the armed rangers were on the
gol fie behind. "Before noon," Deputy Fish had said, and Cedric realized that
he was fam shed agai n. Lunch nust be hours overdue-where had the day gone? So
hi s grandnother was in Cainsville, and al nost certainly she was waiting at
that very nonent in Fish's
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office with her glare turned full on the conset, ready to fuse its circuits.
Cedric knew he could not evade her for |long, but he was going to stay with
Alya while he could. She seemed to want hi maround. Nothing mattered nore than
t hat .
Behi nd t hem Baker shouted, "Heh!" He came up at a linmping run, with his two
gun- beari ng buddi es cl ose behind. "Wat's the screanung hurry?"
Cedric could hear his gollie still squawking; he haul ed the door of the decon
chanmber cl osed as soon as the others were inside. "Just want to get it over
with."
But Alya obviously did not want to get it over with. She was hunp-shoul dered
and huggi ng hersel f. That seemed |like a waste --Cedric put his own arnms around
her also as the chemi cal drizzle began to fall. The tunnels on the plastic
made her | ook as though she were weeping, and she cuddl ed into his enbrace.
"This is crazy!" he said, peering out at Devlin through his own streaning
cover. "She's frightened to death. What are you doing to her?"
Devlin tried to rub his noustache through the crysfab of his bubble suit. He
scow ed. "We just want her to take a | ook. She doesn't have to go down to the
surface. She'll be perfectly safe." "Saskatchewan wi ndow s open," Baker said.
"Skivs're on their way already. No problenms so far." He paused, |istening

' "Not as pretty as Tiber, but robbie data register nom nal across the
board."” "But if Alya likes Tiber--2' "W've got five or six likelies out of

eight," Devlin said. "It may be that nore than one's okay. She can't cut
herself in half, but we could use two worlds, if the windows fit. Okay,
sonny?"

Cedric was about to protest, but Alya spoke first. "I'Il look. | just want

Cedric with ne, that's all."

The Iight went on at the far door, to indicate decon was conplete. "And that's
anot her point," Devlin added sourly. "The way she clings to you like tired ivy
doesn't exactly reinforce ny confidence in this fanous judgment of hers." H s

voi ce grew angrier as Baker swung 'he door open. "Sure, |'ve seen the records
on the others, and | saw her sibs pick Raven and Etna. But there can be bl ack
sheep in any famly." "Now, |ook here-" Cedric began, trying to di sengage

hinself from Alva's enbrace. "No, you | ook here!" Devlin's square face was
growi ng ruddy, and he thrust his chin out a-, he Chrt-d imnt C(,drio 14P All -
@1,;,

man- Cedri ¢ knew how big nen disliked him "I'mnot going to risk hundreds and
t housand of lives just on the word of a dippy, slant-eyed floozy unless |
believe init, and if she picks you as her ideal of manhood, then I don't

t hi nk she knows what's good for her, which is what this exercise is all about.
If she can show ne what there is on Saskatchewan to be so all-powered scared
of, then 1-2

Ping! Lost in the argunent and growi ng hotter by the minute, Cedric had not
noticed that there was a conset on the wall of the decon chanber. He spun
around and was surprised to see a red helnet and red uniformand the faniliar
scowl of Bagshaw Barney. "Hugging's nore fun w thout those suits on, Sprout."
"Go away. |'m busy."

Bagshaw shook his massive head like a bull aimng a charge. "You're crazy. You
know dammed wel | your grandmother's been trying to get through to you.
Nobody- but nobody! - keeps O d Mther Hubbard waiting, |addie. She'll pop your
balls in the stellar converter if you don't smarten up fast."

Cedric could see the area behi nd Bagshaw, and he recogni zed the waiting room
outside Dr. Fish's office

Baker had gone on into the dome. The two guards hovered by the door. "Come on,
Princess,” Devlin said.

Alya clutched Cedric's arm harder. "You go ahead, sir," he told Devlin with
all the calmhe could nuster. "Gve ne two minutes to settle this, then Her



H ghness and | will be right with you."

Devlin shot hima flinty glare. He tamed and strode through the door without a
word. T"he two rangers hesitated, then followed him Cedric turned back to the
com but Bagshaw spoke first. "Listen, kid, this is inportant! Eccles is going
to blow up bridges tonight on WeHB. " "Ckay, okay!" "It's dangerous and it's
all wong. W can't stop her, but we do have a chance to put out the real
story right afterward-and Fish has pulled nore strings to get that chance than
you could believe. But there's not nuch tinme, You' ve got to be briefed before
she even starts. And get your hair conmbed this tine."

Cedric felt as though part of his intestines had fallen | ocose. "Wy ne?" "It
has to be you, Sprout." Twice in tw days? "No! No! No! I"'mfed up with being
a
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conedy act. | don't know the first damed thing about appearing on hol o shows,
or nedia relations, or whatever this scandal of Pandora's is all about. Gan's
just setting ne up to look like an idiot again, the way she did yesterday.

Tell her to go find another sucker. "

Bagshaw s | ashl ess eyes narrowed to slits. "The | ast man who sai d sonet hi ng
like that to your grandnother got a whole world all to hinmself." "Bugger off!"
Cedric said shrilly. "Ch, hell-tell her I'"mescorting Princess Alya, as she
asked me to. We're going to go and take a quick | ook at Saskat chewan, and then

we'll be all through for a while." He hoped that was correct. He wondered if
he dare nention his |ong-overdue |unch, and decided not to. "'lben I'll cone
right away-just give ne ten mnutes." "And you'll do this interview?" "Not
that! | told you-1'msick of being the world's joke of the day. Conme, honey."

"Wait!" Bagshaw seened to hesitate. His eyes flickered nonmentarily.

Alya uttered a little wail as Cedric rel eased her and nade a seven-| eague

si deways | eap to catch another angle in the holo. As he had suspected, Dr.
Fi sh had been standing just out of view Cedric pulled a face at the pair of
t hem and went back to Al ya.

Bagshaw s expressi on 6ecane bl acker than ever. "You fallen in |ove, Sprout?
The ol d hornones really perking? 1-hat nust be what's made you so god-fired

uppi ty, | cause you were a nice, quiet, polite boy yesterday. You're
rutting!" "Yes," Cedric said. "I"'mrutting. In beat. 1 have fallen in |ove.
Madly. It's crazy time. I'lIl come in ten mnutes." He turned to the door. "I

was in |love, too," Bagshaw said softly, and sonething in his voice stopped
Cedric faster than a shout would have done. "Can you believe?" "Huh?"
"Remenber in the chopper | |ectured you about the environment9" The guard's
voi ce had gone strangely flat. "I told you |l was pairing with an ecol ogi st?
W' d been together about a year. Cute little thing, soft and graceful and
gentle ... amazing she'd fall for a lunk like me." "And?" A cold finger
stroked the back of Cedric's neck. "She's dead."

For a nonent Cedric wanted to doubt, but Bagshaw was not the sort of man who
woul d easily seek synpathv. He woul d not

easily bare his soul, either, and to do so falsely would be even nore out of
character. And the topic lay too near his nmanhood for beggi ng. Bagshaw
bel i eved he was tough; he had to believe in his own toughness.

So Cedric had to believe his story. "And?" Bagshaw took a deep breath, as

t hough his next words were

going to hurt. "She was murdered. Raped and then rmurdered. | want justice,
Sprout -revenge! Need your help. 1'd appreciate that."

This was the man who had saved Cedric from BEST's agents in the Lincoln Hotel
the man who had caught hi mwhen he fell seventeen stories.

O course, he was also the man who had pushed hi mout the wi ndow to start

wi th, and the man who shoul d have sneaked himquietly out the front door an
hour earlier with no trouble.

Maybe it was just flattering to have a man |i ke Bagshaw ask for his help.
Cedric | ooked at Alya, but she was obviously suffering her own tornents and
not paying much attention. He did not turn to the corn. "Wiy ne? Wiy do |I have
to look like an idiot?" "Because you're so well suited to the part! Yes, you
were set up yesterday. So today who's going to believe you?" "No one!"
"Exactly."

Cedric spun around, feeling a quiver of rage rai se goose bunmps on him "Are
you saying that | was nade to |l ook like a lunkhead in front of the whole world
yesterday just so | wouldn't be believed today?" "I didn't say that, but-it
could be. Could well be, It's nec-

essary that we give out the truth, but that the truth not be believed - we
have a trap to spring . It has to be you, Sprout. "Because | don't know enough
to see through your lieO



Bagshaw roared. "We'll show you hol os!" He lunged forward, as though about to
fall right out of the conmset. "Take you down to the norgue and |l et you snell
the bodies. Is it blood you want?" "Just the truth.” Cedric wondered if anyone
in Cainsville knew what truth was. "You'll get the truth. And tell the truth.
And you'll not be believed-that's the neat of it." Bagshaw brought his tenper
under control with a visible effort. "Listen. |'ve sweet-talked a lot of girls
inm time, but |I've never asked a favor froma man since T was old enoueh to
stor) wettin2 the bed. 1'm asking you
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now, Sprout. And if you won't do it for ny revenge, maybe you have sone good
times of your own you'd like to renenber?"

Ch, God in Heaven! Cedric's lips nmoved. "d enda?" Bagshaw smiled softly and
nodded. "Fish can show you how to sink Eccles Pandora's dinghy, lad. She'll be
all through, all washed up."

Cedric swall owed sonething that wouldn't go away. Ch, d enda! He owed that

much to denda. "Ten mnutes.” "You'll do the interview?"
G enda, sliced and wapped in little paper packets. "Sink Eccles Pandora?"
"Dead in the water. Your doing. Promise.”" denda! "I'll do anything you want,"

Cedric said. The set went blank instantly.

Davi d Thompson Dome was even | arger than de Soto, or perhaps it just |ooked
that way because it was enpty. The central pit glowed with a nmuddy red |ight,
i ke a sunset under rainclouds, but the skivs had all gone and the gaunt
superstructures of cranes and gantries were still.

Cedric paused and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dimer light. He could
see only one ranmp extended, and he recalled that Tiber had been given nore
than the standard treatnment. Three men stood |l ounging on the rails of the
spectators' enclosure at the near edge of the pit. Two carried torchguns slung
on their shoulders. The other was too tall to be Baker, who nmust have gone

down to the surface. "Let's run," Cedric said. -W'll|l belt down to the rail
and you take a quick peek and say 'wong color,' or whatever you fancy. Then
we' |l scamper |ike hell back here again. Ckay?"

Al va nodded, staring down at the pit. "I feel such a fool! I'"'mreally not this

sort of sniveling idiot nmost of the tine, know you're not. And you'll he
all right in two mnutes when we're back here a-ain and it's done."

She nodded, shivering. "Just keep hold of ny hand." "Ready? Go!" They took off
down the slope together. Considering relative leg sizes, she ran well. Cedric
| oped at her side, hanging on to her hand. Devlin had turned and was wat chi ng
t hem cone.

Panting, they reached himand fl opped against the rail to peer down.

Bel ow them |l ay a | eprous swanmp of rocks and scummy puddles, with scrub and
tufty vegetation in lurid yellows and browns. Rain was falling-which was a

par adox-and wind ruffled the nore open parts of the pools. Soupy nmud bubbl ed
in the tracks left by the wheel ed vehicles at the end of the ranp, while right
bel ow the viewers was the largest growh of all, a lunpy thing like a pallid
barrel, which instantly squirted upward, extending into a high, thin colum
like a palmtree that sinultaneously curved over, directing down at the
viewers a hollow crown ringed with stubby knobs; and those in turn stretched
out into long white ropes to reach over the railing and wap around Al va,
scoopi ng her up high, tearing her hand from Cedric's grip before he had even
regi stered what was happeni ng. The two guards unslung their guns. Devlin

yell ed at themnot to shoot, and their sudden novenent attracted the attention
of nore of the white ropes, which flashed out to entangl e the weapons al so.
Cedric nade a standing leap up on the rail, and his outstretched hands caught
hold of Alva's ankles just before she was el evated beyond even his I ong reach.
Wldly of f balance, he hooked one toe under the rail, and then his other foot
as well, for he, too, was now swathed in tentacles and bei ng hoi sted and
pull ed outward. Gips on his | egs were probably human hands. He thought he
heard his joints crack as he stretched out like taffy. He dared not rel ease
his hold on Al va-who was scream ng and cursing in a dozen different |anguages,
and that was a good sign because it neant that nothing had wapped around her
neck yet. He cried out at the pain of the rail on his feet and an al ready
unbear abl e tension that kept on increasing, trying to tear himin half.

Then buildup of air pressure in the top of his suit nade his ears go suddenly
dead and plunged himinto choking, stuffyheaded silence. Gadually he was
tilted fromnear vertical to horizontal as the ropes tried to carry their prey



back honme. Their grip tightened nercilessly around him squeezing his bubble
suit out in ridges, crushing his chest so he could not breathe. The ends of
the ropes bore nmouths or teeth or eyes of all of those; butting and pumeling
at him they tried vainly to chew through the crysfab. But his feet were
slipping, and between the agony in his feet and the effort of keeping his toes
up to maintain his hold, he could hardly think of anything except to wonder
whet her Alva's knees woul d conme apart before his arns were pulled fromtheir
sockets. If the railing came | oose fromthe floor, he was |ost.

He was stretched out flat, staring down at the rocks and pud-
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dies far below, and al so seeing the deadly blur that surrounded

pit. Even as he watched, a stray rope touched it and was severed in a flash
and a crackle. Cedric was going to be dragged down, and when he was standi ng
on his head, he would be crushed agai nst the edge of the string, and that was
deat h.

Then a coil tw sted around his neck and that was nuch qui cker death. It began
to tighten.

As the ropes shortened back toward their source, they were grow ng thicker

The trunk had contracted alnmost into its original barrel shape. In a nonent or
two Alva was going to be sucked completely inside the nonster. And he was
goi ng to be strangl ed.

Dar kness! Everything went bl ack, and he dropped a neter and smashed his face
into a steel floor. His feet were still hooked over the railing.

The ropes and the bubble suit had cushioned nost of his fall, but his nose had
taken the rest of it. Damm, but that hurt!

H s bi ndi ngs | ashed and buckl ed in death agonies, which slowy stilled to
small twitchings. Dimlights appeared, or his eyes adjusted. He was stil
clasping Alva's ankles. Dazed and gi ddy, choking on bl ood, he disentangl ed

hi nsel f and thought he saw her trying to sit up. Then nmore lights and | ots of
peopl e-and of course what had happened was that Devlin had ordered the w ndow
cl osed, and the rope plant or herd snake or whatever itithey was/were had been
cut in half, and Cedric and Alva were lying on the steel object plate of the
transmensor, barely lower than the rest of the done floor, and all sorts of
nmedi cs and rangers were flocking usel essly around, and Cedric's ears popped
back into life again with a sudden influx of shouting and babbling voices, and
his face and throat were full of blood from his goddairmed nose, and perhaps
he was just a little too close to losing contro

He took a firmgrip on hinself, and the world stopped spinning.

He retched and spat bl ood and wi shed he could w pe the tears of pain fromhis
eves. He could barely see out of the suit because of the blood sneitred on the
pl astic, and his nose throbbed as though soneone were standing on it.

He pushed hands away and sat up. "Quiet!" he roared. "You all right, Alva?"
Then he coughed frantically because he had inhaled some blood. "I think so."
He felt a great rush of relief- Mdire pains were coming to his

attention- crushed ribs and scraped feet and one el bow. Mstly his nose-he
tiled to pinch it through the plastic to stop the bleeding, but it hurt too
much. "Just sit a nionie-1l1t." a voice said. ""Ne're trying to check you for
broken benLs. -four suit's intact, so there's no contam nation.” "Never nliiid
nme-the princess.

But there were other,,; looL-ng after Alva. "You were right, 11;ghness." That
was Devlin, standing over them anong the tw tching white ropes and the
bustling medics. "I'msorry. Dartin, !"in sorrNt ! You too, Deputy. G eat
work!" "Wav i" Alva asked shriilvl "Wy did it pick raeT "Fast novenctnt,"
Devlin said. "And size. The rest of us would be too, big for Frey. It went for
the guns, too-they're small. |'ve scer, variations on that pattern before. A
good thing you didp't g@ sucked 'Into the cere, or it would have crushed you.
"Baker?" Cedt-ic inunbled. "He wal ked rght by the dammed thina. He nust have
been too big, or noving too slow Lucky bastard, though I"

Pushi ng nedics aside, Cedric crawl ed over to Alva and took her hand. "You're

hurt!" she said. "It's just nry nose."

She squeezed his hand in both of hers. She was shaking. So was he. "OF course,
every world has danEers," Devlin said. "We'll have -.0 ,ee how you feel about
this one. . . later."

No one was 1;stenina to Devlin. Alva tried to. sit up, and Cedric hel ped her
"Darling. I'mserry," he said. "Sorrv' @or-1,,, for 'lcd s sake? Sony for

what"" "I



| let go of your .-ianl."” She put her anlis around hirn and | aughed al oud. "I
t hi nkyo ,d,d have pullod ny =, n out otherwise. I'mfire, fine! Oh, your
poor, poor face! You@e all bloody!" "Bioody poor guardian."”

Al va shook her head and nouthed a k:ss at him She was happy again. The danger
had gone. Her sarori had warned herhad Cedric not been right there at her

si de, she would have been sucked down into the heart of that hing. "Call ft-ir
Deputy Director Hubbard Cedric from Director Hubbard."



1 BO Dave Duncan Cedric struggled to his feet, knocking
away hands that tried to help. He swayed, wincing at a whole new world of
brui ses and strains. Wth his luck he would probably find he was ten
centimeters taller yet. "Call for-_2

He raised his wist mke to his mouth. "Tell her 1'mon ny way-
Nauc, April 8

AFr ER Too MANY sl eepl ess nights, Dr. Eccles Pandora was running on little blue
wheel s-chem cal wheels, one every two hours. Anything that brushed agai nst her
nerves made themtwang so | oud that she was surprised when other people did
not | ook around. As long as she concentrated, she was fine, but at the
slightest trace of relaxation she began to drift off into weirdly rippling

hal | uci nati ons. She woul d survive, though, and playbacks of the clips had
convi nced her that the overl oad was adding a special luster to the coy sparkle
that was her own distinctive style.

About fifteen minutes nore would do it, Then chanpagne and cel ebrati on. The
plaudits would be flowi ng, the world at her feet. Wen she woul d get to bed,
she neither knew nor cared. This was her triunph, her apotheosis. Mve over,
gods, Pandora had just inherited Adynpus. "Stand by!" said the voice in her
ear.

She dug fingernails into her palms and straightened up in her chair, forcing
away the wavering shimrer that was trying to settle between her and the
studi 0. She ran snoot hing white hands over silver silk, then reached for the
gl ass hidden under the table at her side. The damabl e thing was enpty, so she
pal med one nore blue disk and forced it down dry.
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Ready for the big windup, It had gone without a flaw. The cameranmen fussed in
t he gl oom before her, gesturing foinfinitesiml changes in the lighting. Up in
the control roorn, Murice gave her a thunbs-up. A classic, this would be,
Peopl e woul d be watching this a hundred years fromnow. Universities would
grant doctorates for anal yses of what she had w ought tonight-of how Pandora
changed t he worl d.

In the tiny cage of the nonitor, her inmage was concluding thc inter-view wth
t he xenol ogi st from Harvard, Dr. Watsisnanme. He had not contributed anything
factual, but he had been so excited he could hardly speak, and that had cone
across beautifully

The billion-dollar coin had been worth every hecto, ever; cent. A viewpoint

i nside the skiv would have been better, of course, and nore than one vi ewpoi nt
woul d have inproved the artistry. The coin had come fromone of the fixed
caneras inside the donme-they thought it was van D emen Dome, but that did not
matter-and it had been beautifully positioned to watch the door of the skiv.

H ggi nsbot harn had vouched for its authenticity-WHB' s resident expert on
trickery swearing that if it was a fake, he woul d emascul ate hinmself by hand.
"After |I do," she had warned him

And the technicians had done a lovely job on cutting and extracting cl ose-ups.
Lovely, lovely, lovely. Stop that! Concentrate! She gl anced at the nonitor
where a femal e hygi ene ad was running. Thus was history financed ..
Concentrate! She had begun with a few teasing references to the search for
extraterrestrial sentience, with a brief clip of some brainy types fromthe
Sagan I nstitute.

None ever found, they had said, Stay tuned, she had told them Establish
friendly contact, they had advi sed. But what, she bad asked, if they're
killers, too" The coin had shown nothing of Nile itself--the N ghtmare Pl anet
she had named it-but Mbscow had told them what they needed. The mycol ogi st van
Schoeni ng had conme from Moscow, a consultant brought in to study the fungoid
vegetation. He had been supplied with all sorts of prelimnary data by 4-1
and had left all that lying in his office. It had not come cheap, but what the
hell? Surely Dr. van Schoenint! MKkailovitch would have, di M

happy, had he known that he was naking his secretary a rich nian-

So there had been interviews with planetol ogists fromJPL about Nile, a dark
and poi sonous world where rain never reached the surface, a surface of slaggy
bl ack rocks hot enough to cook neat.

There had been an interviewshe had done that one |iveabout the toadstool and
puf f bal | vegetation. That had perhaps not been a total success; the woman had
used too many big words. O course, the resenblance to terrestrial fungi was
nmerely "convergent evolution of saprophytic organi sns"--neaning they lived on
a fallout of organic debris fromthe airborne algae in the cloud |ayer.
Pandora had cut that off as soon as she had established that fungi could he
edi ble. Food is food. Likely there. was sonething there eating the yeasts and
mushroons. So there was no water? Let themdrink beer

And then she had noved on to the record fromthe coin-the skiv beino,
retrieved and haul ed up on the crane; the scurrying, shouting, near-hysterica
people clinbing all over it and peering in the wi ndows; Dr. Devlin G ant
maki ng a total ass of hinself. He had al ways been one, of one sort of another
And then ... Piece de rdsistance! Then the skiv doors had been opened, wth
nore excitement and shouting until the bodies had been brought out. Pandora
had demanded cl ose-ups and had been prepared to screamfor them but Murice
had agreed wi thout a nurnur, bless him The Institute nmedics had not even put
sheets over the stretchers. so bless them al so-and she had given the viewers a
good | ook at two naked nal e bodies, slashed and ripped, with their heads
battered to pulp. Strong, strong stuff!

She had taken a brief detour through the men's lite. stones and then zeroed in



on the m ssing wonman, ecologist GIIl Adele. WSHB's librarv had turned up a

hal f-decent file shot, too. Cute little tw st-any hal f-decent surgeon could
have nade sonmething really great out of her face. Mssing . . . presuned
carried of f by oo .. wait for it ... the ultimte!

Cave men in space-zoomin on Devlin Gant holding a stone hand-ax, crusted
with dried blood and brains.

Pandora had called w tnesses on that ax, too. Early Acheulian, the experts had
agreed, an exanple of cultural convergence.
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What they had neant was that if one battered up a rock to put sharp edges on
it, one finished up with a battered rock with sharp edges on it.

Her ear said, Ping! She junped. Signal |ight on canmera one ..

She sniled to the Fol ks Qut There. "So now we cone to sone different sorts of
guestions. The pictures we showed you were nmade on April fifth, and this is
the eighth. As yet the Intemational Institute for Interstellar Investigation
has made no announcenent about these tragic deaths. In three days it has

rel eased no information at all about Nile or its sinister inhabitants. W
obt ai ned our data from unofficial sources. You have heard how inportant this
di scovery is-'epoch-nmaking' was the word, wasn't it? So why is it being kept
secret? "Wy the cover-up? "Wy did the next of kin in all three cases refuse
to talk with us? ,,To help us with these questions, we have Doctor---2'

For a monent her head went bl ank-total whiteout. Panic burned in her throat
like acid. Such a thing had never happened to her before, in twenty years
broadcasting. The pronpter blurred before her eyes. "Jenkins Wanda," her ear
said. "Dr. Jenkins Wanda, Professor of Political Science at the University of
New Ol eans."” She recovered and carried on, keeping her hands clasped to hide
the trembling. Too little sleep, too many pills! But not |ong to go-she nust
not falter.

A chair containing Jenkins Wanda appeared on the other side of the table.
Jenkins was a dream A tall and striking bl ack wonan, she was as snooth and
deceptive as a jungle stream She had suggested nost of the questions they had
sel ected, offering up some startling inplications and i nnuendos that even
Pandora hersel f had not seen. "Good eveni ng, Wanda." "Good eveni ng, Pandora,"
"Now, WaAnda, you've beer watching. " @Gaining strength as she swung back
into action and squeezed out a few |l ast drops of adrenaline, Pandora started
serving the lines,

Jenkins returned the expected responses. but, of course, after
thirty years it is a shock to find evidence of sentient life, O course, after
so long the Institute is old and hard-arteried. O course, its experts could

panic. . ." And so on. "Now, " Pandora said, |leaning into a Between Qursel ves
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node, "you may recall a curious thing that happened yesterday. The Director of
4-1. . ." Behind her, she knew, a mirage cut of that disastrous press
conference woul d be rem ndi ng viewers of Hubbard's catastrophe, and the hunman
celery she had |l eft behind, |leaning on the lectern. "Ch, | think you're
right," Jenkins said, although Pandora had actually nmade no statements at all.

"The original intention was to announce what you have shown tonight-the

di scovery of sentience on Nile. There can be no doubt of that. Cbviously Dr.
Hubbard then changed her m nd. Sonething or soneone changed her mnd, but too
|ate to cancel the announced reception. So she inprovised that absurd excuse
about appoi nting her grandson as a deputy director. Quite clearly, the
director herself has pani cked, al so. The confusion seems to run right through
the Institute's organization, fromtop to bottom She made a public idiot of
hersel f yesterday. She is getting on, you know," she concluded with a slyly
feline smrk that even Pandora coul d envy.

Pandora had thus been granted a clear fairway for the next drive. She swung.
"But why, Wanda? First contact with a sentient species is staggering news, a
historic event. We all know that the transnensor allows us only very brief
access to other worlds, so we have very little time. Surely we should be
maki ng the greatest possible effort to |l earn nore about these stone-age

bei ngs, whatever they are. Wiy, we don't even know yet what they | ook Iike! So
why this cover-up by the Institute? Wiy did Director Hubbard pani c and change
her m nd about maki ng an announcenent ?"

Wth an eerily sinister snle, Wanda prepared to sink the ball. "Well
renmenber, Pandora, that Hastings WI I oughby hinself, the Secretary General
was al so at that nmeeting yesterday. | think it's a fair guess that it was he



who ordered the cover-up, because what may seemto be a very acadenic
scientific discovery will certainly have a real inpact on global politics."
For a nonent she lingered playfully on the lip of the cup: such scandal ous
i nconmpet ence haj been revealed by the triple tragedy, that a najor shake-up

And then she dropped it neatly: however short-lived it m ght have to be,
contact with another intelligent species would certainly cause the human race
to close ranks at last. The Wrld Chanber with its el ected del egates woul d
prosper, because it was

the only body with a legitimate claimto represent the human race. The United
Nations, a discredited and outnoded collection of ineffective governments,
woul d wither to dust. Hastings WI -
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| oughby and Hubbard Agnes woul d be drowned in a political tidal wave, and they
knew t hat .

A lovely piece of work, Pandora thought. OF course, it was only valid if one
did not know too nuch about Chanber el ections, but she could save that problem
for another day, another show, another night ... Gods, but she was tired!
Wanda had finished her razor job on Hubbard Agnes and was waiting for the next
guestion. Was there a next question? Pandora fluttered her eyelids as though
they were not nade of |ead and sneaked a glance at the pronpter. No, they were
finished. "Dr. Jenkins Wanda, Professor of Political Science at-atWnda, thank
you very much for being with us this evening." "It was mny pl easure, Pandora."
Jenkins dissolved into the air.

Now, just a few closing words. . . Ping! Maurice was giving her the sign for a
commercial! Wat the hell was that for? But Pandora's well-honed instincts
spoke up to assure the world that she would be right back. She was hoarse.

The signal light went off. "Maurice!" She began to push herself up out of her
chair and then realized that the floor m ght not be steady enough to stand on
"Ten nore minutes, Panda." Frazer Franklin's voice! She would know it

anywhere, even in an earpatch. "W have a--2

She | eaped to her feet. Swaying, glaring up at the control w ndow, she started
to scream "Frankie, you stay out of ny-" "W have a rebuttal, Pandora."
"Rebuttal ? What in the name of CGod is there to rebut?" She was too tired.
There was nothing |left. That dammed-to-at housand-hells pervert and his
accursed friends had no right to tanper with her triunmph. "I won't," she said.
"I won't---2'

A chair appeared, with occupant. Pandora col |l apsed back on her seat and for a
monent could only gape. "You!" she said. "Ch, sweet nerciful..."

it was the human cel ery; except that sonmeone had taken himin hand and the

| um nescent green was gone. His hair was conbed. He was wearing a pearly-gray
junp suit in a frilled bow bedecked style that was just being adopted by the
franticfringe youth cults and would not reach the adult world until late
sumer at the earliest. Damm him but he could get away with it! It played
down hi s binder-tw ne skinniness, at the cost of making hi mseem even younger
than he rmust be. The size of him... But his sandal ed feet ended a coupl e of
centineters bel ow fl oor |evel

she noticed. Was that Maurice's doing, or was someone at 4-1 trying to shaft

t he ki ndergarten deputy? And weren't his cuffs riding just a little high at
ankl e and wrist?

Pandora wanted to | augh, and dared not start in case she never stopped again.
Human sacrifice! She had uttered challenge at the gate, and the kni ght had
ridden forth to slay the foe. On, jewel beyond price! Perfection-the fina
touch to add to her glory. "Cedy! Does your grandnother know you're out this

| ate?"

He flushed, and Pandora finally managed to bring his face into focus. G eat
Heavens! This was even better than she could have dreanmed of. She felt a
trenmor of al nbst sexual excitenent run through her. Her fatigue vanished in

the thrill of the chase-of the kill. Bless you, Frankie! The final dish
tonight, | adies and gentlenmen, is human head, served hot and weepi ng. "Wat
happened to your nose, Cedric?" "I had a run-in with some exotic plant life."

It was puffed and purple and probably packed with surgical gauze, because his
voi ce sounded as though he were speaki ng underwater. By the next day he would
have bl ack eyes, also.

It was all just so delicious. The massacre of the innocent. But she had
wat ched that kid face a nob the day before. For an amateur, a beginner relying
only on native courage, he had done not badly at all, until Pandora herself

had sharpened an experinental claw on him She knew his chinks, maybe better
than he did. Very likely better than he did-there could not have been many



worren in so brief alife. Quite likely only the one.

H s eyes flickered sideways to | ook at nothing, and then noved back to
Pandora. OF course he was seeing soneone else in the same roomhe was in. To
hi m Pandora was the projection, the intrusion. But the great unseen audi ence
woul d perceive such flickers as shiftiness, and they showed his |ack of
trai ni ng

She gl anced at the nonitors. She had about ten seconds to soften himup. It
was not essential, but genius never overl ooked an opportunity. "It's too bad
about that," she said. "Your nose." She dropped her voice to Husky, Ful
Strength. "Because you're a very goodl ooki ng young man."

He had been about to say sonething el se. His nmouth opened and stayed that wwj.
"I wish you were here in the flesh. W could have gotten together afterward,
maybe?" She sighed. "Oooh, | would have |iked that."
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Color was rising in his face like that red stuff in thermoneters. H's knuckl es
had gone stark white. Good. "I nust admit that |'mcurious,"” Pandora said.
"You do have the advantage of me, you know. " "Ad-Advantage?" "You al ready know
what | look like stripped, don't you? | can only guess about that strong young

body of yours."

The color all drained out again, |eaving the swollen nose |like a petunia on a
snowbank-. His |ips nouthed sonething that m ght been "Bitch." "Tell me: are
you well ... proportioned? You' re one of the tallest nmen |I've ever net, and a
girl can't hel p wondering-"

Ping! "And finally, friends, to wap up tonight's astonishing revelations, we
have here the fanpbus Hubbard Cedric. Good evening, Cedric."

He had to swallow twi ce before he could return her greeting. "Cedric, of
course, is with the Institute. Only yesterday his grandnot her snatched hi m of f
t he conpany basketball team and appoi nted hi mdeputy director for Media

Rel ati ons, which was quite a surprise to all of us ... and to you, too, |

t hi nk, Cedri c?"

He nodded. She waited. "Yes." Anger and hatred burned in his eyes. She felt a
sudden lurch of desire-those dammed pills always did that to her. But she did
enj oy her nmen young. She loved to lead themon ... and on ... watching their
lust rise until it was an agony, until they were driven beyond endurance,
either lashing out in frenzy or suddenly humiliating thensel ves by ending

bef ore they had begun-that was glorious. And to start with one who al ready
felt such savage anger..

Busi ness before pleasure. Concentrate! "And tonight Cedric has been sent al ong
to give us the official word fromhis gran-fromthe Institute. Haven't you,
Cedy?" "That's correct, Dr. Eccles.”

She shivered at the intensity of his contenpt. It was arousing her. She would
be doing the blushing next. "Do call ne Pandora, please. Al right, then, why
has the Institute been keeping this story secret? Wiy has it not adnmitted the
truth before now?" "Wat truth, Dr. Eccles?" "Evidence of sentient life
forns!"”

Then she saw the triunph flower in those big gray eyes, and all the world
seened to explode in alarmbells.

"There is no evidence of sentient life forms.'
for tine-but she nmust also

speak without any sign or doubt, or hesitation. "Are you suggesting that the
records we showed tonight are faked?" Not that! OCh please, not that! The
people are missing, their famlies are mourning- it can't be a hoax. Pl ease,
Cod, let it not be a hoax. "No. The coin was stolen, but it was genuine.
Everyt hi ng you showed was genui ne. "

Relief! And before she could speak, he plunged ahead. He had been well
briefed. "But you only saw a tiny portion of the data. W have evidence from
nore than twenty canmeras, not just one, and from other sources al so. For
example -2

"But the wi ndow was open on April fifth?" She nmust get the ball away from him
If she could pull the kid off his rote briefing, then he would fl ounder
"Yes." He paused a fraction of an instant, and she pounced. "So the Institute
has had three whole days to start producing fake records. How can we possibly
trust anything you show us?"

No-t hey had thought of that. "I'mnot offering to show you any records."

More relief! Could it be that the whole rebuttal nonsense had been the | ong
whel p's own i dea? She raised her brows in Cbvious Skepticism "So we are
expected to take your word for it?" "For now you'll have to."

She was running the predicted track, damm it! But she had no choi ce of nove.
"And why shoul d we?" "Because this is under investigation as a crim nal
matter. "Crirninal?" That one threw her on the ropes, and in fact she had

"No evi dence?" She nust play



fallen back in her chair. "You are planning to arrest these stone-age

i nhabitants of--2'" "It was murder!" Hi s eyes glinted with genuine, youthful
outrage. "A horrible, premeditated nmurder. That's why | can", show you the
hol os. The records have been seized- attached, | mnmean-by the authorities, as

evi dence." Then he smirked at her and waited expectantly. "Wat authorities?
You' re not suggesting that the cave nen on Nile have police?" No, levity was
the wrong tack. She was blundering. Crinminal crap! "Never mnd that for now
You' ve got two dead nen and a m ssing woman to explain, boy. Wodunit? Was
there a fourth person in that skiv?"

He shook his head and settled in to tell the story, a faint smle of triunph
on his big nmouth. "Have you ever heard of-" He
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took a deep breath. "-cuthionam ne |ysergeatc?" "No, but |I'msure |'m about
to." "It's a poison. It's powder, but the funes are deadly. It drives people
mad. " "Fungus derivative, Pandora," said her earpatch. "Wat sort of nmad?" she

asked. She was so weary. Even one conversation was al nbst too hard to handl e,
wi t hout having to work out why Maurice was bl at heri ng about fungus

derivati ves.

Cedric adjusted hinmself in the chair, noving stiffly. What other injuries were
hi dden under that fancy tailoring? Bruises, welts? Pale skin with red

weal s-no, she nust keep her m nd on business.

Qovi ously he thought he had her now. "In wonen it causes extreme confusion and
certain |libidinous tendencies." "Ch, ginme a break! \Wo's been teaching you
the big words? It makes them hony, you nean?"

H s Adami s apple junped. "I guess so. It has that effect on nen, too, and it

al so makes nmen violent. Wnen usually less so, and after a few hours it rots
the higher centers of the brain, and it causes a nental degeneration and
regression, and in a day or so it will kill-depending on the concentration

you know." "So the G Il woman killed the men?" "It's obvi ous she nust have
killed at | east one of them" "And where did she get the stone ax?" "van
Schoening made it." "Oh, really!" Pandora tried a |augh, and it sounded
screechy even to her. She needed tine to think-days. "Well, tell us the
official story, then. You' ve seen these forbidden records?"

Agai n he registered satisfaction -the interview was follow ng the script he

had been given. "No. Al | can tell you is what |'ve been told. There will be
atrial, and the jury will get the evidence. But this seens to be what
happened. The skiv went-was transmensed-to Nile on April first, with the
ecologist Dr. G1l, and Dr. van Schoening from Mbscow, who was an expert on
funguses, and a ranger, Dr. Chollak John, as operator. You know all that.
Nvel I, everything went fine for two days. They drove around, taking pictures
and col | ecting sanples. They found nothing unusual. They did not go outside,
because of the heat and because the air is not breathable.” "W know al

that." "You don't know the rest of it. It was on the fourth. That was when the
poi son hit. It was very sudden. Dr. Chollak and Dr. van
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Schoening started to fight. Choll ak won, because he was younger and bigger."
Thr ough the deadening fog of fatigue and confusion and anger, that inage

regi stered with Pandora. "He won the woman? He raped her?"

Cedric pulled a grinmace as well as he could around his swollen nose. "It
wasn't rape. We wanted to spare the fanmlies thisbut Dr. Gl was affected as
much as the men were. Partly she provoked the fight. |I have to mention that,
because of what happened later. After the fight, Dr. van Schoening went into
the Iab room at the back of the skiv. He took out sone rock sanples and nade a
hand ax."

This time Pandora let the laugh come, to show scorn. Then it becane ridicule.
She how ed. She felt tears come, it was all so silly. After all her work and
all the evidence, to have this binbo cone along and spin cobwebs on her shiny

triunph ... Maurice shouted sonething in her earpatch, and she did not |isten
And then she saw the amazed expression on the kid' s face and coughed herself

into silence. "I told you that the poison causes nmental regression,” he said

sternly. "It can have that effect, depending on which parts of the brain it

affects. He regressed. There were |lots of better weapons around-he even used a
hanmrer at one point-but he smashed at a rock until he got an edge on it. Then
he went into the roomwhere the other two were, and he battered Chollak to
deat h. "

Qoviously Cedric hinself believed that crud, and he was young enough and

i nnocent enough to be very convincing to the viewers. "That's when you get
your rape scene!" he said. "Pan," Maurice told her. "Cuthionam ne |ysergeate
is extracted fromfungus. The external atnosphere was overpressured."”



Cedric was waiting for coment. Pandora was fl oundering between his story and
Mauri ce's nonsensi cal babblin.-1s in her ear. Wen she did not speak, Cedric

continued. "And then the second murder. Yes, it had to be the woman She
revenge." "And then went out to find a cop?"

He shook his head, his caemrebuking her stupid levity. "Then she began
hunti ng-she seenmed to realize that something was

wrong. The poison is so randomthat it's possible she could still think
a fashion, even if she could not control her enotions. You understand?"

got

after
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"Hunti ng? What had she seen worth hunting?" He blinked. "Sorry-1 didn't mean
that sort of hunting. She began ransacking the skiv. Because this was the
third day, remenber? The poi son hadn't shown up earlier. There had to be sone
sort of booby trap, or tine bonb, to release it then." "And what did she
find?"

Cedric showed wariness again, as if he had been warned of bad footing ahead.
"We don't know. She was holding it tight against herself, and none of the

pi ctures showed exactly what it wa . But she tried to throw it outside. She

opened the--2' "Well!" Pandora spoke loudly. The time had come to wi n back
control of the interview "You think she found sonme sort of time |ock that had
spread poison? It must have been small, this contraption, or they would have

seen it sooner. You haven't explained why she didn't just toss it in the

di sposal chute, or seal it up in a sample locker."” "Her brain was half jelly
by then. She put on her EVA suit, but she forgot the helnet. She nust have
used an override code to open the airlock, because normally it wouldn't |et

her out wi thout approving the readings on her suit nonitor. She would have

di ed at once, and the outer door was self-I|ocking. "

Pandora began to speak, but he shouted the end of the sentence.

14... and the inside door she propped open with her helnmet!" That was the sort
of pathetic detail that Pandora did not need. "Wap it up!" was the order from
her earpatch. But she could not wap it up and let all this hokum spoil her

| ovely special. She had pulled out the rug, and she was not going to let them
lay it again so easily. "Well, so that's the Institute's version, is it? But
you're only reporting what they've told you, and you have no evi dence!"

He flushed and just shook his head. "Conveniently, the evidence is all sealed
away bv the | aw, Whose | aw applies there, on Nile?" Again she saw wari ness.
"Cainsville |l aw. And that cones under a special agreenment between the U N and
t he government of Canada." He tried to say "extraterritorial" and stunbl ed

over it.

She saw an opening and fl ogged her tattered brain through it.

cl -m at governnent of Canada? Well, never mind. isn't it convenient, though?
The Institute has its own security people | ooking into this supposed mnurder
The evidence is all l|ocked away for nonths, by which tine the string to Nile
wi Il have been lost. So

no one will ever know the truth! Very handy! How many ot her sectets has the

Institute buried over the years?"

Hubbard Cedric had opened his nouth to say sonmething. He started to stammer,
and his face went chal ky pale. That was puzzling. If she had not been so
battered and flattened, she mght have tried to follow that up. "And | don't

suppose there will hte any nore expeditions going to Nile in the neantine,
just in case they mght run into some stone-age beings?" . Maurice was
jabbering at her. "Pandora, if it was a voi ceoperated airl ock. "

Cedric was gabbling: "There will be evidence! Tomorrow " A joyful gleam cane

into his eyes. "The wi ndow 11 be open again tonorrow, and we're going to go
and recover Dr. GIl's bo y@lIt should be lying right where the skiv was
parked. There's a responder on her suit, so we can locate her. And whatever it

was she found should be fight there, too!" "Wen you say 'we'..."

The years fell away; the grin would have graced a twel veyear-old. "I've been
prom sed | can go along! No overnighting, just a quick trip. | wasn't in
Cainsville before this happened, see, so I'lIl be an independent w tness when
they find the body." "You? |Independent? You think that you're independent?"
"You are calling me a liar, Dr. Eccles?" "l'msaying that you' re not ny idea
of an independent witness."

He shrugged, exultant. "Well, | am | happen to be honest! There are some of

us honest nen around, you know. And |'m going along with Dr. Devlin, and
tonmorrow evening we're going to hold a press conference. Tune in and see what



we found!"

They were stealing her triunmph, She wanted to scream Maurice was babbling in
her car, and the king-sized cherub was openly smirking at her. They'd had days
to plan some sort of trickery to hide the truth. O course there were sentient
aliens out there! Hastings WIIloughby had ordered a cover-up. Hubbard Agnes
had buried much worse truths than that in her tinme. "You and Devlin9 Just the
two of you9'

He shrugged. "Maybe a ranger, or another witness." "I'll tell you what
wi t ness! " Pandora shouted, suddenly inspired. "A truly independent witness.
Me! 1'Il cone along and keep your friends honest. Show me! | dare you!"

The big kid started to | augh-and stopped, his mouth hangi ng open. Then his
head tw sted around and he glared at the bl ank
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space he had watched earlier. The nape of his neck was as hairless as a
baby's. "You're joking!" he told it.

He turned back to Pandora, suddenly red and gl owring and rutinous. "You
really want to cone?"

For a nonent she v'undered if she tright 11linve stepped into_ no, this rube
could never fake a reaction like that. "Yes, yes!"

He pouted. "They say there's one spare seat. Be at Cainsville at 0800."
Triunph! Victory snatched again fromthe jaws of whatever ...... Ckay?"
Hubbard Cedric asked grunpily. "I'Il be there!"

Wt hout even a good-evening, he started to rise. He and his chair vani shed.
That was a surprisingly abrupt ending. Pandora found the blur that was the
canera, U 11though she could not bring it into focus. The room was swayi ng and

weavi ng, and there was a throbbing sound in her ears. "Well, it's certainly
been an interesting evening! Maybe tonorrow we'll know some nore ... and ...
wi sh you all a very ... all wish. . "Relax. You're off."

The signal |ight had gone out. It was over, thank God. Over. She felt sick

She tried to stand, and darkness poured into the roorri and the floor tilted.
Take another pifl-no, don't.

How curious! She thought she might be going to faint. Not surprising. She was
not as young as she | ooked.

16

Cainsville, Apl-il B

"YOU PLANNED THAT!" Cedric shouted, hurling the door open. In his fury he

al nrost forgot to duck under the lintel. This was the closest to real anger
that Alva had yet seen in him "You set that up!"

Al'l through his ordeal she had been sitting in a coner of the control room
besi de Fish Lvle. Bagshaw, the beefy security man, had been | eaning agai nst a
wal I behind themin silence. They had all been watching through a wi ndow. Fi sh
had not spoken and had barely noved, an inscrutable gnome. Only once had he
used his mke to pronpt Cedric, and that had been ri ‘ght at the end, to
extend the invitation to Eccles Pandora. Nowe - ric crosset e roomin two
long strides and glared down at him and was rewarded with a bland snmile from
the round, pallid face. Lights glinted on Fish's shoe-polish hair and turned
the thick glasses into enpty patches of brightness. H s face was a
jack-o'-lantern carved froma grapefruit. He bore a scent of col ogne. "You did
very well, Cedric." Hs voice was a rustle of |eaves. "Well done, Sprout," the
security man grow ed. -Thanks." "Al nost too good," Fish added. "You al nost
convi nced her."

Alva stood up and sniled, Ignoring her, Cedric again shouted at Fish. "But you
knew she woul d want to conme along on the trip tonorrow Wy |let her?"
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I n anot her conmer the technician- arose and stretched. He was a sallow, spotty
yout h who had done nothing at all that Al ya had seen except | ooked bored and
pi ck his nose--Systemran everything. He headed for the door, thumnping Cedric
on the shoul der in patronizing approval as he went by.

Fi sh rose also. "You overestimte ny precognitive abilities. But yes, | did
run a prediction. . ." He chuckled inaudibly. "Systemsaid that if you played
your part as we discussed it, then there was a deci nal seven three chance that
she woul d react that way. |'d have guessed higher." "But why | et her? Wy do
we want her?" Cedric had so far afforded Alya no nore than a nod. That was a
nmeasure of both his anger and of a self-confidence that was grow ng

astoni shingly fast. In two days he had visibly matured, throwi ng off the
chil di sh cocoon in which he had been kept swaddled so long. He was filling in
the holes in his know edge, finding his strengths, and neasuring them agai nst
the world. He had rolled with some of the roughest knocks she coul d i magi ne
and gai ned strength fromevery success. It was a fascinating process to watch,
but it did raise problenms-such as the problem of where he was going to be
allowed to sleep that night.

As though he had read her thoughts, Cedric turned with a shamefaced snile and
hugged her, very softly. He was not always so gentle. "You did beautifully!l"
she told him "That horrid woman! You tied her in knots." "Did IT" He did not
| ook totally convinced. Cedric being skeptical ? That was new, and he was even
eyei ng Fi sh nore suspiciously than he had before the interview oviously the

unexpected ending still bothered him He tugged at a cuff. "And this suit! |
feel like | forgot ny guitar sonmewhere.” "I didn't know you played the
guitar!" she said.

He grinned. "I don't, really, but-2' He pursed swollen lips and kissed her

cheek. Agai n she wondered where he woul d sl eep. She was badly bruised, as he
was. Bruises could be used as an excuse for a night or tw, maybe, but after
that she might well be gone, never to see himagain. A man who had saved his
lover's life mght reasonably expect nore than a peck on the cheek for thanks.
"Call for Deputy Director Hubbard fromDr. Quentin Peter of

5CBC, " System announced.

Cedric shied like a startled horse. "Yugh! O course!" Fish had al ready
reached the outer door
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"Wait!"Cedric yelled, and lunged over to grab his arm "Correction," System
said. "Calls for Deputy Director Hubbard fromDr. Quentin Peter of 5CBC and
Dr. doodson Jason of NABC." "They'll all want to cone!" Cedric yelled.

Fi sh gazed up at himin opaque silence until Cedric released his grip. "I

expect so." "Wat am | goi ng-
Systeminterrupted. "Correction. The following five persons are standing by on
calls ... Correction. The follow ng eight. "

Cedric how ed. Fish nade another attenpt to slip out the door, and Cedric
squeezed in front of him Alya, inpressed, wondered if the reptilian little
man was surprised by the sudden new assertiveness he had provoked.

Cedric glared down at the chief of Security. "Not so fast, Doctor! You cooked
this up! Wiy let Eccles Pandora have the scoop? What's the purpose? W can't
take the entire world nmedia al ong on-2

Ping! Systemis nmindless recitation of cel ebrated nanes was ended by an
override and the furious inmage of Devlin G ant. One | ook at the inflamed beefy
face, and Alya could i magi ne sparks flying fromthe noustache.

Devlin roared. "What the hell is going on9 Hubbard, what right have you to
make announcenents about me going to visit Nile?"

Cedric put his arms akinbo, conpletely blocking the doorway. He stared down
darkly at Deputy Fish's shiny black hair, as

if hoping to see through it to whatever sinister brew seethed within. "I was
given to understand that it was all arranged."” "Oh, you were, were yoO Lyl e?"



Fi sh 1 ooked fromholo to Cedric and back again in surprise. "Has there been a
m sunder st andi ng? | assuned, Grant, that you would wish to handle the matter
yoursel f, but | certainly suggested that Cedric check with you before naking
any announcenent. "

Cedric's expression showed that he ruight be recalling the con-

versation differently. "Did you., now?" Devlin said through his teeth. "Wll,
| hadn't even been advised that there was going to be another mission to Nile
at all." "We must try to recover the body. NvVe promised GIlI's next of kin
that we woul d nake the attenpt,** Fish | ooked very innocent,
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very shocked by the di sagreement. Doubts were already gathering in Cedric's
face like mud rising in a stirred pond ..

And Devlin still resenbled a volcano in the nost unpredict-able stage of an
eruption. "I was not aware that my authority over operations had fallen into
guestion.” "OF course not!" Fish sighed. "Well, | surely do hope we, don't

have to start going to formal menoranda and requisitions in this organization
after so many years of striving to mninize red tape. As chief of the
investigation into GI1 Adele's death, | requested that an attenpt be made to
recover her body. | would have sworn that the matter was di scussed at our
first board neeting after the tragedy. And |'m sure that Agnes told ne she'd
mentioned it."

Devlin chewed his nmoustache. Hi s tunic was unzipped, his hair awmy, and the
room behind himwas a very frilly, pink bedroom "She may have," he admitted
cautiously. "Well, then!" Fish beaned. "And all | told Cedric was that he
woul d make a good i ndependent w tness, since he had never had a chance to
tanmper with the equiprment that killed the three victinms, and that | was sure
that you would not mnd himcom ng al ong, but that he should check with you.
He may not have heard ne clearly. Wll, the man's had a busy day; we shoul dn't
be too hard on him"

1-2' Cedric said. "Wat exactly are you denmandi ng, Lyle?" Devlin asked. A
string of glow ng words floated al ong past his knees: 16 | NCOM NG cALLs
WAr ri NG FOR DEPUTY DI RECTOR HUBBARD CEDRI C- CORRECI | ON: 21 | NCOM NG CALLS
VWAl TI NG nR DEPUTY Di RECTOR HUBBARD CEDRI C. Cedric stared at themangrily and
began gnawing his lip. Even if he could not read fast enough, the voice com ng
t hrough his earpatch nmust have been naking the nessage abundantly cl ear

Fi sh shrugged. "Just that you send out a skiv fitted with those grappl e things

for collecting sanples. The body nust be |ying where she fell. Even if there
are predators, they will not have destroyed the suit. Theories of cave nen Are
can forget, but Eccles Pandora will not believe us unless she sees with her
own eyes " 'ihat slut!"”

actly. | thought we m ght nake her eat a little crow, that's a 1. Now, if you
are too busy with the princess's affairs, | see no reason why some junior
ranger can't drive the equiprment. You must have sonme voung | unk you can
Spare?"

Devlin's imge scow ed, obviously thinking hard. "There are twenty-one-no,
twenty-seven -calls waiting for me," Cedric said. "Every other network wants
to send someone along, too. What do | tell then? And when? Can we - have a
press conference in the norning? Dr. Fish? If | let themall come up to
Cainsville, can you handle the security?"

Fi sh beaned paternally. "Certainly! You have prom sed Eccles the seat, so the
rest will have to be content with watching you | eave and wat ching you return
Grant, what do you think?"

Devlin ran his fingers through his hair. "Damm you for a sly, creeping toad,
Lyle! Well, | amvery busy, but this won't take too long."

Alya nused that Devlin's fondness for headlines was no great ,secret. "But, as
seni or investigator," Devlin added darkly, "you probably ought to cone al ong
with us yourself." "My doctors have advi sed agai nst excitenment," Fish said
sadly. "You will have Cedric."

Devlin's eyes narrowed. "I think maybe Baker Abel, also." Certainly there was
some cryptic undertone there. Al ya wondered why the glib-tal ki ng Ranger Baker
shoul d be significant. Cedric had not noticed-he was scow ing at the visua
nmessage as it came around showi ng 32, then dropping back to 31. Soneone had
gone away mad. "Your decision," Fish said with a shrug. "N& e'd better |et
Cedric answer his mail, here. By all means, let themall conme.” "I'Il handle
the press conference!" Devlin snapped.

Either Cedric's assertiveness was not yet devel oped enough for a head-on



confrontation with Devlin, or he just did not care. "Fine!" he said. "You can
have 'em 0700?"

Devlin grunted, then vani shed. System spoke at once: "Calls for Deputy
Director Hubbard fromthe following thir'ty-one persons. "

Fasci nated, Alya noved back out of the field of view as Cedric stepped to the
corn, biting his lip and tugging his cuffs down. Fish vanished out the door
"Collective reply, " Cedric said. "Go ahead."

He took a deep breath, ran a hand through his hair, and then put on an
extremely convincing little-boy smle. "Hi! Sorry | can't take vour calls one
at atine, but you're all stacked up like firewod. ihere isn't another seat
avai | abl e on the skiv, but anyone who wants to come to Cainsville to see us

| eave and then see



fie.

200 Dave Duncan us cone back is welcone to do so." He

paused and gul ped for F nonent, then forced the snmile back. "You'll be able to
watch us on nmonitors, | guess. Dr. Devlin will be available for questions both
before and after ... Let's say 0700 hours? And we'll provide breakfast. Thanks

for being so patient. That's all. Onh-no, | don't know why Dr. Eccles got
preferred treatnent. It just happened that way. Good night. Comend."

Bagshaw had neither noved nor spoken throughout the Devlin-Fish argunment, but
now he broke the ensuing silence. "You know, Sprout, there are times when you
don't act nearly as stupid as you look." "Like now, for instancel"” Cedric
said, wapping Alva up in his arms and starting serious kissing procedures. He
began as if he were planning to go a full three-nmnute round with her, but he
broke of f hal fway through, gasping for air. "Damed nose!" he said thickly.
"I'"'mbushed!" he said as the two of themclinmbed into a gol -

Per haps he was going to be tactful and considerate. No, he was not. "I'd I|ike
to go to bed very early," he added, and hope was witten all over his face in
fl ashi ng neon. "Col unbus Donme!" he told System wapping Alva in an armlike a
garden hose. "I'mtired, too," she said, and they fell to arguing over who had
had the | east sleep lately. It seened they had both been m ssing out.

As a child Alva had been allowed to run wild in the Residence grounds, often
unattended. Wth the buddhi, no guardi an was ever necessary. For as long as
she coul d renmenber, she had trusted her intuition to see that she cane to no
harm Thus she had been an unusually vul nerable thirteen-year-old when a

t hi ckshoul dered, broad-smiling gardener twi ce her age had led her into a
dusty, cobwebby sunmerhouse and taken her virginity, That had been a shock- but
not truly harnful. In fact he had been a very slick perforner and the
education Rely val uabl e.

There had al so been a rather wild party when she was sixteen, and the captain
of the school basketball teambut she preferred not to renmenber that.

Since then she had been nore discrimnating, but she had paired briefly twice;
and she had terminated both affairs as soon as they began to turn serious. She
had known what her ki snet
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was, and neither man had been the sort to take along on a one-

way journey to another world.

So she'd had experience of four men before Cedric, but none of them had been
as boisterous as he. He was big and powerful, and | ast night he had been
extremely enthusiastic. She still felt sore inside, and her |ater encounter
with the rope plant had | eft her bruised all over outside. She was not in the
nood for | ove.

Cedric obviously was. "Let's eat," she suggested, and they stopped at the
cafeteria. He ate four tinmes as nuch and as fast as she did, but he never

took his eyes off her. "Wndowto Oinoco at five," she said. "I have to get
up early."” "I'll nudge you," he said, and waited hopefully.

She |l et that one go, but her conscience was squirmng: He had saved her life,
and paid for it with a smashed nose and all-over bruises. Injury deserved
conpensati on.

They wal ked back toward the spiral ator. "Wen you go to Tiber,"
you won't be a princess anynore, wll you?"

She agreed, automatically thinking of Jathro. She did not

know where Jathro had got to, but his absence was a wel come inprovenent. It
was true that the people of Banzarak had a strongly held belief in the
infallibility of their royal famly. Alva was not going to be a princess, but
her opinions would continue to carry nuch weight with at | east the ten percent
of the col onists who cane from her honel and. That was a good start on having a
ot of influence in a society that woul d of necessity be fragnented and

| acki ng overall |eadership. That was Jathro's @sunption. "I want to cone,
Alva,*" Cedric said. "Even if you-if I-if we are only friends, | want to cone
to Tiber with you."

he said, "then


mailto:@ssumption.

Oh, those enornmous, innocent, round eyes! How coul d she explain? Last night

she had been driven by the buddhi. It had been conpletely unscrupul ous,
telling her to bind this unusuallv tall, agile young man to her as a |l over, so
that he would be at her side andwilling to risk his Iife for her. She had gone

to his bed. She had accepted his | ovenmak-ing. She had even

pretended to enjoy it, just to hurry him al ong.

So she had fashioned Hubbard Cedric into her devoted slave. Wen the tine
cane, he had | eaped to her rescue without a second' s pause to wei gh the risk.
He had been fast enough and tall pnniiah tn ratc-h hnld tif her qtronp enonph
to keer) her awav from
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the core of the rope plant while Devlin closed the wi ndow, and tough enough to
endure the puni shnent involved. Cedric had been avail abl e and mal | eabl e, | anky
and st eadf ast-nothing el se.

And now? Now the need was past. She felt no nore than casual friendship for
him They were the sane age; they had known the nost intimate contact
possi bl e, the npbst potent experience that two people can share. He had been a
vHe performer. Nothing nore than that.

But just because the satori had been conpletely anoral did not mean that she
could be. "Cedric, | have no say in who goes to Tiber. Yes, I'd |love to have
you cone with us, but you'll have to ask Devlin, or Baker, or your

gr andnot her . "

He swal | oned hard and nodded. He handed her courteously into the spiral ator
and fol |l owed. Even when he was standing one step lower, his eyes were stil
much hi gher than hers. Wth a hard squeeze, he could encircle her waist with
his hands, mddle finger to mddle finger, thunmb to thunmb. He had di scovered
that last night, and it fascinated him He did it now "CQuch !'11 "Sorry!" "I'm
very bruised, Cedric," she said.

He pulled a face, then nodded. She thought of whipped dogs. "Tiber on the

el event h?" he asked. "Day after tonorrow," she agreed. Two nore days only. O
course, in theory it all depended on what the ovem ghting expeditions had

di scovered, but Alya had no doubts. Tiber it would be. Probably |athro was

al ready of f somewhere, organizing the first planel oads.

The spiral ator brought themto her floor, and they stepped out. Cedric wal ked
her to her door in hopeful, attentive silence.

She had used himas unscrupul ously as Fish had, or his vixen grandnother, or
several others. WAs she no better than they? Wiy di d everyone use hin? He
deserved any reward she coul d give.

She opened the door and paused. "How re your bruises?" Smles dawned again. "I
could cope. Yours?" I'll mnot sure. They should be | ooked at, | think."
Relief! "Very closely?" "Very! There's a whirlpool tub in nmy suite." Hi s eyes
wi dened. "There is?" "Have you ever made love in a hot tub?" She never had.
Cedri c noaned and reached for her

She slipped fromhis grasp and headed across the room wi thout |ooking to see
if he was follow ng.

Cedric took less than five seconds to unzip, tug, balance on each foot in turn
a fewtimes, tug sone nore, and then he was in the water, waiting for her. He
was as badly roped by bruises and welts as she was, and they showed up far
worse on his mlky skin, but obviously they were not going to danpen his
fires.

Al ya took |l onger. Then she sank down besi de hi mand pushed his hands away.
"Wait awhile. Just soak."

He had probably never soaked in a whirlpool tub before. It eased the aches,
but he woul d not know how enervating it was.

After a while she let himfondle her, but then he began to grow urgent. "How
do we manage this?" he nuttered into her ear. "I'lIl drown you!" "Like this!"
She slid into his lap. "My turn to drivel™

She had never been so blatantly aggressive at |ovenaking. It was obviously a
new experience for Cedric also, and Alya found a strange wild joy in her power
to take a being so much |arger and stronger than herself and al npst

i medi ately reduce himto a gasping, spasming, slack-jawed jelly. She worked
hi m savagely, until he was drai ned and spent and yelling for mercy.

They cuddl ed |l onger in the sensuously swirling water, but soon his eyes began
to wobbl e out of focus. She sent himoff to dry hinmself and wait for her in
bed; and she took her tine. Wen she went to him he was stretched out like a
maj or hi ghway, fast asl eep.

Easy. She slid in beside him and for a while she lay and studied his



ast oni shingly innocent face, his battered nose, and the spread of his hair on
the pillow, shining bronze in this light. Then she whi spered for dark to cone
and turned over to go to sleep herself.

She, too, was spent. It had been a hell of a day. But sleep did not cone
rushi ng down on her as she had expected, That nmean little seduction had been
too cheap and easy. Certainly he had no cause to conplain that the brave had
not received the fair, but she knew he woul d have wanted nore. He neant well,
but he was cl umsy, inexperienced, and altogether too ranpageous. |n her
present condition he would hurt her w thout neaning to-he had done enough of
that the previous night.

Yet she found that she was fighting a fierce desire to wake himup and tel
himto do his dammdest. That was her consci ence speaki ng, not her

i ntuition-the buddhi no | onger seened inter-



204 Dave Duncan ested in Hubbard Cedric, tall or not.
There were |l ots of good men around.

Partly she was feeling her own unslaked lust. Partly she was feeling guilty
for being a selfish, conniving slut.

And partly, she knew, she was wondering in a purely cerebral fashion whether
she would be an idiot to let this one get away.

17

Cainsville/Nile, April 9

"Gow mMORMNG, ny | ady." Baker Abel's voice was sickeningly cheerful. "I wish
could say that you were | ooking well, but I'"mnot |ooking at all, if you
follow me. |'msure you are, anyway."

H s cocky, impudent face peered out through the holo, but Al ya had specified
voi ce-only reply. Beside her, Cedric noaned softly and pulled the covers over
his head. "What's the ti me?" She rubbed her eyes. Lord, but every- bone in her
body ached. "Just before 0600. Your judgnent on Orinoco was confirned, so we
| et you sleep. The I ab reports show somet hing badly wong there. The mice are
growi ng tunors. Grant's decreed conplete enbargo . "

Orinoco had al ready been overni ghted and given a provisional C ass One rating
bef ore Alya had even reached Cainsville. So her intuition had a range of
several days-but was it reliable on a scale of years? Wien woul d human

col oni sts on Tiber start devel oping tunors?

She prepared to throw off the covers and then decided not to. People facing
bl ank screens usually had a fixed, glazed | ook about them and she was not
sure that Abel's sparkly eyes were quite gl azed enough. There were a | ot of
sneaky override codes in the Cainsville System
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He babbled on. "So you have the rest of the day off, Your Largesse, at | east
as far as Operations is concerned. Quinto and Usk show up tonorrow, then
decision time for Tiber. I wouldn't have called you now, but we seemto have
mslaid a couple of meters of deputy director, and I wondered if you m ght
have seen any, er, |ying around?"

Smartass! "You could ask System ™ "Ah, well, | did. Never mnd, but if you do

happen to ... lay your hands on him tell himthe nedia are on their way. Nice
roomyou' ve got there." Baker Abel vanished. "Saints have nercy!" a mal e voice
groaned from under the bedclothes. "He's a kindergarten dropout. | swear it."

Cedric rolled over with grunts of pain. "Oooh! Pity the poor cripple,

beautiful lady. I'll never wal k again."

Not hi ng wong with his hands, though. Alva renoved them and rasped a fingemail
over his cheek. "Sandpaper! And you have work to do."

He wailed. "Sadist! | hadn't finished-1 just took a rest at halftine.
ugh. "You'll nake ne wait until tonight?" "Abstinence makes the |ust grow
stronger." Tiber was due just after nmidnight the next day. Toni ght woul d be

hi s | ast chance.

Evidently Cedric had pandered to his anbitions when ordering his Cainsville
war drobe. He returned from his own room bedecked i n ranger denins, grinning
and strutting like a kid with a private nmoonship as he escorted Alva to
break-fast. She wondered what the real rangers would think, and concluded that
a deputy director need not care about their opinions.

When thev reached the cafeteria she saw no rangers around, but she did notice
peopl e sending Cedric nods and small smles of acknow edgment. Hi s performance
agai nst Eccl es Pandora had apparently nmet with approval. She was surprised,
for he was still the boss's grandson, who had been brought in over everyone
el se's head. Yet he was doing astonishingly well. Was it possible that Hubbard
Agnes had been serious in giving himthe job? Wat other destmv did that

si ni ster madworman have in nmind for hin®

They ate and then still had tine to spare before the lev arrived with Eccles
and the rest of the media stars. Cedric suggested a

qui ck inspection of the equi pment. He was bubbling with excitenment over his
com ng exploration. In Alva's opinion, considering what she knew of pl anet
Nile, he was nutty as a palmgrove. "De Soto Dome," Cedric told the golfie,
adjusting Alva in the crook of his arm where he preferred her. "Access to de
Soto Done is restricted at this tinme," he was told.

Cedric frowned. "Devlin's probably being careful,” Al va said. Sonmeone in
Cainsville was a nurderer-or so Fish had said. "The | ast skiv was
booby-trapped, renmenber." "Right, so it was! Overridel"

In a noment Cedric's easy grin vanished. The reply had been through his
earpatch, and Alva did not know what it said. She could guess.

He pouted. "I was told ny grade was the highest there was. Little did they
know ... Well, let's think about arranging the party. 11

He shoul d have been thinking, of that anyway, Alva decided, He was obviously
annoyed at being refused by System but the extent of his authority over it
had al ways seemed extraordinary to her. Indeed, she suspected that the rating
he had been granted m ght have come automatically with his nom nal rank of
deputy director and was an oversi ght that Hubbard Agnes woul d surely correct
as soon as she discovered it.

Alva left himjabbering to a conmset and went back to her room feeling oddly
unneeded. Her intuition seenmed to be content with the way things were
progressing. Tiber still felt right, and none of the other nanes did. Cedric
was no | onger inportant.

Moal a had not returned. She had gone off in full war paint the previous
evening, admitting with much giggling that she had sonmehow contrived dates
with no | ess than three handsone young rangers-because of the | anguage



problem she clainmed. That was not a very credi ble excuse when System coul d
transl ate anything. Alva had advised her to choose the largest and let him
worry about the other two, but she was curious to know how things had turned
out. Moala would certainly tell her, in brightly enbroidered detail

And Jathro's continued absence was odd. Alva settled herself before the conset
and called him There was a noticeabl e del ay before he appeared, | ooking
annoyed and even nore selfinmportant than usual. "I amin conference, Your

H ghness." The vi ew around him
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was masked, but Alya could see a coner of the table at which he was seated. It
was not rectangul ar- probably pentagonal, for the director and her four
horsenen. Mst |ikely Hubbard Agnes had the same sort of office in Cainsville
as she did at HQin Nauc. "I amso sorry to intrude,” Al ya responded. "Do | et
me know if | can help in any way. Rinse your socks, maybe. Com end."

She glared angrily at the blank screen. Two-anna conniver! Slimnmy tub thunper!
Now what? Well, it was about the tine that Cedric would be wel com ng Eccles
and a trainload of reporters fromall the other networks and nedia, a rea

i nvasion. Alya did not particularly wish to watch

Kas! She had been negl ecting Kas. This would be early evening, Banzarak timne.
She placed the call.

He answered at once, as though he had been waiting for her there, in his

fam liar, shabby old office with its book-strewn desk and battered | eather
chairs of unknown antiquity. She saw at once the ravages of strain on his
face, and she could have believed that his beard was grayer than it had been
two days before.

Was it only two days? It felt like a lifetime. "Little sister!” H s snmile was
forced. "How do you fare?" Her eyes filled with tears. "Kas, darling! I'm

fine." "The doubts have gone?" "Yes! Yes!" She could barely recall the anguish
that had racked her when they parted. "Ch, yes. I'mfine. It's beautiful

Kas!" "You've seen it, then?" "Tiber. It's called Tiber. And ves, |'ve seen
it, briefly. Aorious! So many butterflies!™ "No nore regrets?" "Only about
you ... and Thalia and the kids." How coul d she have been so selfish as to
forget then? Thalia was a distant tl Qusin- she also had the buddhi. So did al
their children, so far as couid be told. They would still be suffering,

feeling the siren call of an open door, a safer, finer world available. "Kas,
is there no chance that vou, too-all of you?"

She thought he shook his head-she could not be sure. Then he said, "This is
your Kkisnet. Maybe next time." "But this-" She recalled what Jathro had

predi cted about Hubbard Agnes after her folly at the press conference. Jathro,
a shrewd politiciaD for all his sleaze and fx-)npositv, had said then that the
director could last no nore than a week before the hounds

pul | ed her down. Alya had been overl ooking the schenming and intriguing that
nmust be under way. "This one nmay be the | ast, Kas dear."

He coughed neani ngfully-there could be listeners on such a call. "I saw you on
Thur sday. "

Kas was no nean tw ster hinmself when he wanted to be. He nust have been sorely
puzzl ed, though, by Alya's appearance on the holo. None of her brothers or

sisters or cousins had ever gone public like that. "Ch ... | don't know what
cane over ne." "Men | amsure it was the right thing to do. | would only worry
if I thought you were trying to be logical."

She | aughed. "Beast! But-I think it was because | had to neet someone." "Tall,

dark, and handsomne?"

But she dared not try to explain about Cedric. He was not rel evant anyway. Hi s
grandmot her had other plans for him "Tall, fair, and | ooks |ost?" she tried.

"Then | can guess. He was inpressive, Alya. Don't Stop to think, whatever you
do."

Her mind whirled. Kas ... and Cedric. Dam! Maybe that |ong string of

i nnocence was inportant, after all. She wi shed she dared confide in Kas. "But
is this farewel |l ?" he asked. "I'Il get the others---@ "No! I'Il call again."
She thought quickly. "Thirty-six hours fromnow?" "We'll be waiting," he
prom sed.

There was nore, all told in hints and half truths in case of |isteners,

m ngl ed wi th uni nportant precious things, The hibi scuses were dying, Kas said.
She told himshe had been given a flower with two heart-shaped red petals.
Afterward she sat and wept for a while, The future could wait; the past



deserved tribute.

"So that's SKIV-Four," Frazer Franklin pontificated. "Can you tell us exactly
what that means?" "Well, 'SKIV' stands for 'self-contained investigatory
vehicle,' " the tame expert explained. "The 'Four' sinply means that it wll
support four people."

Everyone knew that, Alya thought. Not wanting to | eave her roomw th her eyes
still red, she had turned to WSHB to see what was goi ng on. The expedition
ought to have been on the nove al ready, but obviously there was sone del ay,
and the anchor was



210

Dave Duncan

filling in. H's guest was a vague, dried-out ancient. Not inpressive. "For how
[ ong?" "Well, if needs be, alnobst"indefinitely. | admt recycled solids and
wat er don't sound appetizing, but as long as you have power, then you can
distill. . ."

Al ya changed channel s-and got nore filler. "lInpossible to tell. Certainly one
stone hand-ax is not very inpressive evidence on which to presune sentience.”
"And this cuthionani ne | ysergeate that we've all heard so nuch about-it can
produce hom cidal nania?" "Ohl very definitely. The regression to an innate

st onewor ki ng behavi or is nore specul ative, but there have been report of

She tried yet another channel and was rewarded with a shot of de Soto Dome and
the skiv.

11 . . sometimes Inmown as 'beetles' because of the three sections."” The fenale
voi ce was nasty, like fingernails on silk. "The front is the driver's cab. The
m ddl e section is the living quarters, and the rear portion the working
part-the lab, and so on. O course they're nodular, and in this case that rear
part is quite small, because they're only going out to retrieve the, er, body.
Those tongs on the back are very remarkabl e tool s-sensitive enough to pick up
a hecto coin, yet strong enough to lift a house. Now, if we could get a

cl ose-up. .
Alya went back to WHSB. "And we do seemto have some action now, " Frazer
remarked with ill-concealed relief. But the great dome remai ned deserted. In

the center the metal object plate of the transnensor was as blank as a skating
rink, while the giant three-nodul e skiv brooded alone in a stark puddl e of
light beamed down from' the inpossibly high roof. The only action that Al vya
could see was that one of the gantries was trundling back into the shadows, as
if to | eave room

Li kely Frazer had been tipped off, for suddenly the w ndow was open. The

obj ect plate had beconme a circular void, pure darkness. Nothing nore happened.
"I expect they're adjusting Contact," Franklin comented offstage. "As you can
see, the surface of Nile is dark. That's normal -t he sun never penetrates the-
Ali. @. did you notice that, Jimry? There's quite a wi nd bl owi ng down there,
and |'msure that was a cloud of dust we just saw com ng up through the pit."
Open t he chanmpagne, Alya thought.
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"More likely a cloud of spores," someone else said. "There's a circul ation-
spores and dust carried upward to fertilize the cloud tops, and the fallout-"
He was cut off by a burst of excited chatter fromFrank in as a ranp ran out
from Lhe edge of the pit and settled down into the dark. There was no

m staking the swirl of dust.

Covering another pause in the breathtaking activity, Franklin began asking his
expert w tness about decontam nation. Nothing sinpler, he was tol d-the
Institute was rner @ulious. The done woul d be opened afterward to a stellar
corona, and washed w th high-energy plasma and hard radi ati on

Alya switched channels. But every station seened to be carrying the sane
picture, and variations on the same tal king heads.

At last the skiv began to nove. Looking very much like a

giant insect on its ou' s' tretched wheeis, it flexed over the lip of the pit
and roll ed sniocthly down the ranmp. She sent a silent blessing after Cedric.
She coul d i magi ne few things she would enjoy less than a visit to such a hell.
pl anet, but he was probably having the nost exciting experience of his young
life. She wi shed that her intuition would guard other people as well as
herself. She told herself that he could come to no harm that such feats were
cornnonpl ace to the wi zards of Cainsvil e.

And then there was a tap at the door and Modal a was back, bubbling over with
good hunor and bursting to recount all her adventures. Alya was surpiised at
how good it felt to have sone fenal e conpany, arid Mala was al ways good



mailto:rner@culious.

conpany. She was nuch | ess stupid- than she liked to pretend, and could
certainly not be one-tenth as debauched. But she told a -good story, and after
recounti ng her arduous experiences with a hairy-chested ranger named Al she
went on to invent sequels, introduce new

characters, and cum her evening into a continuing saga of unbridled |ust. How
rroi ch came from her own inmaginati on and how nuch f Tom ot her sources Al vya
could not guess, but the end result was both rnind-boggling and
side-splitting. Mbal a especially approved of hairy chests.

At last, though, she ran out of either breath or invention. "But you?" she
asked. "That big young nan of yours-never have | seen one so tall! Did you |et
hi m bed you ag@n? is he good? And tell, me exactlv what he |ooks like."
Altya fougiit a tough w thdrawi ng action, before a barrage of questions,
admtting to having been intimate with Cedric, but refusing to discuss his
anat onry, stamna, or technique
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"Then | will borrow himand see,"” Mala said conplacently. She peered sideways
into the holo. "There he is, no?"

And there he was, yes. As long as the w ndow was open, then signals could

rel ayed fromthe skiv, and at the nonment the cornset was show ng the inside of
the cab as if through a viewport behind the occupants. Devlin was driving,

wi th Eccl es Pandora beside him In the rear seats, and only visible if one
stood cl ose and peeked in at an angle, were Baker Abel and the unm stakabl e
shape of Cedric. This would be the third consecutive day that 4-1 had

dom nated the world' s news, and Alya could not recall ever seeing a planetary
excursion given such massive coverage; certainly not for a Cass Three worl d.
Despite its cantil evered wheel s and conpl ex suspension, the skiv rolled and
pitched. The view in the headlights showed the surface of Nile to be a junble
of boul ders and ridges, |argely hidden by the bl oated gl obes and spires of
fungoid vegetation, with only the steeper pinnacles emerging as conpletely
bare rock. Sone of the growths were as |arge as houses; sone were shaped as
grotesquely as floating seaw zed. Any touched by the skiv exploded |ike
puffballs into dust, which was whi pped away by the w nd, although Devlin had
to keep using wipers to clear the sticky stuff fromhis w ndshield. Beyond the
lurid, scabrous jungle, where the headlights could not reach, world and sky
were black. The only thing simlar on Earth would be a view froma subnari ne.
Sonehow Al ya had cone back to the WBHB channel, and Pandora was piping a
commentary in her sweet voice, occasionally flashing a question at Devlin.
Their destination lay about ten kilonmeters from Contact, Alya gathered, at the
spot where the first skiv had been parked when the disaster occurred-it had
been brought back to Contact by renote control. The detectors were picking up
response fromthat area, fromGI|| Adele's suit. So the sentience theory was

| ooki ng shakier by the mnute. O course, if the suit had been noved-if it
were set up on an altar, with offerings laid before it, for exanple-then a
further search for stone-age beings m ght be justified.

Alya wondered if Cedric was regretting so much breakfast, with all that
bounci ng. And-

And the scene rippled. Pandora's childish voice faded and ret turned, narred
by a faint background crackling. Devlin nust have seen the danger right away
on his instrunments, for he ripped out a scream ng oath that
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st opped what ever his conpani on was saying. He revved the notors, spun the
wheel, and the cab tilted alnost on its side. Spires and trellises of fungus
flashed by the windows, or erupted in blizzards of dust. The vi ew shimrered
agai n.

Then the scene was WSHB's Nauc studio, with Frazer Franklin registering
concern. "W have a mnor transm ssion problemthere, as you may have noticed.
W. . ." He paused, raising a

hand to his ear in a dramatic but conpletely unnecessary gesture. He let the
suspense grow. "Apparently the problemis a little, nore serious than
just---2'

Al ya knew how nmuch nore serious, but she was surprised to discover that she
had her arns tight around Mala, who was in

turn hugging her. "System " Alya shouted. "Have you direct transm ssionsfrom
that skiv on Nile?" She wi shed Ced@ were there, with his higher rating, but
apparently hers was adequate. She had expected a refusal. Instead she was
shown the cab again. If it had rocked before, now it was |eaping, while the

bl oat ed jungl e danced i nsanely before the plungi ng headlights, whirling from
cellar to sky and back again. The notors' roar was audi bl e under Pandora's
screans. Could any machinery w thstand such pounding for |ong? The

transm ssion rippled, twisted, then stabilized again.

Cedric! On, Cedric! Mala was shaking her. "What's wong? Wat's wong?" "It's
the string!" Alya said, fighting to keep panic out of her voice. There was



not hi ng she coul d do. Not hing anyone could do. "The string's become unstable."
"Why?" Mal a yell ed, sounding prepared to go in search of whoever was
responsi ble for the problemand nake himstop it or

rue his folly. "Insh"Allah!" It is the will of Cod.

Anot her gravitational field was interfering, some other mass approaching the
line of the string. If it were very small and noving very fast-an asteroid,
for exanple, close to either Earth or

Nile-then the effect mght pass in a few m nutes, w thout damage. If it were
larger, like a star, then the string was going to be broken. A broken string
was never found again.

Al ya began shouting orders at the set, switching views, junping -fromthe
conmer ci al channels to Cainsville's own System and back agai n.

She saw the dome, vast and enpty, but with the edges of the pit marked by a
flicker of blue light like St. Elnp's fire that could only be Cereiikov

radi ation.
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Frazer Franklin was explaining about string instability and gravitationa
nmasses.

She demanded to see the control room and was denied by System

On NABC, Goodson Jason was displaying a simmap showi ng the origina
destinati on and Contact and the present position of the skiv. At least ten
nore mnutes to reach Contact, he said.

Alya tried to call Hubbard Agnes, and the call was refused. She went back to
the done, and the pit was a seething mass of blue. She wondered if even a skiv
could protect its occupants fromradiation so fierce. If the window were stil
open when the explorers reached Contact, they might be fried com ng through
The instability was grow ng.

Frazer Franklin was showng a simmap also. At |least six minutes ..

Alya wanted to scream She flipped back to the cab. Continuous
stomach-churnirig ripples made the occupants | ook as if they were dissol ving
in turbid water. Pandora was nmunbling in terror, not nmaking sense. Devlin was
doing little better, growing curses, fighting to nmake the best speed he could
over the inpossible terrain. Even a skiv had its limts. Even a skiv was not

i ndestructible.

Pandora and Devlin were being bounced right and | eft and up and down in their
saf ety harnesses, their voices being drowned by a steadily grow ng crackling
roar.

Moal a tightened her grip on Alya. "You |l ove that |ong young man, then?"

Love? For a nmonent Alya was speechl ess, as though a di nosaur had appeared in
front of her. Love? Was this love? "I nust," she said. "Yes, | nust.

woul dn't be sniveling like this otherwise, would IT "But where is he?"

Cedric and Baker had gone. Her eyes were so blurry that she had not noticed
the two enpty seats. "Show me Hubbard Cedric Dickson!"

She thought it would not work. Alnost she could feel that the response was

sl ower than normal, as though Systemwere mulling over confidentiality,

wei ghing intemal priorities against a visitor's rating. Then she was granted a
cl ear view back fromthe cab, toward the rear of the skiv. Cedric, followed by
Baker Abel, was working his way along the corridor. There was a railing
attached to one wall for just that purpose, but they were naking sl ow
progress, gripping with both hands, edging sideways. Half

the tine they nust have felt as if they were standing on their heads. Cedric
buckl ed and al nmost fell, then pulled hinmself upright, and a nmonent |ater Alya
saw his feet |leave the floor. "Mwe it, fatso!" Baker's yell was just audible
t hrough the scream of static. "You're plugging up the works. Suck your gut

in"

Cedric grinned back at him He did not |ook especially frightened. He never
woul d. On, that grin!

Per haps he was even preparing a suitably insulting reply. The scene was

shi mering constantly, with patches of fog walking around in it, so Alya did
not see exactly when it happened, but a door flew open between her and the two
struggling nmen. Qut hurled a pillow, a chair, and then another man. He cane
out half crouched, struck the opposite wall, rolled, and then spread out, flat
on his back. He had no clothes on. "Who's that?" Mal a barked. She was stil
huggi ng Alya |like a hungry python. Baker and Cedric seemed to be wondering the
same thing. They had stopped to stare.

And Alya certainly was wondering. The first skiv to visit N le had been
booby-trapped with poison. Now the second contai ned an unaut hori zed passenger
Why woul d anyone stow away on a

tripto Nile?

Blur ... shimy ... steady again. Whatever Abel and Cedric had said about the
i ntruder, Baker was clearly urging Cedric on

toward the rear, while Cedric wanted to g ,0 back and aid the unconsci ous



stranger.

He was a smallish man, dark and hairy. Mdala would approve of his chest, Alya
t hought irrelevantly, but probably not of much else, for he was thin-shanked
and scrawny. As the skiv |lurched, he was bouncing and sliding, at tines coning
right off the floor and then fl oppi ng down again |ike a tossed pancake.

Baker was roaring. Wth obvious reluctance, Cedric had begun novi ng rearward
agai n.

Di sconnectionSilence. The hol o contained only a featureless whirl of gray
snow. "Transn-fission interrupted,” Systemsaid. Alya wailed. Mala haul ed her
over to the bed and sat her down.

I f needs be, alnost indefinitely-the skiv would keep themalive until they
died of old age or went mad. Trapped in hell. But there were five people, if
that fifth one was still alive and if he survived the beating he had been
getting. How |l ong woul d a
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SKI V-4 support five? And who was the stowaway?

Alya called for WoHB, and there was Frazer Franklin, gazing solemly straight
out at her. " by the authorities at the Institute that the wi ndow has
been cl osed. The instability had reached the point where the string was
unusabl e, "

He sighed. Behind hima mrage display showed a ghostly replay of the four
expl orers as they nust have been shown earlier, lined up in front of the skiv
door: Devlin's unctuous toothy grin, Pandora's sinper, Baker's |eer. Behind
them shining over their heads Re a sunrise, the juvenile gl ee of Hubbard
Cedric. "This means that the four explorers have been lost. You all know t hat
a broken string can never be recovered. Even if Nle were by a mracle |ocated
later, it would be on a different string altogether, and m ght be renoved by
t housands or millions of years fromthe world that these four brave explorers
were visiting. And, with or without a tinme anonaly, Contact could be half a
world away fromtheir present |ocation."

He observed a few nmonments' silence. "To ne personally, and to all of us in
WSHB, this tragedy--2' Ping! OverrideAlya found herself facing the Decenber
stare of Hubbard Agnes "You know what has happened?" the director inquired.
"I offer ny deepest synpathy on the |oss of your grandson, ma'am "

Hubbard pout ed. She was wearing an el aborate outfit in cornflower blue, with a
high |ace collar, alnmost a ruff. Her hair, as always, was a perfection in ice

scul pture
Fifty-six years fromnow on Tiber, Alya thought, I will not |ook as good as
that. "It was unfortunate. Mre unfortunate from your point of view, H ghness,

is that we also |l ost Deputy Devlin and Ranger Baker, party chief for your

m ssion.” "Wat-"

Hubbard's thin white eyebrows rose in ridicule. "You were MU ning the wong
one, perhaps? | have no choice but to close the Tiber file, Princess." "No!"
"Ch, yes. Deputy directors are not readily replaced. Baker was in charge of
all the arrangenents. By the tine we cae reorganize for a planting, Tiber wll
be | ong gone. Maybe later in the year, or next year, sonme other world. @. "
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"Who was the fourth man?" After a perceptible pause, Hubbard said, "What
fourth man?" "Mere was a fourth man on that skiv. One wonan and four nen. He
fell out into the corridor near the end, when Cedric and Abel were-why were
they going to the rear, anyway?"

Hubbard shrugged narrow shoul ders. "There could have been no fourth nman,
Princess. The inmaging was very poor, right at the end."” "I saw him" "No, you
didn't. There was no fourth man. You nust know enough about our procedures to
know that a skiv is never | oaded above its rating. Never! There could have
been no fifth person on board. | can't imagine why the other two m ght have
left the cab, if indeed they did."

She woul d certainly have the records w ped, though, just in case anyone tried
to check.

Alya bowed ironically. No one woul d ever know what sinister plans that

i ron-hearted woman had prepared for her grandson. But she had known about the
fourth man, and she knew why Cedric and Baker had left the cab

Cedric, oh Cedric! Wo could think of a nore hellish end? "If you will please
have your packing attended to as soon as possible, Your H ghness?" the
director asked icily. -The lev leaves in thirty mnutes.” "No 11 "Yes."

Vindictive triunmph played over lips as old as China. "The planting is
canceled. Cedric is lost forever, and you are
goi ng back to Banzarak."
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Naucl Cai nsville, April 9- 10

WAY BACK i N 2042 or 2043, Hastings WI I oughby had nmade a tour through

Sout heast Asia and called in on the sultan of Banzarak. Although young and
still new on his throne, Kassan'assan had inpressed the Secretary General as
bei ng al ready much nore than the figurehead his constitutional position

decr eed.

Just as Banzarakian culture was a m shmash of many el enents contributed by its
nei ghbors --Christian, Islamc, Buddhist, H ndu, and even jungle animsmso

t he peopl e thensel ves conprised a blend of many races. Normally they tended
toward a nondescript average, but occasionally the nelt would throw up soneone
quite extraordi nary. Kassan'assan was one such, and so was his youngest

sister, Princess Alya. Her beauty had been obvi ous even t en, when she could
not have been nore than twelve -slight and dark, already sporting a cataract
of heavy m dni ght hair and eyes enshrining O the ancient nystery of the East.
W I | oughby had prophesi ed that she woul d break nen's hearts.

At the nmoment she | ooked nore ready to break heads. The U.N.'s new HQ buil di ng
was provided with an inposing grand entrance for receiving distinguished
guests: marble steps and high pillars of porphyry. WIIloughby had sel ected the
design hinself and it was a fraud, being |located safely indoors, out of the
dangers of weather. Sonehow that seemed synbolic. So far it

had been reserved for cerenonial welconmes to heads of state or beads of
government, but today he had deci ded that youth and beauty should be given the
honor they deserved. To the great disgust of his protocol staff, he decreed
that he would greet the Princess there.

Hs |life had been extrenely hectic during the [ ast few days, and he was
feeling his age. He thought that a couple of hours entertaining a pretty girl
was exactly what the geriatrician ordered. He had even indulged hinmself in a
cane to lean on, but he rather regretted that as he watched Al ya cone striding
up the shallow steps in a very unladylike march, her small entourage hurrying
behi nd her and red-suited bulls fromthe Institute in escort. A bearded haffi,
who rmust be her political case worker, was whispering urgently in her ear
undoubtedly trying to slow her down. Princess Alya was in no nood to heed his
cauti ons.

| Yes, a heartbreaker. She was clothed in skintight opal white, an outrageous
choi ce and a stunning success. Tiny ripples of fire flowed over her as she
nmoved-ruby and | eaf green and ki ngfi sher blue. She was taller than she seened
at first glance, and slender. She could al nost have been taken for a boy, so
unobtruSi ve were the curves of the hips and the conical breasts, but few
yout hs coul d have ever matched that neck, or the tiny waist, or the raging
arrogance that burned in every nove.

W I | oughby was armused. Agnes had warned himthat there would be tenpests.
Caneranen fluttered around Re noths as he bowed over the royal hand. Age
honori ng yout h-her sl ender beauty and his saggi ng decrepitude-he knew t hey
made an incongruous picture. That, and Alya's | ooks, would ensure thema few
seconds on the eveni ng news, which was all that mattered.

He had not prepared a speech; after the first few thousand, speeches cane
easy. He bid the princess wel cone, as the honored representative of her

brot her. The bearded nan held out a paper for her to read. She accepted it
graciously, then crunpled it with one hand and threw it at his feet. Was he

t he cause of her vexation, or only the butt? Then she spoke clearly and in
perfect English, saying no nore than necessary and barely enough

She was extremely mad about somnething. She was al so very young. W/ | oughby
deci ded that further cerenony woul d be an unnecessary risk. He | ed her inside
and skillfully engineered her away from her conpanions and into a private
room As the door closed, he caught a glinpse of the hairy-faced hack grinding
hi s teeth.
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The Banzaraki royal house, as he recalled, was pretty well agnostic in
private, in spite of its many public roles. "I would not offend if | offered a

sherry before lunch, Your H ghness?"

She was gl ancing around the little office. It was cozily furnished and
cunningly littered as though in constant use. Probably no one had been in it
for weeks, but the disarray suggested inf6rmality and invited confidence. And
none of the inposing docunents |ying around was of any inportance whatsoever.
She rel eased a long breath. "A sherry would be very wel conme.,, "Anything

el se?" "Sone answers." "As many as | can find."

Her reply was a | ook of skepticism Agnes had that effect on sonme people.

He saw her confortably seated; he poured the sherry. Then he settled into an
oversi ze, oversoft chair that disguised his height. He raised his glass. "Your
heal th and that of your royal brother, and his famly."

They sipped. She was eyeing himlike a fencer armed with a real saber. He
smled. Pretty girls had that effect on him "First question? No, |I'll start.
Did you have a good journey?" "No. It was a zoo. " The way she bared her teeth
tended to confirmthe | egends of headhunters in her famly tree, and not very
many branches up, either. The | ev nust have been packed with reporters
returning fromCainsville, and a beautiful princess would have been a wel cone
di versi on.

He | aughed al oud. "Your turn, then." She studied himfor a nonent. "Wy do you
not mouni your grandson?" "QG! Your claws draw blood, ma'am" "Is it thinner
than water?" "I comend your grasp of English idiom" "I admire your skill at
deflecting inquiry."

He regarded her while he took a sip of sherry, amused by the youthfully
aggressive questioning. "Untinely death is always a tragedy, but | would be
hypocritical to pretend any special sorrow for a young man | did not know
existed until two days ago. | met himonly once. for less than an hour. You
had becone friends?" "Lovers." She hoped to shock him but Hastings WII oughby
had lost all his shockability |ong before this razor-tooth tigress cub was
born. Still, his grandson nmust have been an extrenely

fast worker. O she was. He felt a pang of envy at the thought of being

ni neteen and adnitted to her bed.

Her poise was renarkable for her age, but that was a famly trait. WII oughby
had met nost of the royal Banzaraki ans who had passed t hrough Nauc in the |ast
twenty-five years en route to Cainsville and worlds unknown, and he recogni zed
the innate arrogance-but who would not walk tall after being reared on royal
jelly and guided by the buddhi, the finger of God?

Yet there had been exceptions. A few had still been unsure of exactly what
their inner denon was demandi ng, and those had been very scared young
aristocrats indeed, neeting the unknown for the first time in their lives.
Alya's eyes had borne traces of that dread two days before, at the press
conference. It had gone now It always did, as soon as they saw their path

cl ear ahead again. "Are you certain," she inquired sweetly, "that Cedric is
dead?"

W | oughby had not thought of that alternative, and did not try to conceal his

surprise. "I had never. . . 'iou think that the Insti-

tute cae recover a broken string? They' ve al ways deni ed-"

She shook her head vigorously, spilling plumes of peacock and humm ngbird over
her shoul ders and breasts. "No. |'ve seen the math. The solutions are

infinite. Astring is only straight in theory. In practice it's bent by
gravitational anomalies, just as

light is. Wen they nove, it noves. It wiggles, but you never know even which
di mrension to adjust, let alone-" She smiled, and for the first time she | ooked
her age. "Sony, M. Secretary CGeneral! Kas is always |ecturing me for

[ ecturing. No, when contact is lost, it's lost for good. But the break could



have been faked. Stability is hard to achieve, instability is easy. The next

wi ndow rmay still be avail abl e on schedul e, four days from now "

W | oughby pondered that. "I swear to you, ma'am that | honestly don't know.
Agnes rarely takes ne into her confidence. Al nost never. | can see why she

m ght fake a di sappearance for the ranger, if he was the one who was goirg to
| ead the col onization," "But the others are harder to explain?" The beat of
Alya's heart showed just below her left breast, a faint rhythmc violet twitch
on the opal cloth. "Yes. Wll, | suppose Cedric had become an instant
celebrity, so she might fake a death for himalso, if she were planning to
send himoff to another world with you." "She wasn't." The viol et beat had

qui ckened. He waited, and after a nonent she said, "And in four days | wll
not he on this
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world to find out-to know i f he does come back."

W I | oughby shrugged. "And Devlin Grant? Hi s anbitions are no secret. He hopes

to succeed Agnes. if she sneaks him back in four days, he will not remain
i ncognito. As soon as any one of themreappears, then the secret is out. Dr.
Eccl es? She would certainly not stay out of view."™ "No." The girl sighed very

deeply and averted her eyes. Young Cedric nust have done a fair job of w nning
her affections as well as her favors.

Morent arily Hastings wondered what sort of nman could ever hope to bind this
wildcat to a long-termpairing. She would never tolerate less than equality in
a partnership, and would then instinctively seek to dominate it. Very few nen
could ever hope to match her in brains; she had beauty and spirit gal ore. She
m ght select a mlksop, of course-he had seen strong wormen make that m stake
of t en enough-but he rather thought that Princess Alya would know better. Yet
she woul d have trouble finding a man with enough durability to tolerate her
flame wi thout being consuned by it. He wondered what she coul d possibly have
seen in the Cedric boy. Only physical size, surely, and therefore she had been
after recreation, nothing serious. Not |overs-playmates. "I had not thought of
t he acci dent being a fake, Hi ghness. Certainly with Agnes anything is
possi bl e, but | really cannot conprehend how that particular fraud could have
wor ked. or what it would have gained her." "There was a fifth person on board,

a stowaway. A man." "How | wasn't watching, | was working. Are you sure"" She
nodded. "You woul dn't have seen on public holo. I'd been given an honorary
ranki ng on System It let ne see nore. than | was supposed to see, | think."

She had changed position slightly, and the cloth bel ow her breast was no

| onger tight enough to show the viol et beat.

A stowaway? She was waiting-waiting for himto catch up with her own thinking.
He had not matched wits with anyone so young and unpredictable in many years.
He was getting too old for it. The |l ast couple of days had been crushing.
"There is-or was-a nmurderer on the |loose in Cainsville?" "And al so a spy, who
sold the coin to WHB. Not likely the sanme person, but possibly so."

Anyone coul d have worked out such things, given tinme. It was not this slender
vi xen's coments that reveal ed her branpower, but the way in which she nmade
them He had never had patience

wi th stupid wonen, or wonen who pretended to he stupid, or

men who preferred either. "You suspect execution?" He shook his head. "If
there were a nmurder, then | amsure Fish already knows the culprit. Certainly
Fi sh and Agnes are capabl e of dunping the scoundrel on the first handy planet.
I"'mcertain that they' ve done such things in the past. They're quite prepared
to take justice into their own hands." "But not with four others aboard?" She

wanted to be convinced. "Never! | mean, Eccles purchased a Cainsville secret,
but that was her job. | can't see Agnes being vindictive enough to kill her
for it. The traitor who sold it-well, that m ght be another nmat- ter. Devlin
has anbitions, but she could throw himout on his ear anytine. And the two
youngsters ... No. | can't explain the stowaway, but | think you are pushing
suspicion a little far, Your ljighness."

She sighed again and sipped nore sherry. "I have al ways understood,"” he added,

"that breaks were not predictable."

She nodded sadly, keeping her eyes down so he could not see them Even to him
unexpect ed death was al ways a shock, but the old had | earned how to accept
such things. Alya was nuch, nmuch younger and was clutching at every thread of
hope she could find. "You seened very annoyed when you came in," he ventured.
"I was. I am" "Why?"

She shrugged. "All the stupid nystery." She | ooked up with the sort of snmile
that had once | aunchei ships. "No-mpstly | was mad at nyself for being so
dunmb. | was hal fway back here to Nauc before | realized the real reason | had
been shipped out in that carton of nobnkeys. Hubbard Agnes lied to me, and



bel i eved her!"
W I | oughby chuckl ed, hoping to keep that smle alive a little longer. "She
often does, especially if she thinks you should be able to work out the truth

for yourself." "It was nmy own fault for showi ng up uninvited at her press
conference, | suppose. But she told ne that the Tiber planting was cancel ed
and | was to return to Banzarak!" "She's a bitch," WIIloughby agreed cal my,

renmenberi ng Agnes's anusenent when she had called himto drop this tangle in
his lap. "When did the fog lift?"
Again a smle laid nagic on the caf6 au laitface. "Not soon
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enough! | shoul d have known right away-if the Nile expedition had put Tiber at
risk, 1'd have got bad vibes as SOOD as it was suggested. | suppose | only

noti ce when the buddhi speaks, antl don't notice when it stays silent. Even
Jathro knew He brazenly told ne that | was to cone here and nmake a speech-and
| stift didn't catch on!'"™ O course, that was what was annoyi ng hcer nost-t hat
t he hack had seen what she had not. "Finally one of the reporters' questions
made ne mad, and | began to wonder what | was doing traveling with a circus.
She shook her head ruefully and drained her glass. "My fault -1 advertised ny
presence at Cainsville. Now | must make aii equally public exit."

He nodded. "But ny good fortune! We shall feed you a small |unch-about fifty

guests. You will address the Refugee Authority, outlining all the priceless
work that little Banzarak is doing for refugees, and tonight there will be a
di nner. "

She groaned. "Can | settle for a public flogging instead?" "You have stepped
in at a nonent's notice to replace a South American vice-president suddenly

i ndi sposed. W are very grateful.11

She grinned. "I trust his indisposition is not serious?" "You are confusing ne
with Dr. Fish. No, he is just suffering transportations of delight over a
delightful new transportation he has just acquired. It came with a blonde in
it." "And | go back to Cainsville -when?" "Toni ght, about m dnight. You should
arrive about 0400, Mre sherry?" The first glass had inmproved her disposition

remarkably, unless that was an effect of his brilliant conversation

She shook her head. "We should probably rejoin the world before your
reputation is ruined, M. Secretarv Ceneral." "Probably. But ruin all you
want . "

Her eyes twi nkl ed-moonlight on jungle pool s-and then sobered. "One | ast
guestion?" "OF course." "Two questions, | guess. But related. First, why did
Hubbard Agnes pull that idiot stunt with Cedric at her press conference?

Eccl es thought it was because she had planned to announce sonething el se and

t hen changed her nmind. But there's no sentient life on Nile-is there?" "Not so
far as | know. "Then that idea doesn't work. It was not a change of plan!"
"And secondl y?"

"You said right afterward that you thought she was mad. She

knocked the wind out of you, and yet today you're as chipper as a cricket, and
entertaining her discards. Explain, please." "I fear that secret is not mne

totell."

Her eyes glinted. "For as long as | cae renenber, | have been entrusted with a
greater."

True! Well, he had never pronised Agnes that he would keep it secret, and he
would Iike to provoke a few nore smiles. At his age there could not be many
nore to ook forward to. "You should be able to work it out, as | did. | have

known Apes for a very long tine. She is infinitely devious. Her stones are
never ained at |less than two birds, usually nore. But sone of it you should be
able to work out. She pretended to behave irrationally, and nothing so
confuses the strategic-anal ysis routines as

that does. That's why a good poker player likes to be caught bluffing from
time to time-it is an investnent. She even fool ed nme. And she publicly nade
dolts of the nedia, so their next attacks on her can be blanmed on bias." "I

t hought of all those points. They are not enough to justify the risks."

Were Alya not so lovely, he would not tolerate that tone fromher. "No? Well,
| knew the answer by the tine | had returned here. \Wen she pulled the idiot
stunt, as you phrase it, what questions came to your mi nd?"

A crease formed between the exquisite eyebrows. "Wio is he? Wiy is she doing
this?"

He waited. "Were has she dragged himfrom . He waited. The royal eyes

wi dened. "The organage!" He nodded sonmberly. "Organ replacenent, as it is



practiced now, is a despicable business. Autografts are the safest, but they
must conme fromclones. It is a secret, of course, but a wi dely known one. The
cost is enornous-not the initial procedure, but the covert raising of the
child to adult size. Only enbryos can be grown in tanks. A body contains a
brain, and a brain contains a

person. Diabolic. A huge and bestial industry." "Wiy is it not exposed, then
and wi ped out?" "Because it is the prerogative of the rich and powerful,
Eccl es Pandora and those like her. The minor flunkies in the great

organi zati ons know the truth and detest it-perhaps they would do the sane if
they could afford it, but they cannot."
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"And Agnes was threatening to reveal the truth! It was blackmil!"

He smiled and reached a long armto lay his glass on a paperstrewn table. "You
have it! And she did it on world hol o-the biggest, npbst blatant blacknail

t hreat ever made! The secret has survived so |long only because no one with
real influence has chosen to fight it. But Agnes has unlimted influence. By
the tine | returned to Nauc | knew nostly, | admt, because thccalls had
started al ready. The phone was ringing, as we used to say. Friends-l use the
termin the widest sense-friends | had not spoken to in years were calling ne
to ask the price. | expect Agnes has been even nore popul ar.”

There was another factor, of course, one available only to someone with power
i ke Hubbard's, but the girl had apparently nussed that, so far. "And these

m nor flunkies you nmentioned. . . "They dared not expose the truth openly, but
they slanted the reports-some of them Enough of them '"A hitherto

unacknow edged grandson of Hastings WI I oughby, raised on a secluded ran h

." And so forth." "And your reaction-that was why she included you!"

He nodded guility. "Even | was taken in for a while-and if even |I assuned that
Cedric was ny clone, no wonder the rest did! She has never hesitated to use
anyone, even ne. Especially ne."

Alya snmled into the distance. nodding. "So where nmere bribery was no | onger
enough, you have been threatening ruin, you and she." Her face darkened again.
She turned her cryptic oriental gaze on him and it was deadly. "Then the two

of you will hang on to power-and the organages will remain?"

He shrugged. "W shall see. Negotiations are still in progress, as the saying
goes." He chuckl ed and pulled hinmself forward in the chair, preparing to rise.
Centuries of absolute nmonarchy bl azed at himout of those eyes. "I amnot sure
that | appreciate the noral distinction, M, Secretary General. To prol ong
life at the expense of those other young lives is an unquestionable evil. You

just said so. To prolong your own power at that sane cost-is this ethically
superi or?"

How easy it must seem fromthe vantage of youth! He rose stiffly, feeling his
tin legs quiver. "I said that the gane is not over, Hi ghness. You must be
satisfied with that. For now "

She wasn't-but then her anger faltered as her Tol edo-sharp m nd sl ashed

t hrough to another laver of truth. "There's nore!"

STRI NGS 227 she said. "It wouldn't work w thout
There, has to be nore to it than that?" "Luncheon, Your H ghness?" WI I oughby
sai d.

Z@

They had | uncheon, with speeches and nore nedi a coverage. Alya attended a
nmeeting of the U N. Refugee Authority and read a text that was excessively
dull, having been witten by a conputer

There was a grand dinner in the evening, and the nedia were

there again. There was talk of the princess's world tour being extended to

i nclude Latin America-and all this just to conceal the secret connection

bet ween Banzarak and Cainsville.

She was whi sked away in a helicopter, one of a half dozen flying in variable
formation. At an isolated and well-guarded airstrip she boarded an unmarked
pl ane, followed by Mdala and the two political nonentities and Jathro- who had
becorme an intol erabl e pest again, now that his rival Cedric was dead.

In the black heart of night, while aurorae danced their spectral neasures in
t he uppernost silences, the plane descended al ong a conplex path into the
unreported airstrip at Cainsville.

The size of it staggered Alya, but then she recalled that thousands, and
hundreds of thousands, had cone the same way during various brief periods in

the past. If all went well, the salnon run would start again, very soon
Sal nron? Lenmmi ngs
| ocusts? Bees! A swami of bees, and she was the queen ... She was ranbling.

Her mi nd had been tattered by anot her



C7 brutal day.

The Institute's passion for security showed again. Despite the renote |ocation
and the | ateness of the hour, the plane was not unloaded until it had been
towed into a hangar. Wth her eves smarting under the arc lights, Alya picked
her way cautiously down the steps to a reception party headed- agai n-by the
inscrutable Dr. Fish. Everyone el se f @ked as though they' had just craw ed out
of bed, she thought. He | ooked as though he had just left a grave. He

whi spered polite queries about her journey and then murrmured an -al npst

i naudi bl e i ntroduction of Ranger O Brien Patrick. "Since yesterday's tragedy,
ma' am Ranger O Brien has been appointed to take over Baker's duties. Dr.
Devlin's are being adm ni stered by the director herself, protem"

n@rien wA @I -pnkv mddl e nved. ind Invubrious. He shook
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Alya's hand, but it was hard to tell whether he bowed over it, or if that was
just an illusion caused by his stoop. "The hour is late, Your Hi ghness."
,"Very. 11

"A qui ck update on tonmorrow, then," he said. "There are still tw worlds you
have not seen. Quinto has been on our list for a while. It has already been
overni ghted. Like Orinoco, it is showi ng some disturbing features. We have
colonies of fruit flies in the lab, containing planetary material. They're not
thriving as they should. W don't know why yet."

What was bad for a fruit fly m ght not be much good for a queen bee, Alya

t hought muzzily. Lord, but she was weary! "Usk's due in mid-afternoon. | can't
tell you nmuch. This is only its second wi ndow. W transnensed a robbie the
first time. The data fromthat will determ ne what we do next."

She nodded, wondering why they had to hold their conversation in a vast and
di smal Iy echoi ng hangar, a dozen weary peopl e standi ng around at an hour so
godf or saken. "Tiber?" "Tiber will be accessible early the foll owi ng norning.
The overnighters' reports will, of course, be critical."

Shivering with the dank dejection of the small hours, Alya was thus rem nded
that her tinme of decision was al nost upon her. She had sworn to make

absol utely sure. But how could she ever recogni ze absolute certainty? She

m ght beg another three days, until the Tiber w ndow opened again, but how
could that help? If the instruments and nmeasurenents and anal yses all said
that Tiber was safe; if her intuition about it remai ned unchanged; if Hubbard
and her experts then turned to Alya and said, "Well?"

Vel | ? What then? "I need bed!" she said firmy, and headed for the line of

wai ting golfies.

She trailed into Colunbus Done with Mbal a and Jathro and the other two, and
they were all silent and norose and weary beyond care. Alya surprised herself
by stopping off at the cafeteria and gul ping down three straight cups of rank
bl ack coffee. It was 0414 hours. She needed sleep and lots of it, not coffee.
She was nutty.

When she went for a fourth cup, Mala begged to be excusedHer eyes were red as
enbers. "OF course"' Alya said, cross at herself for being so inconsiderate.
Moal a smiled, rose, and headed draggily for the spiralator

But Jathro's two sidekicks went with her, and that left Alya alone with the
l'izard hinself.
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He-dam him -barely | ooked tired at all. A faint [eer of satisfaction tw tched
his beard. He slid a sticky hand over hers. "Alya, ny dearl"™ "Dr. Jar?"

He shook his head. "Wen we are alone like this, you may call ne Jathro. O
course, | realize that the sad | oss of your young friend has been a great
shock to you. You know | am always at your service, and if there is any way in
which. . ."

Evidently even Jathro coul d read expressions sonetines-his voice trailed off
as he registered hers. She hoped, though, that he, had not been about to
suggest what she suspected he had been about to. She would certainly have

mai med him "You have ny |l eave to withdraw, Dr. Jar."

The bright eyes flared dangerously. Then he rose to stalk away in a sul k. She
was al one at | ast.

She sipped at her cup and then put it down angrily, spilling half the

cont ents.

She did not need nore coffee! For a nonent she |laid her face in her hands. It
had been an utterly inhuman day. The only good thing about it had been that
she had been granted very little free time to brood over Cedric. Merciless
Heavens! Trapped, maybe for years, in a cell in hell with Devlin and that
awf ul Eccl es womant

Why had her intuition not warned her? True, it never worked for other people.
Only her own interests provoked a satori. Cedric had gone. She had used him



yes-or her buddhi had-but now that he was no | onger avail able, she was sure

t hat what she had begun to feel for himnear the end had been sonething she
had never felt for a man before. It nust have been love, or at |least the start
of love. Certainly he had been eager to offer her all the |ove she would
accept. Potent stuff, love-it was sticky on both sides.

Had he not been inportant, then, that alnost-lover, that potential future
mpte? On a frontier world his outdoor skills and his courage-even his

si ze-woul d have been inval uable. He woul d have been a good protector for her
devoted and conpetent. If his destiny had been to die on Nile, then why had
she not received a warning to save hin? Wuld that not have been to her
advant age?

O had his real destiny been that his grandnother had other plans for him and
woul d never have rel eased himto acconpany Alya to Ti ber anyway? To her
buddhi, Cedric had been inportant no | onger. He had outlived his useful ness.
She shuddered and drnilno(i the J@qgtof the ooffee
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Her buddhi had been having an off-day, obviously. After sc@many centuries of
shunning cobras, it had not tw tched wh-,,,; Hubbard Agnes had pretended she
was sendi ng Al ya back to Banzarak

No, that was not fair. She had felt no satori because her inlu-ition had not
been fooled by a lie. She rose. Her feet bore her fG the spiralator, and it
carried her up.

What happens at the top? she had asked Baker that first day. As she reached
her floor she felt a sudden urge to find out for herself what happened at the
t op.

She watched the exit go by and did not nove. The coffee was punping |ife back
into her, nmaking her heart thunmp. Round andi round ... and that was fitting,
because her head was starting ti,.-) spin. Up and up, and she began to sense a
soaring excitenent.

Her intuition was not fooled by a lie. Her intuition was notfooled by a lie.
Doorways slid by, curving downward. There were nore | evels than she had
expected, dimy lit as befitted the mddle of the night. Then the confining
cylindrical wall vanished. The steps flattened out level with & iioor, curving
around to vanish into the side of the central pillar, as Baker had said. She
st epped of f.

The circul ar hallway was nuch smaller up near the top. There were nunbered
doors. Conscious of the wild beating of her heart, of a strange warnth that
had started in her loins and was raging ffirou h her like a forest fire, she
wal ked around until she found the one that felt right.

It was not |ocked. The light was off and he was asleep. But even in the dark
she knew. Her heart was trying to beat its way right out of her chest. She
shivered with desire like a fever, She was reaching for her zip even as she
cl osed the door, and she crossed the roomw thout a stunble, undressing as she
went .

Most wormen woul d hesitate to clinb naked into a strange bed, but she did not.
She knew who was breathing there. She was al nost sobbing with happi ness and
exciterment and | ongi ng.

He was inportant! He was, he was!

19

Cainsville, April 10

HuBBARD CEDRj ¢ D. had had a rotten day. Bored, angry, and frustrated in
everything he tried, he had finally decided to catch up on his sleep. He had
gone to bed early. Perhaps, therefore, he had been sleeping lightly. But he
had certainly been dream ng of Alya-dreaning she was in his arms and ki ssing
him And suddenly it was no longer a dream It was really Aly@and this tine
he was on top again and right away he-oh gl oryl

"You're quite sure you're not a dreanP" Cedric nunbled a few ninutes |ater
"Do | feet like a drean?" "You feel marvelous. Soft and warm Dreany." "Wuld
a dream be weeping all over you like this?" "Maybe a wet dream Quch!"

Now he knew. Dreanms did not pinch. She had been a dream though. Now she
wasn't. He had not been really awake, but he had been very ready, because he
had been dream ng of her. He hoped he had not been too roughthose were rea
tears on his chest. He had been dreani ng, and she had suddenly been there ..
He wondered if maybe he had established sonme sort of world record. He knew
that a man was supposed to take nore tinme than that and be nore considerate.
He
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just had not been properly awake. He would be nore careful in future. But, oh

what a way to waken! "I didn't hurt you?" "For the third tine, darling: no,
you did not hurt me. | wish it was always so good. You hear me. | wasn't
faking that, | swew "

Www "You weren't?" He sighed and adjusted his hands slightly. "I was ready."
"So was 1. Now, tell nme." The question seened to be addressed to his left
nipple. "Tell you what?" "How cone you're not trapped on Nile?" "I don't want
to talk about it. OM" "You will tell ne, or you will suffer a grievous

mutilation.” "W go-no, don't," he added hastily. "Just don't squeeze. Al
right, it was a fake, a fraud. There was no broken string. Al they need do,
Abe says, is twiddle the knobs a bit and the wi ndow goes unstabl e, as though
the string's about to snap.” "I saw you and Abel heading al ong the corridor. |
saw anot her man. 11

He grunted. "Did you, now? | wonder how many others did." He shivered at the

menories. "lIt's not a very nice story." "I want to hear it, anyway." "Well
Abe warned ne even before the press arrived. 'If | give you a signal,' he
said, 'like this, then do as | say, and no arguing!' | said fine. Funny, you

know | trust hinP | trust you, O course, but not anyone else. Not in
Cainsville." "Wse, | think."

He tried to kiss her, and she told himto finish the story first. He wondered
how short he could make it. "I'll be quick, then! But when Abel stops
smartypantsing, he's all right ... So we were about hal fway to target and
suddenly Devlin began cursing, and turned us around and started ba& toward
Contact. The radar was showing instability. Did you. know that a w ndow shows
up on radar? | didn't. But | could see over Pandora's head-the echo had
started to, well, sort of wriggle. Like a shimry, you know? W began bounci ng
pretty bad." "I saw. "

At the time Cedric had not realized he was bei ng watched. He shoul d have done.
Quite likely he was bei ng watched right now, by infrared maybe, lying in bed
with a beautiful girl's head on his chest and torrents of her hair spread al
over his belly. Let themweep their eyes out! "Go on!"

STRI NGS 233 ,,M?,' There were so nmany better
things to do with lips than talk... "Then Abel gave nme a tap and jerked his
head. So we

unst rapped oursel ves and headed back to the rear. it was a pretty wild trip,
and he woul dn't say why."

And then the other nman fell out of the door." "Yeah. He had nothing on. He
must have been lying on the bunk and just bounced off. He was out cold by the
time | saw him 11 "Who was he?' "Abe told me WIkins sonething." Cedric had
wanted to go and try to hel p, but Baker Abel had insisted that it was too

ri sky, he would just get hinmself hurt. So they had gone on into the |ab nodul e
at the back. "It was bounci ng even worse, but there was another radar there,
and Abe turned it on and we strapped ourselves into a

coupl e of operator chairs and watched. "

She squirnmed. "And you saw the wi ndow cl ose?' "Well, Abe was grinning and
telling me not to worry-but it was a nasty feeling. And everything happened at
once. W got to Contact-there was a |lot of blue Iight com ng down, show ng up
all the jungle in creepy colors-and the ranp had gone. And then the w ndow

cl osed. And Abe pulled a switch, and that disconnected us."

She lifted her head, as though trying to see himin the dark. "Di sconnected
who?" "The |lab cab. The third nodule of the skiv. He shut the doors between
and unhook-ed us fromthe rest of the skiv. Then the w ndow opened again and a
crane reached down and lifted us

back up, but it was into David Thonpson Done, you see. They'd faked the broken
string in de Soto Done, with all those reporters watching, and then opened up
the sane string from Thonpson. By the tinme everyone realized what had
happened, we were back already." "But Devlin?"

That was the bad bit. Cedric wi shed he did not have to tell her, because he



was feeling guilty and dirty, although there had been nothing at all he could
have done. In fact he had begged Fish to open the wi ndow again and rescue the
others. "They're still there-himand Eccles Pandora and the WIlkins nman, if
he's alive. It was only ne and Abel cane back, the rear cab.,’

He felt her shudder in his arrns. "No! Ch, Cedric!" "Yes. Bad,"
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"But why?" "I don't know. They wouldn't say." There had been about six people

wai ti ng when Cedric and Baker Abel had come out of decon. Fish had been in
charge, but Bagshaw Barney had been there, grinning like a big ape, and a
ranger called O Brien, and sone others Cedric had not recogni zed. They had
cracked a few jokes, and there had been a snell of satisfaction around, but
the mobod had nostly been grimas it dammed well shoul d have been. That planet

was real hell. "Fish said something about letting themnmeditate on their sins
for a few days. Then he went away. | did ask, darling. Even for Eccles. |
begged! "

Wrst of all had been somet hing Bagshaw had said: "You ought to be feeling
good, Sprout. Your denda's been avenged, That Eccles wonman deserves what

she's got."

He told Alya as well as he could, thinking he was not doing it, very well. "I
don't feel that way at all!" he said. "I don't know why. It won't bring d enda
back, | guess, and | expect denda had a | ot nore peaceful death than that.
don't feel good about it." "Not your fault," she said. "They used you. You

didn't know. '

That helped a little. But he had agreed to appear on Pandora's special because
Bagshaw had said he could avenge d enda. He had, and now he w shed he hadn't.
"iish said they'd be rescued at the next w ndow?" Alya asked. "Not exactly."

Fi sh had just been shutting himup, giving himtine to get used to the idea.

O course, Eccles was not going to be brought back! What could they say to
her? "Qops, sorry over that?" The Institute could never adaiit what it had
done. There could never be a rescue. If he had worked that out, then Alya
certainly woul d. She was a lot smarter than he was. "But why? Wy | eave them

there?" "Well, the WIKkins man was the spy who sold the coin to Eccles. So
Fish said. But | was told not to worry about him He was al nost brain dead
anyway. "

He felt her shudder again, harder. "How brain dead? Wat did they do to himto
make hi m brain dead?" "They did nothing. So Fish says. He was a plugin freak
and he'd got a heap of credit for the coin. He took an OD. Fish says if he
ever does wake up, he'll be a raving lunatic fromthe pain, because of the way
it buns the nerve ends." Cedric hoped he believed that.

-And Devlin?" None of them had been willing to talk about Devlin, Cedric said.
"He was after your grandnother's job."

Cedric knew a |l ot nore about his grandnother than he had a

few days earlier, but even so. . . "Surely she wouldn't kill a man

just because of that?" "God, | hope not!" Alya said. "And why Eccl es Pandora,
anyway? There nust be hundreds of people in the world with clone organs in
them or stored in the icebox.” "I don't know, dearest," she said. "But-I
think you're right. There nmust be nore than that to Pandora. She was
deliberately snared. So was Devlin."

Snared by him by Hubbard Cedric Di ckson. For a monent he lay in silence,
softly kneadi ng the marvel ous worman beside him Then it was his turn to
shiver. "The Judas cowm" he said. "Me one that |eads the herds to slaughter!"”
She punched him "Stop that! You didn't know And there's obviously a |lot we
don't know yet. It's hard to see how they coul d have organized this wthout
Devlin's help. He was a sl eazy type, but he wasn't dumb. Coul d he had been
sneaked back the sanme way you were, |eaving just PandoraT

Cedric shrugged. "I suppose." Fish and Bagshaw had been very unconmmuni cative
about Devlin. "After all,"” Alya said, "if he did suspect, then he woul d have
made certain he had a return ticket. Devlin | ooked after his own skin. He was
no kam kaze fanatic dispensing justice like-_2' "Arrh!" Cedric bell owed. He
spasned as if he had been el ectrocuted, hurling Alya off him Terror! Pain! He
how ed and curled up and cl anped his hands over his ears to stop the
screamng-a child' s voice screaning: | won't! | won't!



The voice in his head dwi ndl ed away i nto whi npers and then sil ence.
Sor neone- Al ya- had spoken the lights on and was pulling his hands away from his
ears. At least his |legs had stopped thrashing. She was trying to hold and

soothe himnot too easy with himwapped up in a ball l|ike that-and she was
cooing like a nother to a baby: "It's -all right ... you're quite safe ... I'm
here ... nothing to be afraid of.. ." Then she went back to the beginning

again. How many tines had she repeated that refrain?
He straightened out, realizing that he was soaked in sweat and yet his teeth
were chattering with cold.
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She sighed with relief, got an arm around hi mproperly, and pushed his hair
out of his eyes. "Cedric? Darling?"

"Il inall right, I think." But he wasn't. He had a horrible feeling he m ght

be going to weep-what woul d she think of himthen? He burrowed down, and she

cl asped his head to her breast and held him Long silence ... heart thudding
shakes getting better... "Wat startled you?" she asked softly.

He stuttered-he did not know Idiot! N nny! "I can't remenber." He uncurl ed

hi nsel f again. "l nust be going crazy. "No. No, you're not that." But she

| ooked worried. "Just a reaction to the hard day, | think-lots of hard days.

Nobody' s i ndestructible, Cedric. But don't let it bother you." She grinned and
pl aced a very careful kiss on his throbbing nose. "Let's think about tonorrow
Abel's back, so he'll still be leading the Tiber expedition?" "l guess so."
"He has to! And you, too-you've got to disappear, too! You' re an unperson
darling!" She nust have seen his doubts. "No?"

Bagshaw had turned strangely shy when Cedric had asked about Ti ber-not his
usual self at all. "I hope so," Cedric said. "Oh, | do hope so!"

She si ghed and squi rned agai nst hi m sensuously. "Lights off!" The room went

bl ack, leaving just Alya's faint, fast-fading afterimge. "Now forget al
that!" she said. "Because | love you. | love you nadly and |'ve got sone
wonderful |y decadent things | amgoing to do to you."

But he still felt shaky fromthat weird fit he'd had, and nmenories of the
skiv, and Fish's expression when- "I'mnot sure |'min the nmood anynore," he
said. "But | love you." "You'll come around," she said, chewi ng his ear
"Depravity is lovely-try a little foreplay and see what happens.™

How little a woman had to do to take a man's mind off his troubles!

"Sandpaper? |'d better go and shave." "Doesn't nmatter." "How about your

brui ses?" "Forget them Forget everything. Just start."”

Hs fires had begun to gl ow already. "You're not sleepy?" "I've been drinking
liters of coffee. I'mgoing to keep you busy till noon, and anything you've

ever dreanmed of-just ask! So cone on, lover- no holds barred. Do your
damedest . "

He felt excitenent and desire explode inside him "Sign this rel ease then," he
nmuttered hoarsely, and ki ssed her

Any day that had started that well could not inprove as it went along. Cedric
was wakened by a kiss. A gray dawn showed in the skylight, and Al ya was

al ready dressed. He felt bad about what he saw then-her Iip was swollen and
her cheeks scraped. He had sone scratches and ni bble marks here and there

hi nsel f. Some of their |ovemaki ng had been gentle and soft, some wild and
jungley, but all of it had been sweet beyond | onging.

She slid away before he could grab her. "Clean up and join ne

for breakfast in half an hour.” "Wait!" he said. "I can't."” "Can't what?" "I'm
injail. A prisoner."

He t hought he saw fear then, swiftly covered by anger. "How can you be a
prisonerT "You may be one, too!" He sat up and | ooked around for cl othes.
"We're at the top of the dome. The only way out is down the spiralator, and if
| get onit, it reverses."

Bagshaw had expl ai ned very patiently. "Step on there," he had said, "and

Systemwi |l know 1t'lIl reverse the notion and run it as fast as necessary to
keep you where you are, Don't even expennent, because anyone else using it may
get hurt."

Wondering why getting dressed in front of Alya sonehow seened nore
enbarrassi ng than just being nude, Cedric pulled on pants while telling her
what Bagshaw had said. There were at |east three caneras trained on the
spiralator. Cedric had tried going near it, and that had nade the lights
flicker. The caneras were tanperproof. He had no tools.

Alya showed her teeth. "We'|ll see about this@l'll talk to your grandnother



O OBrien. O sonebody. I'Il cone right back, or

["Il call you." "Maybe not. | can't call out. |I don't know if anyone can call
in.,, "I"ll tell themthat |I'm not going w thout--2'" She stopped suddenly.
"You do want to cone with ne, darling?"

How coul d she doubt? He was vertical and decently clad by then, so he cl asped

her tightly to him "O course | do. I'll follow you anywhere. Pick a world,
any world."
It took sonme tinmet - say ¢ bye after that. He insisted that she go to

Ti ber without himif necessary and let himfind his own
way there. She was determ ned not to go without him They
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al nost ended up back in bed again, to settle the argunent properly, but
obviously they had to discover whether Alya was a prisoner also. Apparently
not - Cedri ¢ watched froma safe distance as the spiralator bore her swiftly
down and out of sight. She had not been supposed to find him she night not be
al | owed near hini again. They had both known that. He sighed and wandered
around the little hallway to the food machi ne. He punched for orange juice. He
was chewi ng a breakfast of nut bars when he heard the corn bell in his room
and went in to see.

In the hol o, Bagshaw Barney was stripping off his uniform H's face had a
shocked, sleepless look to it. "Just checking on you, Sprout. Need anythi ng?"
"Liberty. Explanations. 1'd like to be treated with a little consideration for
my feelings once in a while." "So would we all, son. So would we all." "How
long am | going to be here?"

Bagshaw s face was snmudged and haggard, but it bore no sigp of needing to be
shaved. He stepped out of his pants and from sonmewhere produced a suit of vast
purple pyjamas. "Lad, | don't know. But | think just till tonight. | knowit's
rough. | don't like it, but | gotta obey orders." "Do you really? That makes
you feel all right?" "Aw. " The big man gave hima | ook of pure
exasperation, He started to speak, and it becanme a cavernous yawn. "Look, I'm
bushed. I'mjust going to bed. I've hardly slept in a week. You think 1'd do
this if |I didn't feel it was inportant? There's a |l ot nore fol ks than you

involved in this-half of the world, seems like. | think you'll be out tonight,
for better or for worse, but I'mnot certain. And you're happier there than on
Nile." "For sure," Cedric said. "I expect it's quick."

Bagshaw t ook another | ook at him "What is?" "'Better or worse,' you said. The

worse part would be handing me over to Hastings WIIloughby. wouldn't it? O is
that the better part?"

The bull sighed heavily. "Sprout, what in hell are you getting at?" "You know
He said he hadn't known he had a grandson, because he never did. I'mhis
clone. He lost nost of his own | egs years ago, and now the repl acenents are
ready. Custom nmade |egs." "Aww Bagshaw shook his massive head as if to
cl ear cobwebs and dead | eaves out of it. "Sprout-no! | don't get

involved in shit like that. In fact-well, believe me. You are not Hastings's
cl one. "

-Systemsaid | was." A faint nockery crossed Bagshaw s face. "I don't think
so.

Ask it to explain your ears. Now |I'm going to bed. Good night!"

The screen went bl ank before Cedric could inquire whether Al ya had been thrown
injail also.

Angrily he called up System and agai n denmanded a conpari son of his DNA and
Hastings's. He got the same answer as before-identical to three decimal

pl aces. Obviously no two things could ever be exactly the sanme. The |ab guys
m ght have added a

few i nprovenents, even. His greater height could be just an effect of

chil dhood nutrition, and even Hastings's flappy ears nmight be a birth defect
or something. Cedric was still a clone, a nobody.

He went back out to the hallway and began to run. The space was too small to
be a decent track and he becane di zzy, even though he reversed direction

of ten, but he needed the release and ran until his sweat glands were punpi ng
and his heart thunping and the hallway spun circles around him He stopped and
fl opped down on the floor just before he passed out from giddi ness.

He had spent all the previous afternoon in this prison, and if they were going
to render himdown for parts, he wi shed they would get on with it. Apparently
even incomng caels were

bl ocked, for Alya did not cali, and she did not return. He could not contact
anyone or influence the spiralator, but he could play with the holo, for



System still responded to him Apparently his Cass One priority remained

i ntact for everything except naking calls. He had a choice of every hol odrana
ever made, uncut. Three days earlier he would have junped at the chance to see
some of the things that had been censored at Meadowdal e. Now he wanted none of
t hem

He reviewed all the Cass Two worlds presently accessible, as

far as he could understand the technical data-which was not very far. \Wen he
had t horoughly confused hinsel f, he asked Systemfor its opinions and

di scovered that Alya's intuition seened to be right on track so far. Oinoco
cont ai ned carci nogens as yet unidentified, and Quinto's life forms were based
on exotic polymers whose buil ding bl ocks were not the usual ami no acids. Those
were little understood, but known to be deadly. Rhine's stereo chem stry was
inverted. Usk was still an unknown. Tiber would be much better understood by
next norning, after the overnighters' reports cane in, but further analysis of
the early robbie data had found nothing suspicious. Po had been struck off
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the list; it was waniner, its windows already very short. That |eft

V only Saskat chewan, the world that had al nost killed Al ya. She m ght
reasonably hold a grudge against it, although every planet

Z, contained |ocal dangers, but apparently even Systemdid not care nuch for
Saskat chewan. Its isotope rati os@ere unusual -uni que, in fact, and the
background radi ati on count was high. That m ght be another |ocal phenonmenon

or something to do with the JSCltopes. The unexpl ai ned was al ways suspect.

So Tiber was still the nost likely. He located satellite i mages that had been
taken by one of the rockets and radi oed back just before the w ndow cl osed.
Brown and blue and white cloud--Tiber had the colors of Earth but not its
shapes, and Cedric spent an hour or so naming its continents and oceans and
ranges.

Abandoni ng sci ence, he switched to crininology. He discovered that the records
of the Nile disaster had not been | ocked away as Fish had told himthey were
nmerely confidential to Grade One. So Cedric viewed them both the scenes that
Eccl es Pandora had shown and al so others that she had not received. He even
ski mmred over the nurders of Chollak and van Schoeni ng, and thereby al nost made
hi nsel f throw up. He saw the crazed GI1l Adele reeling out into the deadly,
unbr eat habl e i nferno ot I

Nile, wearing a suit but no helmet. Then he knew that he bad unwittingly Iied
to Eccl es Pandor a.

Gl Ajele had not ransacked the skiv before | eaving. She had not gone | ooking
for the booby trap. She had not been carrying anything with her when she left.
Fi sh had given Cedric a lie; Cedric had given it to the world -and so he had
decei ved and snared the real nurderer

Cedric replaved scenes of the skiv's recovery. He watched Devlin screaning and
ranting in the dome. He watched a party of rangers led by Devlin force a way
in, and Devlin hinself discover the bodies. And sonehow Cedric was not very
surprised then to sce Devlin shouting orders to his conpani ons that woul d keep
them di stracted while he hinself rushed into one of the bedroons. Wat he (lid
in there had not been recorded, but with the benefit of what he now knew,
Cedric could guess. Cbviously Devlin had not found what he sought. Soneone

el se nust have found it l|ater

Cedric could not imagine why a nman m ght nurder his own subordinates, but lie
had figured out why Devlin Gant had been | eft behind on N le.

At 1516 hours the window to Usk was opened. Cedric scanned the operations and
the data coming in fromthe robbies. It was all over very soon-Usk had two
suns, a fact that had escaped notice on the first brief contact. C ose

bi naries rarely had planets, especially C ass Twos, but apparently the
institute had | ong ago experinented with the weirdly variable Iighting that
must result, and concluded that neither people nor

their domesticated plants and aninals were likely to thrive. Binaries were
out; strike Usk.

But he had been able to nonitor the conversation in the control room and he
had heard Alya's voice. He felt better just knowi ng that she was all right.

He ay down on the bed after |lunch and, nuch to his surprise, went to sleep

He awoke feeling musty and foul and bad tenpered. He said, "Wat? Er, repeat."
Syst em spoke again. "Message for Deputy Director Hubbard Cedric from-2
"Accept. "

It was his grandnother, stiff-backed and col d-eyed as al ways. H s vi ewpoi nt
was at the far side of her great table, so that there was an expanse of
pol i shed wood between them Somehow that seened |ike a defense, as though she
wanted to keep himat nore

than arms length. Stupid! He was not awake yet, not thinking straight. "Good
afternoon, Cedric." "lIs it?" He sat up and put his feet on the floor

She gave himthe sanme sort of | ook Bagshaw had, full of weary exasperation



"Ch, don't start behaving like a fool. I'mfighting several |ife-and-death

battles just now. | have no time for childish tantrums.” ,,You tested nme once
to see if I was a ninny, I'mnot, but you treat nme like a rat in a |ab cage.
This is not a childish tantrum"™ "Yes, it is." She paused to rub her eyes wth

finger and thunb, and he noticed that she | ooked al nost as weary as Bagshaw
had, He had not seen her show human frailty before. Cedric took the chance to
yawn and stretch and work a bad-tasting nouth. Sleeping in daytime always made
himfeel as though he had been thunped with a rail

Hubbard Agnes blinked a few tines, as if adjusting her vision. "What do you
want ?" "What do I-Tiber, with Alya." H s grandnother studied himfor a nonent,
and a wisp of a
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snmi | e congeal ed on one corner of her nmouth. "Wo seduce(i whon? Who is the
fast worker?" "That is none of your business."

She raised faint white brows in nmockery. "My! We're growi ng) brusque. Very
well. | have invested alnost half a mllion hectos in you, over the | ast
twenty years. Do you feel that | have beea adequately repaid in the last three
days?"

How coul d anyone ever answer that sort of question? "What's left on the bill?"
he denmanded. She nodded appreciatively. "Businesslike!l | approve. Just this: |
need one nore service fromyou, tonight. Then you're free, at |east insofar as
I'mconcerned. " "Who el se m ght be concerned?" he asked, know ng that hwoul d
not have tal ked that way or thought that way three days before. "Ah, you

m sunder st ood nme." She | ooked himover as if |lie were an unusually dul

catalog. "I nean | shaU not stand in your way if you wish to go with the
princess." "What's the service?" he asked. "Another murder?" She had evaded
the question. "That is exactly the sort of juvenile smart-aleck remark | do
not need!" She paused then, as though waiting for an apology. "Tell me the
service," he said. What service could be worth half a million hectos? "To
acconpany nme to a neeting. To look intelligent and say as little as possible.
Can you manage that?" "That's all?" It was far too good to be true. She was
going to throw himinto another |ions' den; maybe a snake pit. "That is all. |
need a witness. No reporters, just a private neeting with two men. Private,
and secret." "Qoviously."

She frowned. "Whv obvi ously, pray?" "Because |'m an unperson, aren't f?" "Ali,
yes! Is that some of your hot little princess's thinking? It sounds too shrewd
for vou."

He t hought about it, sitting on the edge of the bed, wiggling his toes and

feeling holl ow headed and bad-tasteish. It did not make sense. "I'm an
unperson. You rnust send ne away with Alya, or kill me, or keep nme | ocked up
forever-or else bring back Devlin and Eccles. I"'ma witness to their rmnurder

What use can | be as witness to anything el se?"

She covered a vawn. "You're as, dammabiv nighende,i 4,z vonr

father was. No, a witness is not what | need. | don't have time. But I'll have
to make time, won't 1?2 All right-1"11 run through it quickly. Inportant people
al nrost never meet in person. It's too dangerous. But this neeting is so vital
so confidential, that these two men are coming here, to Cainsville, in the

flesh. They don't trust me; | don't trust them | amold and getting frail
They are
both nmuch younger, and male. | want a bodyguard.,

He was about to snort out some skeptical reply when second thoughts prevail ed.
It was so absurd that it mght even be true. She could certainly have invented
somet hing nmore plausi ble. He spoke softly then. "Way me? Bagshaw wei ghs twice
what | do. He nmust know a million conbat tricks | don't."

She nodded, but her eyes were annoyed that he had not worked it out properly.
"And therefore they would not trust him The sides nmust be about evenly

mat ched. You underestimate yourself. |'ve seen the reports on you, and you're
much stronger than you |look. |I'msure you could handl e two niddl e-aged

amat eurs, long enough for help to arrive. Besides, our talk nust remain
secret."

Why not Dr. Fish? "You' ve been setting me up as the court jester, haven't
you?"

H s grandmot her threw her head back in a flicker of earrings and | aughed

al oud. He could not recall ever seeing her do that. "Court jester? That's very
good! | admit it. You have a curious .innocence about you, Cedric. Even | keep
underestimating you. So thev will underestimte you also." "Like Pandora?" he
dei anded angrily. "Wy her? Just because she did a special and called you
nanes- "



The director's eyes dropped to stare at his chest, but he could guess that she
was mnerely readi ng nessages he could not see. "If

keeping waiting." you only knew how many people you're

, she said. "You don't mention Devlin? So vou' ve uncovered that part of it."
She sighed inpatiently. "It's Ec@es that bothers you?" "Both of them" "CQuilt
is sonething you get used to. Al right, I'Il explain quickly. I.mnot in the
habit of justifying my actions, Cedric."

It would be good for her to learn, but he did not say SO She | eaned her

el bows on the table. "First, as you know, she had herself cloned. She had the
clone reared and then harvested. | see that as a particularly despicable,
premedi t at ed, col d- bl ooded nurder."

He wanted to say, You're not the |law. But maybe she was iustice. Baoliaw had
told himhow the | aw had | ong before been
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strangled to death by | awers. He just sat, neeting the A d woman's sinister
gaze. "Secondly, no, | don't slaughter reporters who file unfavorable stories
about me or ny Institute. 1've been tenpted ofter; enough.,

Nor did Cedric treat that remark as being funny. "But people can be
superstitious; it gets noticed that bad" nouthing the Institute is unlucky.
She was not the first, | admit There is suspicion in the air. | know this, but
it wasn't really -

reason. That would make ne worse than she was, and | assure you that ny
conscience is very clear."

Still he did not coorment. |If personal grudge had not been a factor, then why
deny it at such length? H s | ack of response was starting to annoy her
"Secondly, therefore. " H s grandnother sighed. "lI'mcrazy to waste tinme on
you like this. Secondly, Pandora's death was the price demanded by Frazer
Franklin for his continued cooperation. ,, What!?"

She shook her head sadly, and sapphire earrings glittered. "Ch, Cedric,
Cedric! The world is a nuch nore conplicated place than it must seem from
Meadowdal e. Now you know our big secret-that we've been finding dass One

worl ds, that we've been planting people on them |If Tiber goes ahead, it wll
be the thirteenth. So far we've transnensed nearly three hundred thousand.
It's not very many, really, when you think of the hundreds of nmillions in
refugee canps, or when you think of the floods and plagues, but it's been a
super human effort, Cedric. My life's work. And it's given humanity a | ot nore
chances to survive." She sat back and fol ded her arnms and waited.

So he threw the questions she expected. "Why you? Wiy keep it secret? Wio are
you to play God?"

She nodded approvingly. "You do understand how we've done this? W vet every
candi date worl d as thoroughly as we can. W never plant a world unless it has
passed every scientific test we can think of. Since the GCak affair, |I've al so
requi red that one of the Banzaraki psychics approve it. W don't know how
their intuition works, but it's never clashed with our final conclusions. And
we don't sell tickets to the rich, Cedric."

For a nonent he thought he detected an appeal in those cunning old eyes, an
appeal for his approval. Absurd! He told hinself not to be taken in by tricks.
"Qur colonists are always drawn fromthe camps, the hope-
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| ess," she said. "W send al ong everything we can think of that they may need
to become established. | nust seeman evil old wonan to you, but | have
nothing to be ashaned of in this." "But why you-you of all the world? Wio are
you to choose who |lives and who di es?"

She had begun to tap fingers on the table. "Are you truly so naive? Can't you
i magi ne what woul d happen if the politicians got their hands on this? Are you
so very innocent? The refugees woul d be marchi ng though the transnensor fifty
abreast, as fast as they could be shipped in here."

Yes, he could inagine. "To where?" "CGod knows. C ass Two worlds are comon as
nosqui t oes. And refugees nore so-they're a blight. Every authority on

Earth is perpetually beset by refugees. The chance to ship themall off

el sewhere with no conplications later ... that would be an
irresistible tenptation. It would throw us back a hundred years, to the death
canps of the Nazis, but worse-not nillions, but tens or hundreds of mllions,

and a slow death."

Her voice had grown sharper, harder. Cedric had never known his grandnother to
speak with such vehenence. She nust believe very strongly in what she was
saying, mustn't she? "And the real gens, the ones we call C ass One-those
woul d be reserved for the elite, and very likely for their clones. They woul d
spread their own germ plasm throughout the universe on

all the best worlds. They would use the others for dunping peasants. | know



this! I know how they think! The Earth is very sick, but it's still habitable.
Just. It may remain SO The Banzarak intuition says it's still a better bet
than almost all the other worlds we find. Only twelve in thirty years--"

"I ncl udi ng GCak?"

She wi nced. "Not Oak. Eleven worlds, then. Even with the very best of
intentions, at |east one of our plantings was an error. "

For a nonent there was silence. Cedric felt far too young and sinple to argue
with her, He stared norosely at his hands, clasped on his knees. He had been
unconsciously picking at a

callus with a thunbnail. He was glumy sure that he was about to be suck-ered
again. "That's why Frazer Franklin," his grandnother said. "The plantings

t hensel ves have been easy conpared to the problens of keeping themsecret. W
have nmany synpathi zers, in -ey vlaces."
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"Spies? No, agents. You pay themw th rmurders?" He did na@I| ook at her, just
his finger. "Wth nmany things. Mney. Sone, l|ike Frazer, want favo,,s, Sone
just approve of what we are doing. Many accept immortality.,, . Then he did

rai se his head, and she smiled nockingly at hl,.z inconprehension. "The
instinct to procreate runs very deep-as you should realize, Gandson-and | can
of fer them a chance propagate throughout a universe. It's often the nost

potent bribt of all. And it's good for us-we gain val uabl e breeding stock
fo.our plantings."” "Cloning?" "Sonetimes. Nothing wong with cloning if the
clones ar-treated as people.” "So you do sell tickets to the rich?" "In that
sense, | suppose | do. Wien | nust. O nurder when | must. O blackmail, or
deceive, or threaten. But | have popul ated worlds that will bless ny nane for
t housands of years."

She was convinci ng, and he supposed he owed her his loyalty, even yet. "If |

refuse?" "Don't. Don't ask the alternative, either.”
He shrugged. "All right. Wat do | have to do?" Satisfaction thinned the pale

lips. "Make yourself respectable, It will not he until late; mdnight or
after.” "And then?" "Just stay close to me. Be yourself, but don't speak
unless | ask you a question." "And then | can o with Al va?"

9 The smile grew wider. "Are you certain she wants you? You may have been only
a passing amusenent. But if you choose te, go to Tiber, I won't stand in your
way. Com end."

Not stand in your way ... Again she had slid around that point. But she had

gone. He thought she had shown himone glinpse of a tree and hidden a forest.
He sat and picked at the edge of the callus until he made his finger bleed. He
counted his troubles, and the list was crushing. Hi s strengths were only two:
that Alva loved him and that Systemstill obeyed his comands with very few
[imts. "I want to set up some codes. " "Stipul ate whether codes are for
general use or voice specific. " "Voice specific.

"Proceed.” "If the instructions represented by those codes require an

override command, you will assune the override comand, but not make it
effective until | activate the code. is this understood?" "Affirmative."
"First code word: 'Pal onmi no'
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Cainsville, April 10- 11

ALYA, AlLso, HAD been placed undtr house arrest. The Institute had taken

consi derabl e pains to sever all public connection between itself and the
princess, and was not going to let her be seen around Cainsville now Like
Cedric, she was confined to one floor of Colunbus Done. The inpassive,

i npassabl e North Brenda guarded the spiralator, letting no one in or out.
Systemrefused to place calls.

A day of playing cribbage with Mala was relieved only when Al va was taken by
O Brien Patrick to view Usk-and that was the briefest planetary inspection
yet. Binary suns cut Usk frorn the list and sent Alva back to jail.

She swore a |lot, especially when she realized that Jathro nust be wandering

| oose, not confined as she was. None of her brothers or sisters had been
insulted in such a way by Director Hubbard, but then none of them had seduced
Hubbard' s grandson, either

And she worried intensely about Cedric. Hi s unexpected fit in the night had
terrified her. He was supposed to be the indestructible man, yet sonething had
driven himconmpletely catatonic for a couple of mnutes-going cold, heartbeat
droppi ng and fadi ng. Then he had shuddered and sprung back in typical Cedric
style. But something had done that to him Al nost certainly Al va had
unwittingly said sonething to trigger a post-hypnotic code inplanted very
deep inside his mnd. She could not have spoken the whol e code, obviously,
just enough of it to bring a partial nmem

ory up near the surface-and that partial nenory had hurled himinto psychic
fugue and catalepsy. It was a tribute to his incredible toughness that he had
recovered so easily.

Who had managed to tanper with his head? BEST? O -Al ya kept renenbering
Hubbard' s sneer that Cedric was only a pawn, and a pawn that m ght have to be
sacrificed.

If what had sent himinto that fit had been sonething Alva had said, then the
only word that could possibly have done it was kami kaze.

She fretted nore when she renenbered her promise to call Kas and Thalia and
the kids that evening. The time came and went with Systemstill uncooperative.
Kas woul d have certainly tried to call her, and had obvi ously been bl ocked-
Frustrated, Alya decided that she mght as well go to bed. Tiber was not due
for hours yet, and the previous night had been strenuous in the
extreme--Cedric had wonderful stamina, bless him GCh, Cedric!

Mich to her surprise, she felt herself sliding into sleep al nost at once.

The di sadvantage of that, of course, was that she felt so unholy awful when
she was wakened by a ping! fromthe corn, and Baker Abel's voice. "W expect
Tiber in half an hour, ma'am Transportation is standing by." "I want-" Al va
said. "Caller has disconnected," System said.

Escorted by a squad of unfam liar bulls, Alva was golfied over

to Phil by Done and delivered to a big, pentagonal office. It was

an exact replica of Hubbard's office in Nauc HQ or perhaps slightly Iarger
The big table was heaped with papers; a dozen nen and wonmen were sl ouched
around on chairs, all looking totally exhausted. There was no sign of Hubbard
Agnes. ne two giant com screens were unrolling screeds of multicol ored data:
text and three-dee graphs, maps, and i mages. Nobody seened to

be paying any attention.

Alva sped around the roomlike a ballistic mssile aimed at Baker Abel, who
was | eaning against a wall, rubbing his eyes. H's denins were runpled, his
tawny hair nussed and linp. "Were is Cedric?" she demanded
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Baker peered at her blearily. "I don't know Systemwont tell ne. | don't know
where his grandnother is, either. O anyone." He started to say sonething el se
and it becane a yawn.

Suddenly Alya felt synmpathetic. Baker was hard to dislike. .,you haven't been
to bed recently, have you?" He shook his head. "Thanks for the invitation, but
you'll have to clear it with Emily. |I'm supposed to be pairing with her, and
it's getting so | cae barely remenber why." Then he grinned. "Like hell you
can't," Alya said, returning the grin. She glanced around and was annoyed t hat
Jathro was m ssing. Where and what was he doing, and why? "What's happeni ng
about Ti ber, Abe?"

Baker shrugged and heaved hinself off the wall. "About ten mutes unti

wi ndow. Another ten to run all the data into System Most of it'll be
precooked al ready, so five for anal yses. Then decision tine."

An unpl easant qui ver ran through Alya. "Who makes that decision?"

He blinked bl oodshot eyes at her. "You do. Unless there's sonething obviously
wrong, of course. Thems nmy orders-go or no go cones fromPrincess Alya." "And
| lead the parade?" "Waving your baton."

Her palnms were clamy. "And if | want nore time to cons

er. id 91,

He frowned and shook his head. "No instructions. My guess woul d be that Mbther
shuts the file. If you're not certain, right away, then it'll be no go." "I
won't | eave w thout Cedric!”

Baker shrugged again. "I can do nothing about that. I'mtelling the truth.
1-you okay?"

She nodded, angry that a princess could be so transparent. "I think | need to

freshen up."

He pointed in silence at the wall beside them and she saw the al nost4nvisible
door init.

The washroom was garishly bright and decorated in holographic tiles, a style
briefly popular |Iong before Alya had been born. Sone of them had fallen off
and not been replaced. Mther Hubbard had been econom zi ng behind the scenes,
obvi ousl y.

Al ya washed her face and conbed out her hair, and began to feel better. A
coupl e of cups of coffee and perhaps sone of the curly-dry sandw ches she had
seen out there, and she-

The conb slipped fromher fingers. She felt herself bow ed

over by a great cold wave of terror, and all the holo tiles seened to gape and
wi nk |ike fanged mouths as the walls rushed at her. She stuffed a knuckle

bet ween her teeth and fought for control

Danger! it was saying. Go now Escape! And the Escape! seened to echo, over
and over. She backed up against the wall, sweat stream ng down her face. Never
had she felt a satori so strong. It was crushing, overpowering. She could no
nmore think straight than if she had seen a

bul | charging straight at her, or a man coming with a knife-it was as
irresistible as that. A scream ng sense of danger choked her m nd, making her
heart race and her hands shake.

What had happened? Cedric? WAs sonething threatening Cedric?

O Tiber? If the wi ndow was open, then the choice was

clearly available to her at last. That was it! Al she had to do was wal k out
of there and say "Yes!" and she woul d be whi sked away to a safer world.

Relief! Cedric mght be inportant, but obviously he ranked a distant second as
far as the buddhi was concer ned.

Alya forced herself to pick up the conb. She struggled to compose her face
before the mrror-she thought she resenbled a terrified coconut-and then she
squared her shoulders and tottered back into the big, pentagonal office.

She sensed the satisfaction at once. The people had all collected before the



two big coms. One was still rippling data, much faster now. The other showed
three nen in a very cranped interior. They wore denins, and the close cram of

i nstrument boards and controls around themidentified the locale as a skiv lab
nmodul e. The nmen were |aughing and all trying to talk at the sane

time. Sunlight was streamnming through a wi ndow behi nd t hem

One of the wonmen in the office said sonmething that provoked nore nerrinment.
Baker Abel slipped out of the group and cane

around to Mya. He was grinning broadly and had | ost nost of his tired | ook
"Hundred percent on science!" he said. "System needs a few Mnents yet, but

t he team commander says it's a big inprovenment on Earth itself! You ready to

| ead that parade now?"

It was the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. "No!" Alya said. Every
nerve screamed. Baker's jaw dropped, and for a nmonment he reni nded her again of
Cedric. "No?" "I need Cedric to help ne decide."

Baker frowned, studying her, then gestured to a coupl e of
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pul l ed the other between his legs, so that he sat on it backward, arns fol ded,
his usual flippancy gone. "I swear," he said quietly, "that | don't know
She's gone of f on sone nysterious project of her own, and Cedric's probably
with her. | know he was | ocked up on the top floor of Colunbus, He's not there
now, 'cause | |ooked." "Keep |ooking. He hasn't left Cainsville?" "How should
I know? Systemwon't talk. | can't even get through to the deputies now.
Sonet hi ng odd' s goi ng on."

Al ya | eaned back. "Then we'll have to wait, won't we?" She hoped her trenbling
was not too obvious. "Alya, please! Believe me-1'mon his side! Truly, | want
to help Cedric. I'mdelighted that the two of you are pairing. He's a great
kid! But | can't find himfor you right now" "Then | shall go and | ook for

hi m nmysel f."

He shrugged, baffled. "Swell! Meanwhile |I've got two thousand refugees and

t hree thousand tons of supplies and trucks and nore teans of rangers. Three
hours, ten mnutes left on the wi ndow, maybe. What do | tell everyone? Wat do
| do with them Alya?"

Ri sing, she smiled her neanest smle. "Set themto work, |[ooking for Cedric!"
"Hold it!" He seened to be thinking very hard, chewing his |lip and staring at
her with calculating gray eyes. If he made a wong deci sion, Baker Abel was

going to be in very deep trouble. "You can find hinP" "I can try." Actually,
Alya was not sure she could even find her left ear-the sense of inm nent
danger was beating on hei |ike a steam hamer. "You want hel p? Bul Il s? No-you
don't need bulls, do you?"

She shook her head. Baker was obviously | ooking for a solution and willing to
risk his neck for her. "If | call "emoff for-an hour?"

Al ya nodded with sudden relief at having a workable conprom se. "You'll cone

back and tell me in an hour?" he asked. "Prom ise?" "Yes! Thanks, Abe.
1-thanks!" She marched to the door, and he let her go. Bulls sitting in the
corridor started to clinb to their feet and then settled back, exchanging
puzzl ed gl ances.

Alya headed for the spiralator. At ground |evel she clinbed

STRI NGS 253 into a golfte. She closed her eyes for a
mnute to think-or feel, nuiybe. "That way' | | nean-what way is this
gol fi efaci ng?" "lbe personnel cart is pointed west." "Then nmake it go north. "

After that it was all either right, left, or straight ahead.
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Cainsvifle, April 11

LONG AFrER mi DNi GHT Cedric was summoned by an anonynobus voi ce on the corn. He
headed for the spiralator with his nmind churning an i mr scible mxture of
relief and apprehension. There. was no nore nonsense of flashing lights. He
was borne swiftly and silently down to ground | evel

He was at once surrounded by an armed escort. They were all |arge-econony
gorillas; even the wonmen anong them | ooked tough enough to snap himw th one
hand. Nor were they an honor guard-they gave hima thorough body search. He
could alnmost find that amusi ng-him dangerous? He knew none of the faces, but
he saw sonme of those faces regi ster shock when they recogni zed his, for he was
a celebrity. He had died tragically on world holo the previous day, |lost on a
ni ght mare pl anet of a distant star. H s presence back on Earth was a physica
i mpossibility.

The mi xture of unifornms told himwho was going to be at the neeting. Four
bulls wore Institute red, four grass green, and four shiny gold. The greens
bore shoul der-patch | ogos of a stylized, five-line house containing a globe,
and that was the synbol of the 'Wrld Chanmber. The gol ds' shoul ders said
simply BEST

He was nore surprised to see that the visitors were arned. That was a nmj or
breach of standard practice. That expl ai ned
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why the four Institute bulls were glowering so resentfully, why hands hovered
so obviously near holsters. Eight Daniels and four lions-and all of them so
tense that they al nost crackl ed.

He had expected to be led to a neeting room but nothing |ike that happened at
all. He was crushed into a two-nan golfie, with a gold bull on one side and a
green on the other. He tried maki ng conversation, and neither would speak a
wor d.

Soon he was in unfamliar territory. The streets and corridors were deserted.
He woul d have expected to see at | east a few people around, even at that hour
He wondered if Cainsville could be under martial |aw

O her golfies raced ahead and behi nd and, when the road was

wi de enough, kept pace on either side. He found such celebrity treatnent
ridiculous, and in a brighter monent would Iikely have found it anmusing. O
course, he was not being guarded for his own sake, but rather to protect
others, as if one nonent's lapse in vigilance might |let soneone turn himinto
a wal ki ng bonb.

Ri di cul ous or not, the possibility was being taken seriously. H's destination
turned out to be a nedical facility Iike the one when he was first admitted to
HQ back in Nauc. He groaned |loudly and said, "Not again?" No one registered
that he had spoken. The reception roomheld at |east twenty people in |ab
coats, but even they were color-coded, with green and gol d out nunmbering red.
They all turned to | ook at himand waited expectantly. Resignedly, Cedric
began to unzip.

I f possible, the ensuing exam nati on was even nore thorough than his ordeal of
four days earlier. The visitors took at |least an hour to satisfy thensel ves
that there was nothing inside Hubbard Cedric's skin except Hubbard Cedric and
one earpatch. They struck a piece of shiny netallic tape over that to
inactivate it. When at last they could find nothing nore to scan, poke, or
nmeasure, they reluctantly allowed himto dress hinself again. H's clothes had
a runpl ed | ook, and he could guess that they had been inspected al so. Wen he
asked for a conmb, his request was brusquely debated and then refused. Not only
did the greens and gol ds distrust the reds, they obviously distrusted each

ot her al so. Who could say what infernal machine m ght he hidden inside ar

i nnocent - seeni ng conb?

After that nasty tribulation, he was taken to a waiting roomand told to sit.
He sat on a hard bench and | eaned against a hard wall while another half hour



dragged by in sickening small-hours |lethargy. H s questions were ignored. H s
only diversion was
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dabbing tissue at his wetched nose, which had started dribbling blood again.
The nedi cs had done that while exploring his sinuses.

He had known that there was another victim being exam ned at the sane tine as
hi nsel f, for he had heard voices fromcubicles he had recently vacated, but he
had not been sure who it was. Finally the door opened, and he saw G an
standi ng outside, She was thin-lipped and flushed, nuch | ess spruce and poi sed
than usual. Sauce for gander is sauce for goose now? Cedric began to grin,
shaping a wittily caety remark, but the | ook she gave himcaused it to die of
an attack of discretion.

Agai n he was crushed into an overl oaded golfie as an enl arged procession took
of f on an even | onger journey. Again the road was unfamliar to him and
deserted. The hour was late, the lighting dim The prospect of neeting two of
the world's nost powerful men held no attraction. He was sl eepy and hungry.

He nooned Wonily over Alya. The wi ndow to Ti ber might he open at that very
nmonent. She m ght al ready have departed, never to return. He renenbered the

| ook in her eye when she spoke of her new world. He hoped it had checked out
wel | . He hoped she had not been so stupid as to wait around for him He did
not think he was going to see that new world again.

Then he felt cold air on his face. The corridors had taken on a functional
echoi ng, rivets-and-hard-shadows | ook, and the tenperature had dropped. The
train of golfies trundled through a high netal doorway and Cedric snapped
alert, astounded at what |ay before him The great dome was huge, |arger even
than de Soto or David Thonpson, but it could not be a transmensor facility,
for the floor was flat. In icy air, under a hard actinic glare, stood three
great winged monsters. The snallest was a Boeing 7777, and the other two were
supers, a Hyundai Six and a Euro Starscraper. Al |oomed enormous. He felt
like a mte on the bottomof a bird cage, but it was not their size that
ast oni shed himas nmuch as their mere presence. He had al ways under st ood t hat
there was no airport at Cainsville.

Wth wheels drumming on rows of rivets, the golfies raced across the stee
prairie of the floor toward the Boeing, which bore the house-and-gl obe | ogo of
the World Chanber on its green tail. By the tinme Cedric was delivered to the
steps, his grandnother was al ready hal fway up. He thought despairingly of Alya
and wondered where he was going to be taken

The answer, apparently, was "nowhere." The plane was out -

fitted Iike a home, or even a palace. He followed his grandnother through to a
very | uxurious |lounge and there folded hinself into a thick-pillowed arnchair.
Red, gold, and green guards all remai ned standing, all watching one another as
much as the prisoners.

Prisoners? "Gran? What the hell is going on?" H s grandnot her pursed her |ips,
as if he were speaking out of turn. Then she said, "Look!" and pointed at a

wi ndow.

Cedric swung around and peered. He was just in tine to see the great exterior
doors slide open. Snow and even darkness itself seenmed to pour into the hangar
and swirl around the floor-or at |east the snow did. He watched the guards
stagger as the wind struck at them He noved to a closer chair and, in his
eagerness, jostled his tender and swol |l en nose against the plastic. In a
nonent anot her gi ant Boei ng energed fromthe night, advancing under its own
power. It was painted gold and bore BEST's | ogo. The doors slid shut. A runble
of titanic notors died away. Even with four such nonsters present, the done
was still not full.

Steps were wheel ed forward; guards took up position. Cedric saw two nen
descend, saw them board golfies, saw those carts head off in procession
through the interior door. One of the two men had been squeezed between a red
guard and a green, the other between a red and gol d.

Cedric sat back to study his grandnother's coldly angry face across the room



"We' re hostages?"

She nodded. "That's crazy!" he said. "OfF course it is.
"Bulls are worse than | awyers."

That remark had been ainmed at the guards, obviously, but Cedric asked, "How?"
She sighed. "Everyone does it. Accountants did it to bookkeeping, |awers did
it tothe |law, teachers to -education,” "Did what?" "Tangled it all up so it
became neani ngl ess, " she said sourly. "It's the search for indispensability-
and ninety percent of themare busy playing job politics nost of the tineg,
anyway. Wien | was younger-" She stopped, with a brief glare at the nearest
guard. "We have two guests here tonight, but if I wanted to kill one of them
during his visit, | could do so easily, in spite of all this tonfoolery."

She sniled grimy.
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Cedric, had been nost certainly intended for the guards. Even her own reds
scowl ed. "How?" asked the one she had | ooked at, a bull-necked gol d.

The director smled frostily. "Watch closely and maybe 1'll show you."
That ended the conve, -sation

Cainsville, April 11

"Ri GHT! No! sTop! I think ... Yes, right!"
Alya's head was splitting, ready to fall apart, She seemed to have been
wheel i ng and spinning around Cainsville for hours. Time had | ost all ineaning.

Corridors and echoing tunnels and open plazas had cone and gone by the

t housand, and she had not the faintest clue where she was. She had no idea how
much remai ned of the hour Baker had prom sed her. Any m nute now

he mi ght call her in, and she was certain that lie could override her conmands
to the golfie. Ugency ate at her like acid. She teetered on the brink of
pani c.

Fi nding Cedric was turning out to be inpossible. She was

running two satori at the same tinme-that was the problem She had never heard
of that happening to anyone in her fanmly before. not even in any of the
strange ol d tales.

Tiber's was the stronver, by far. Tine and tinme again she arrived at de Soto
Dorre, where the wi ndow was waiting for her. The surprised guards had noved to
chal | enge her the first tinme, but she had nerely refeffed themto Baker Abel
They had checked in, then shrugged and | et her go. By her fifth or sixth visit
they were openly |aughing at her.

Eventual |y she had | earned to stop at every branching, every choice, and ask
Systern which way led to de Soto. Then she tried
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to conpensate for that in her hunches. but sonmetines the right path-if there
was a right path-had to be in that direction

There m ght not even be a second satori. She might be fooling herself. She

m ght have gone crazy, like all those terrified schizophrenic ancestors.

Then the golfie energed froma narrow passage into a nmuch |arger one. Cold and
metallic and sinister in the dimnight lighting, it stretched off endlessly in
both directions. It had rails on the floor, which she had not seen before.
"Does either of these lead to de Soto Dome?" "Negative. "

She cringed, puzzling. Left? O right? She was goi ng mad. She did not know.
"Left," she whispered. Systemignored that tone. "Left!" The golfie swung |eft
and humed al ong the big tunnel. The walls and fl oor were bare netal, rushing
past. Lights streaned toward her and vani shed behi nd. Her shadow | eaped and

| eaped, hiding fromthe |lights.

Then the little cart slowed and came to a stop before a large, inplacable,
circular steel door. Corridor and rails ended also. "Wat's this? | nean,
What's inside this door?" "Bering Done," the golfie said. "Am | all owed

i nside?" "Affirmative."

There was no decon, so Bering was not one of the transnensor domes. She sat
and stared at the forbidding door for a minute or two, westling with

i ndeci si on and sel f-doubt and that overpowering hunch that she rmust hurry back
to de Soto and the afety of Tiber

There was no conmset on the wall. 'Me round door was not of standard type and
did not quite reach the floor-there would be a sill several centineters high
"What is this door usedfor?" "Data confidential."

But she had no choice, except to retrace her path. She di snmounted and felt her
knees shake with fatigue. "Open the door!" she told the golfie, and wal ked
forward as the great circle swng i nward. She stepped over the lip, noting how
very thick the wall was. She strode a few paces down a sloping floor before
she realized that despite the |ack of decon facilities, the place |ooked very
much |i ke a transmensor done. Perhaps it was an old one, now used for
somet hi ng el se? The inside was even di mer than the corridor, with lights

twi nkling

near the center, filled with a quiet nurnur, as of nmany people. She caught a
curious odor of-of curry?

The door thunped cl osed behind her, and she wheel ed around in alarm Damm! Now
she'd done it! There was no conset on the inside, either, and she had no wi st
m ke.

She began to separate out the threads of noise: muttering voices and babies
crying. Her eyes were adjusting, too, seeing a huddled little settlenent down
where the floor was flat. The central object plate was blank, but the railing
around it seemed to be hung with laundry. Ranshackl e fences of canvas

zi gzagged around, providing some mnimum privacy. She could hear a guitar
strumm ng, and a distant group seemed to be chanting prayers. The baby noi ses
were the worst, though-crying babies could drive anyone mad. Kiosks on the far
side were obviously portable toilets.

Sadly, Alya started down the | ong slope. She had stunbled on the secret
refugee entrance to Cainsville, and here were Baker's two thousand. Bering
Domre was a refugee canp. And when she gave himthe go-ahead, all Baker would
have to do was to close the window in de Soto Done and open the sane string
here. She had failed! This was another door to Tiber, and the Ti ber satori had
won out over whatever she had felt for Cedric-which night have been al

sel f-del usi on, she supposed.

The scents and sounds were beconming clearer-and nore fanmliar. Hubbard had

pl ayed fair so far, for she could hear distinctive Banzaraki voices, her own
peopl e. That explained so nuch activity in the mddle of the night-they were
in the wong tinme zone. Any mnute now she woul d be recogni zed, and quite



likely Jathro was sornewhere in the nob. dernagoguin g. building

| oyal ti es.

The cl amor of babies was as nerve-scratching as a nettle rash, And ol der

children-fromthe noise, there were an awful l[ot of children, And the Luitar
soneone si ngi ng.

She knew that voice! Wth a cry of Jov. Alva be2an to Pan, seeking that

guitar,

She raced al ong pa-thways lined on both sides with bedrolls, sleeping people,

people sitting cross-|egged, people talking, people weeping, people |ooking up

i n astoni shment, people calling out. She zigged and zagged, ever draw ng

closer. She ran around the central object plate with its fence of drying

di apers. She could snell babies now She began to notice paler face@ Not all

Banzar aki s, then.

And there he was!
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He was standing with his back to her, but his height was unm stakabl e.
Strunm ng i nexpertly on a guitar, he was singing to a semcircle of seated
children. "Cedric!" She rushed up and grabbed him She haul ed hi m around,
ending the song in a discordant jangle as she threw her arns around his skinny
neck and ki ssed him The children yelled delight.

Appal | ed, she backed off and stared. It was Cedric! And Cedric's blush. But
not quite tall enough? His hair was too long. H s nose was uninjured. He was
maybe a coupl e of years younger, and he was aghast at this aggressive fenale
who had just kissed him

Her satori had not found Cedric after all. It had found a Cedric clone.
Cainsville, April 11

CEDRI C WAS SHOUTED awake before he was even aware that he had started to nod.
The ache in his neck said he had slept a long time. He lurched up

wool | y- headed, and | unbered after his grandnother as she headed for the door
Shivering mightily, he stunbled down the steps behind her and stal ked at her
side across the great bare floor of the hangar. The guards stayed by the

pl ane.

The two rmen had returned, presumably explored and inspected inside and out
just as thoroughly as Cedric and Gran had been. They were advanci ng toward
four chairs that stood in the center of the donme, but they, too, had left
their escorts behind, so the nmeeting would be watched by the three private
armes froma respectful distance, it would not be overheard unless there
were, trick mkes aimed at it. Then Cedric renmenbered Dr. Fish-of course there
woul d be trick mkes, and probably the visitors' aircraft had some, also. The
| ow-rank ruscle round the edges woul d not hear, though. "G undy Julian \Wagner
of BEST," his grandnother renarked as they wal ked. "And Cheun O sen Paraschuk
speaker of the

9 Chamber. " "Okay. And | say nothing." "That's right. Your name may not even
be Cedric."

Then they had reached the chairs. The men were al ready
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seated. The only greetings were nods of recognition

Cedric sat with Gran on his left and he recogni zed Cheung on his right: heavy,
sl eek bl ack hair, eyes so padded they were hardly visible. H s face had been
carved frombrown butter, and he m ght be any age fromthirty to seventy.

Cedric felt none of the thrill he had known four days earlier, when he had
first net the Secretary CGeneral. Either he was grow ng bl as6 about
celebrities, or he just was not properly awake yet. "I understood that the

fourth person was to be Hastings WIIoughby?" Cheung's voice was extrenely | ow
and neasured, as profound as an underground river. "This is ny grandson
Hubbard Morris." "And | understood your grandson's name was Cedric." Gundy,
opposite Cedric, sounded hi gh-pitched and unpl easantly nasal. He was hunched
and | eathery, his hair thin and colorless, and even his hands seenmed curiously
el ongated. He was not tall -not by Cedric's standards-but he seemed spare and
fleshless. He smled ironically, revealing long yellow teeth. "That was

anot her grandson," Agnes said evenly. "He was |ost yesterday on the world we
call Nile." "ldentical tw ns?" Gundy chuckled, showing his teeth again. "At

| east. Spontaneous cl eavage of the ovumis not uncomon during defrosting.
He-t hey-were a post hunous gestation

Cedric was cold. He resisted a desire to shiver, wi shing he had a coat. He
could only admre his grandnother's brazen fal sehoods-he could hardly

di sapprove of them on noral grounds when she so obviously did not expect to
decei ve anyone. He "Vished she had chosen a better name for himthan Mornis.
"How many grandsons do you have, Director?" Cheung asked, in his black, oily
voi ce. "I have not counted themrecently,"” "Ali. And of course the birth
certificates are on file." "OF course." She was certainly lying, Cedric

t hought, but the papers could soon beforged if she ever wanted t hem

11 nd the nose?" Gundy inquired. "Cedric had one just Re that. Mist we
presune that, in a nmonent of trivial sibling dissension, they reacted with the
identical reflexes of their nmonozygotic inception and sinultaneously punched
each other on the snooff,

Nei t her Cheung nor Gran paid any attention, and for a nonent there was

t houObt ful silence. OF course G undy and Cheung rnust know that Cedric was
Hastings's clone. He had been
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brought along as a threat, perhaps, or as a confusion, to throw them off

bal ance. They woul d be wondering how he had escaped the Nile tragedy and how
many nore clones might there be. He hinmself had never considered that there
m ght be nore of himaround somewhere, but of course there could be. That

t hought made him feel even nore insecure and worthl ess than before; he
shivered. "You will speak for Hastings, then, Director?" Gundy in-

4uired. "I think I do have some influence with him" She seened quite

i mpervious to the cold, or the godl ess hour of night, or the threat of
hundreds of armed nen and woren waiting nenacingly on the distant sidelines.
She was as calmas if she were back in her office with its big pentagona
tabl e and expensive holo walls. "Then we can di spose of this | ean young man?"
That was Cheung's deep organ tone. He might be a very fine bass singer

Agnes gl anced up at Cedric thoughtfully. "No, he may yet be useful. Do you

recogni ze this man, Ce-Mrris?" "Dr. Cheung. |'ve seen himon the news often.”
"You haven't seen his face anywhere else?" "No, Gan, 1--Ch, God!" "Wel|?"
"Gavin!" It was not really true that all Chinese faces | ooked alike. Cedric

had just never noticed the resenblance. "Gavin?" his grandnother echoed. "Wng
Gavi n-at Meadowdal e! His father's president of-" Nonsense! Chipper, cheeky
little Gavin was another clone. The lunmp that suddenly filled Cedric's throat
was so real that for a noment he thought he woul d choke. He forced a deep
breath somehow. How old was Gavin-ten, maybe.? So anot her eight years or so
woul d see himfully grom-fewer if there were an

energency need, for a heart, say. "Harvesting" his grandmother had called it.



Cheung had not changed expression at all. "Let us to our business," he said
deeply. "Al'l those gun-toting apes are naking me nervous. \Wat are you asking,
ma' an?" "Me?" Hubbard seened astoni shed. "I am asking nothing. Your presence
here nakes you the petitioners. Ask." "No, you ask," Gundy said. "For mercy."
Again the other two paid himno attention, but Cedric inspected himwth

growi ng di staste and a vague feeling that he ought to know himal so. He had
recogni zed Gavin's resenbl ance to Cheung because Cheung's face was snoothly
round and fl at
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and al nost babyi sh. Gundy's features were rmuch bonier, and his bal dness did
not help. H's long skull seemed to have grown out through his hair, and his
chin was |long and pointed. H s eyes were baggy, his brow marred by spots.

"Chi na has decl ared,"” Cheung said. "Wthdrawn its recogntion of the U N It
will hold elections for Chanber representation.” He nmoved a hand in a smnal
gesture that seemed to convey many things. He had thick hands with short,
powerful fingers, but they were quite hairless. "W heard the news on the way
here. Both Japans have followed. Ohers will do so as the day progresses."” "M
congratul ations." Hubbard Agnes sniffed, as though disapproving of the
metallic, oily scent of the hangar. "Wy should that concern ne?"

Cheung studi ed her inpassively for a monent. Hi s massive stillness conveyed to
Cedric a sinister sense of power that was nissing from G undy's sneering
restl essness. "Today nmarks the end of the General Assenbly," the deep voice
said. "Me end of the U N, and of Hastings." "And of you," Gundy interjected,
with a leer at G an.

She shrugged. "Maybe. You lack the financial resources of the U N, of
course." She gazed inquiringly at Cheung, and for a nmonment the two | ocked
eyes. Cedric renenbered Jathro expl aining how Stellar Power financed the U N
officially, and Hastings's graft unofficially.

Grundy nade another of his shrewi sh remarks, but Cedric did not hear it.
Grundy had cl enched his fists. H's hands were all bones, wapped in nottled
parchnent, and his wists were thin and hairy. Somehow those fists had the
same tantalizing famliarity as his face. Cedric was working his way through
every child in Meadowdale. It had to be Meadowdal e-his whole |ife had been
Meadowdal e. The half menory was |i ke a maddeni ng, unreachable itch. Wo?
Still his grandnother seemed unworried. Her curt, precise tone had not
changed. "OF course your joy at the China news can hardly be undiluted, Dr.
Cheung." "Wy do you think so, na' an?" "Because the present China del egates
are so-called '"tenporaries,' appointed by you. Under your own rules, as |
understand them they are now di scredited. Also the Japanese, and all those

others you nmentioned." "They will be replaced by officially elected
representatives very shortly."

"But that will take time, won't itT She waited for himto

comment, but when he didn't she said, "And nmeanwhile the ol d ones cannot vote.
By your own rules, | repeat."” "Wiat's she getting at, Alie?" Gundy barked.

H s voice grated, rough and uncultured conpared to Cheung's.

For the first tine the mask shifted, the butter seeming to shift and becone

| ess bl and- - Cheung was favoring Hubbard Agnes with a small frown. "That is so.
It is true, then, that Hastings has actually been encouragi ng sone of the
fence-sitters to cone down on our sideT

A wisp of satisfaction thinned Gran's pale lips. "I did suggest that he should
recogni ze the difficulties certain parties were having in remaining |loyal."
She consi dered, then added, "And that he ought not hold themtoo harshly to a
course that may have becone untenable for them The Japans, for exanmple."
"This is surrender!"” Gundy crowed. "Not quite, | think." Cheung was stil
studyi ng Agnes. "Wy? You nmean she's got some trick up her sleeve?" G undy
waved a fist.

That did it-Dwnayne! Kroeger Dwnayne! He had been about three years ol der than
Cedric. Kroeger Dwayne and McCl achl anne Greg had |iked to take younger boys
behi nd the barn for puberty experinents. They had tried to do sone on Cedric
hi nsel f once.

He shivered, but whether it was nenory or the tenperature in the vast hangar
he coul d not be sure. He had hated and feared Kroeger Dwayne, but the guy had
not deserved that ... "Tell us, ma'am" Cheung said. "You have |ost your
majority," Gan said sinply. "By Friday or so, Huu Ngo will be the new speaker
of the Chanber."



Cheung | eaned back and gazed up at the high sweep of the dome. "I don't count
it that way." "Try again. W have forty-two from Neururb, over eighty from
Nauc. What remains of the MediterTanean is solid for us. You nust wthdraw
voting rights fromnost of India, China, Japan. " The litany droned on.
There was no triunph in her voice, only clinical authority and the usual

i mpati ence.

The Gundy man was an ol der version of Kroeger Dwayne. He | ooked just as nean.
He had his long fangs bared again, as he waited for Cheung and Gan to

conpl ete their cal cul ations.

The big man sighed and straightened. "You may be right. It will certainly be
cl ose. But not all those you have bought will stay bought, and a quick

adj our nnent - - 2
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"No adjournment,"” Agnes said firmy. "Men dissolution and a general elec-" "No
di ssolution.” For a |ong nonment Cheung studied her with a face as unreadabl e
as pul ped newspaper. Wien he spoke, his voice had sunk even | ower, an

unbel i evabl e bass. "Your coalition is unstable, ma'am It will not hold
together for long. And even if | have to go into hiding for a nonth or so,
until the new representatives take their seats--2' "Fool!" G undy shout ed.
"Dolt! Huu will control those elections! You thought you were only up agai nst
that senile old coot, Hastings. | warned you he would call for help from
this-this pestilent witch!"

Dwayne had enjoyed bl anmi ng others, too. Cheung continued to ignore his
conpani on. He and Hubbard Agnes studi ed each ot her once nore, as though each
were waiting for the other to nmake the first nmove. If so, then she won, and
for the first time the big man showed traces of anger. "I would be naive to
say you fight unfairly, Dr. Hubbard, but you have introduced a whol e new
factor into the game now. You have been wielding a new threat-but I amnot at
all sure you can sustain that particular blackmail for very long. You fight
with children! Wiere are they? What have you done with then"

Cedric tore his eyes off Grundy, an unpl easant reflection of the odious
Dwayne. What was that about children?

Gran's cold glare had becone colder yet. "I did not start that, Dr. Cheung.
Besi des, are they children? Technically they are referred to as COC s."
Cedric broke her rules to ask, "Wat's that stand for?" She flashed hima
glare of warning. "Cultured Organ Cornpl ex.

Cheung sighed very deeply. "You will not believe this, for of course | have no
evi dence." He glanced at Cedric, including himin the negotiations for the
first time. "I adnmit | have a cl one which goes ... who goes ... by the nane of
wng Gavin, He was a rash decision on ny part, one | nowregret, | have |ong
since vowed that | shall not nolest him Wen he reaches adulthood | shall
give himhis liberty and let himfind his owm way in the world." "You think
so?" Grundy jeered. "You think so now Wit until the chest pains start, or

t he jaundice. Every drowning man breathes water in the end." "You may be
right." Cheung turned back to G an. "The point

is that I now no | onger have the choice, do |? Certain unwitten rul es have
been breached, and the consequences are incal culable. Wiat will you do with
them Director? Dunp themin a refugee canp, or sell themback to their
owners? Put themout of their msery? You can't go public with them because
you have used themto buy votes, haven't you? WIIl you kill themall?" "I
bought votes with them but return of goods was never |ncluded, only
confidentiality."” "Hahl" G undy shouted. He jabbed a finger to enphasize his
words, and that had been a Dwayne trick, too. "She's been threatening to
expose, but she can't expose sone w thout blow ng the whol e organage busi ness!
Then her big stick is brokencall her bluff, Aliel"™ "At the noment | am nore
concerned with finding out why the rules were changed." "I repeat-1 did not
start that, Dr. Cheung." "That's utterly irrelevant- " G undy began.

Cheung's dark voice cut himoff. "Explain, please?" Gan indicated Cedric with
a casual wave of her hand. "Cedr -Mrris-ny grandson was rai sed i n Meadowdal e.
On Tuesday | sent himcredit for a ticket and told himto cone to HQ in Nauc.
| deliberately gave hima day in hand and nore credit than he needed. O
course he set off to explore-but he headed straight to the Norristown
sector-and BEST."

Cedric was about to tell them how Cheaver Ben had suggested Norristown to him
He didn't, because they all seenmed to be waiting for something -waiting, he

saw at last, for Dr. Grundy to call it a coincidence. But G undy did not
speak, either. "Three BEST agents tailed him" Gan said. "And how many 4-1
agents?" Gundy grow ed. "I had set a bol dyguard to watch over him naturally.

| knew he woul d break cover at the first possible nmoment, so | had a bull



standi ng by. Wiat's your excuse?"

Grundy's eyes held a | ook that Cedric had sonetinmes seen in Kroeger Dwayne's.
it had usually neant pain comng to someone. "If there were any BEST enpl oyees
in the area, Director, then |I'msure their purposes were quite innocent, As
you murdered them we can't ask them what they were doing, can we?" "M agent
was out numbered, and perhaps a little overzealous." "As in the President

Li ncol n Hotel ?"

Hubbard Agnes made a faint inpatient noise, as though that remark was too
ridicul ous to answer.
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"Tell me about the President Lincoln Hotel, too," Cheung said in cellar tones.
"The boy took a roomthere. My agent went to guard him and BEST' s goons
opened an unprovoked mlitary campaign. At |east twenty nonconbatant- were
killed or part-fried." "Overzeal ous?" G undy suggested. He yawned and
stretched, glancing around the hangar at the little clunps of guards stil

wat ching fromthe distance, in hair-trigger silence.

Gran turned a gl ance of deadly contenpt on himbut spoke to Cheung. "Hi s dogs
certainly overreacted. The main reason, | think, was that they had lost their
quarry. They'd been watching the exits-the lev stations and airfields and so
on. They hadn't realized that Cedric didn't even know his danger. They were
tired, and frightened by the likely results of their own incompetence. BEST
has a bad reputation for trimmng its pension obligations. " "I thought this
one was Morris?" Gundy sneered. "How did they get on to him again, then?"
Cheung asked.

Cedric found his grandnother's eyes throwing the question to him wth an
anused sort of disdain.

The hangar was very, very cold. "I called Meadowdal e?" She nodded. "And
Cheaver reported your call to his enployers. They back-trailed it." She turned
to Cheung. "So | was not the one to breach sanctuary." "I heard about the

affair at the President Lincoln. | did not know the details."

11 course, that was all a farrago of lies," Gundy said, "but before
denounce it, | have a question-a hypothetical question. Wen your bull broke
into the kid's room the first thing he did was deactivate the snoopers, al
of them" "Standard practice?" Cheung nurnured, deep as a sl eepy organ. "But

what did he get up to then, mm? My nmen-if this were true, of course-ny nen
had a long wait. Man and boy in a bedroomfor three hours'? Did you have fun

| ad?"

Cedric felt sick. Just the voice was enough-the tone, the baiting-and the
gloating snmle. He could al nost snell that barn again, and remenber his terror
when they hauled his pants off. He had butted Greg in the face and jamed a

| ucky el bow in Dwayne's groin, and then run screanming all the way back to
Madge' s kitchen, much nore frightened of the UV on his bare little ass than of
what ever Greg and Dwayne had wanted to do.
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He nust have been about twelve, maybe. And a couple of years |later how gl ad he
had been when those two had | eft Meadowdal e! Ch, Cod!

Cheung di snissed the matter with a faint shrug and turned to Gan. "One of the
representatives from Greater Levant, the Honorable Levi Mhamed-he has put
forward some interesting proposals.”

Cedric sensed a sudden tension and forgot G undy and Dwayne and the President
Lincoln. "I amaware of their main points, |I think," Gan said. "And what

m ght they be?" Grundy snarled, but quietly.

Cheung waited, letting Gran fill the gap. "The Chanber replaces the Assenbly,
with a two-year phasein,” she said. "The Institute's charter is ratified by

t he Chamber and its present structure continued. Stellar Power begins
remtting taxes to the Chanber, gradually, as it assunes responsibility for

U N programs. Al U N personnel receive job continuation or a generous
settlenent. It would be a peaceable transfer of power."

Cedric mght have been an ignoramus in politics, but even he could grasp the
significance of that! Inportant nmeeting? This was historic, epochal! No nore
United Nations?

Col or had drained from Grundy's horsey face, |eaving the brown bl otches |ike
pat ches of decay. "And your |over, Hastings? When do we got himin the dock?"
"He's old," Gan said sadly. "And frightened. He no | onger has any stomach for
the gane. |'ve prom sed himsanctuary here. As long as Cainsville stands, he
will be safe.” "That should be about a week!" Grundy snapped, rather shrilly.
Gran chuckl ed, sharing a joke with Cheung, "i offered WIIl the position of



deputy director for Media Relations, which has just come open. He said he'd
consider it."

He could hardly do worse than the previous incunbent, Cedric thought. But that
little chuckl e had been a signal, Peace had broken out.

Cheung's round face relaxed into a smle alnost as wide. as Gavin's. "Wth
fewer great powers, the world ought to become nore stable. Too often we have
had you threatening to pull the plug, and Julian, here, threatening to hit the
tricks. Hastings and | have twi sted the political ropes too |ong, and the

nmedi a play us off against each other. Please tell WIIl | bear himno, grudge.
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What ever sins he has committed in the past, | expect | shall match in future."
"Representative Hun is planning a speech on Thursday, supporting Levi's
initiatives," Gan renmarked. She straightened and rubbed her back, as if she
were weary and anxious to be gone. "I amw lling to make one on those |ines
this afternoon, when |Iwel comre the Chinese declaration," Cheung said quietly.
"WIl and I will applaud."”

Those qui et words marked agreenent, Cedric thought. Hi story had just been
made. The U . N. was gone- but the Institute would remain. "Well, well!" G undy
was pallid with fury, and it made himl ook nuch nore |ike Dwayne, his younger
cl one-his dead clone, of course. Cedric wondered if G an knew about that one
and if he should nention it, but then he remenbered what had happened to
Eccl es Pandora. Better not! "The Treaty of Cainsville, is it?" Gundy sprang
to his feet. "So you, Hubbard, betray Hastings. And Cheung-you betray ne? \Wat
happens to our agreenment., the brave words we shared yesterday?"
"Sit down!" Cheung snapped. "Or the goons will start burning things.
Grundy sat down reluctantly, fangs still bared. "I'Il tell you what happens, |
think," Gran said softly. Sonething about the tone sent shivers through
Cedric. "W have the matter of the President Lincoln Hotel. W also have the
matter of a clone, reared and harvested." "Wat has that to do with You?"
Grundy was blotchicr than ever, |leaning forward on his chair, alnost hissing
his words. "Are you a sel f-appoi nted avengi ng angel, running around handi ng
out retribution for dead cl ones?"

Gran, having paid himvery little attention since she arrived, gave hima cold
and contenptuous appraisal. "No, | do not run .around |ooking for such people.
but if one ever gets in ny way then | give that person no nore consideration
than the clone received. | value such a person's |ife as that person val ues
life."

Cedric shivered again. If | wanted to kill one of thein during his visit

He had thought she was bragging to the bull. It was inmpossible, surely? A

four of them had been searched for every possible conceal ed weapon known to
man. There were hundreds of armed guards standing in a great circle, al

wat chi ng. They could be there in seconds. The result m ght be a shootout that
woul d kill everyone. She was bl uffing-obviously. "A clone," she murnured. "Did
you know him Cedric?"

Cedric could only nod. H's throat felt as though an unseen hand was strangling
hi m

Gran gl anced at Cheung. "Mostly still in storage, | understand. Only sone
teeth have been used so far. And the genitals, of course.”

Cheung seened to ponder for a nmoment. Then he nodded faintly and curled his
lipin a sign of distaste-but it mght also have been a sign of agreenent, of
acqui escence. A new partnership had been forged, and nust be tested.

Grundy's eyes flashed a | ook of fury at himand went back to glaring at G an.
"You murdered Eccl es Pandora," he said. "Show nme the noral high ground in

t hat ?"
Gran's face was as inscrutable as Cheung's, her voice flat. "Eccles Pandora is
doubtl ess alive and reasonably well, and Devlin Gant |ikew se. They deserve

each other. That brings us to another matter. Wiile we have never net with
success at retrieving broken strings in the past, we shall certainly try to
contact Nile again on the thirteenth. It is not inpossible that we may
succeed, and bring back the unfortunate castaways."

Grundy | ooked startled. He glanced at Cedric, who suddenly knew why he was
there-to prove that the broken string had been a fake. "Including the genuine
Cedric?" Gundy demanded. "O is he Mrris? Including that ranger? Qur System
canme up Wi a very curious identification of the ranger.” "Only Devlin concerns
me now," Gan said. "l suspect that he would be willing to testify against his
acconplice in the nurder case-in return for sonme mitigation of his sentence



"Testify?"

She sighed. "No, | suppose | amjust an overage idealist. | keep renmenbering
the formal courtroomjustice of nmy youth. And we don't need Devlin's evidence
anyway- do we?"

She was aski ng Cheung, who was frowning. G undy seenmed on the verge of |osing
control, even his clenched fists were trenbling. And Cedric did not think his
grandmot her was as cal mas she was trying to seem WAs she trying to provoke
an attack? Was that her plan? She had told Cedric he was to be there as a
bodyguard, and he had not believed her. If Gundy sprang at her, then she
expected Cedric to intervene. He did not think he was in Cheung' s wei ght
class, but surely he could handl e that G undy
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one for a few mnutes, unless his bulls opened fire. Then other bulls would
retaliate. Sweat prickled on his skin, in spite of the cold. "Explain,

pl ease,” Cheung requested in his sepulchral bass. "It was not the first case,"”
she said, watching Gundy closely. "He has killed others before with his
nmeddl i ng. He duped Devlin conmpletely. If BEST could unionize the Institute,
then Devlin was to be appointed director, or so Devlin was led to believe. It
was Devlin who slipped the cuthi onam ne aboard the skiv." "Were did he put
it?" Cedric was surprised to realize that the eagerly querying voice was his
own.

Apparently Gran did not mind. "It was in a tiny spring-|oaded capsul e,
something like a clanshell. Devlin hid it in anong Choll ak's spare cl ot hes.
The day Chollak reached for that pair of socks, it flew open."

Grundy | aughed unconvincingly. "And what was Devlin's purpose? Wat could he
possibly gain frommurdering three people, two of them his own subordinates?
And so exotically, too?" "Nothing," she said. "That was why he pani cked when
he realized what had happened. What he had expected we don't know just van
Schoeni ng, probably. Chollak was a powerful man. Had he been the only one

af fected, nost |ikely he would have killed van Schoeni ng. One insanity,

| eadi ng to one nmurder and one rape-Devlin did not expect three deaths. It was
a sloppy plan, but maybe that was part of its strength. Had it failed, there
was no |loss." "And?" Cedric asked, fascinated and terrified at the sane tine.
"The Moscow faculty is officially open shop. van Schoening was a secret menber
of BEST. The plan was Grundy's." "He wanted a casus belli?" Cheung asked.
Before Cedric could ask, his grandnother nodded. "Yes, an excuse to declare
war, to provoke a showdown. Wth one of BEST's nmenbers dead, he woul d have
clained foul play, or that Institute's safety procedures were inadequate. Nile
is a fungoid, high-pressure world. He mght have tried to show that the

cut hi onam ne was a contami nation -certainly he woul d have denmanded access to
Cainsville to investigate. Utimtely he was going to call a worl dw de
technical strike to force unionization of the Institute.”

Grundy spat out an obscenity. "Absurd," he added. "No. W have seen the

procl amati ons you had al ready pre-

pared. You provided the poison. Unlike Devlin, you nmust have known that there
was enough there to contami nate the whole skiv. You warited to create the
maxi mum possi bl e scandal . You' d promni sed Devlin the directorship, of
course-and you' d al ready doubl e-crossed him because three deaths nade his
hopes very shaky. He w as deputy for Operations, and therefore responsible for
safety. He knew that!"

Silence fell. Everyone | ooked at Cheung. "What evidence call you provide?" he
asked softly. Again G an rubbed her back, but Cedric saw that her shift of
position masked a quick glance around the donme. Was she checki ng out the
guards? Was she seriously expecting viol ence?

They would all die in the crossfire. "In the matter of the Nile nurders, |
have very little evidence against Gundy hinself," she said, "unless we recal
Devlin. In the matter of the clone, 1 have arriple. In the matter of the
President Lincoln Hotel-the final orders may not have been G undy's, but he
must have | aunched the programin the first place, knowing that it mnight |ead
to viol ence: indeed, planning violence upon ny grandson. And there are other
matters-like Italy, for exanple."

There was a | ong pause their, while Cheung made his decision. Then he nodded.
"The Italian affair was di sgraceful. Wat do you propose] @

Again Gundy sprang to his feet, His fists were clenched, eyes staring. "So!"
he shouted, and he was slavering. ""he brave new alliance is to be sealed in
blood, is it? My blood" '? Well, | won't stand for it. You'll have no m kes
for your precious speech, Cheung. You, bitch, will find that the power you
punip into the space grid has nowhere to go, because there will be no one to



accept it. It is time for Brain Power' it is tinie that the people who make
the worki run were allowed to run it, It is tinme-"

Cedric heard hinselt nmpan. "G undy julian Wagner," G an said, pointing a bony
finger up at him "Krishna kam kaze Kanehanet "lal"

Screaming in fury, Cedric |eaped fromhis chair. He | anded bent-kneed, already
starting to pivot before his right foot came down, his am swinging like a
scythe. Grundy's reflexes were hopel ess. He never registered that he was
within Cedric's long reach; his eyes never saw that stiff-fingered hand com ng
at himlike a sword blade. H s watching guards saw it, but even their
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fine-honed reactions were not fast enough for themto finish drawing their
guns before the edge of that hand struck exactly on target with all of
Cedric's weight and strength and | everage behind it, and Gundy's scrawny neck
snapped with an audi bl e crack.

24

Cainsville, April 11

THWGS BECAME VERY confusing in Hangar Four. They wei e supposed to-Bagshaw
Barney had pl anned themthat way. For what had felt |ike several davs, he had
been | eani ng back agai nst a huge black tire, relaxed, yawni ng and scrat chi ng,
maki ng | emd comments to the mstrustful gold uniforrn on one side of himand
t he suspicious green on the other. But his eyes, like their eyes and six
hundred ot her eyes, had stayed | ocked on that epochal neeting, that little
group of four in the nmddl e of the nmetal enptiness,

Then Grundy had risen, and Mther Hubbard had Pointed, As Cedric | eaped,
Barney had reacted a split-second before the protectors in his hel nmet slanmed
down on his ears and. the lights went out. H s hand had been ready by the
preset dose pack on his belt. He pressed the button and felt the needle slip
through the fabric of his pants and punp a double shot of KRp into his hip@
He t hought he had al ready | aunched hinself fromthe wall and WAs runni ng

bef ore the done was even dark, which was not exactly likely. But certainly he
was movi ng When the shock grenades went off, and probably no one el se was. He
could put on a fair turn of speed in spite of his bulk, and the tiny gl owmorm
of the inertial conpass in his gun butt gave himdirection. O course, he was
expecting the grenades, but even so, t e sheer brutalitv of the noise threw
himoff his stride. Nine - , . ten ..
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H s head felt as if it had cracked open. Hopefully BEST's troops would be rnuch
nore stunned, and the Chanber's, al so. Cheung would need tine to call off his
dogs, and no one coul d guess which way the golds would junp: throw down their
weapons, or go for suicidal vengeance. System s |ast signal, before it had
signed off, had been to predict that they would split alnost fifty-fifty.
Eighteen ... nineteen ... Running at full speed into pitch-dark was unnerving,
somet hi ng he had not done since basic training. H s nunmbed ears could not
detect the crackle of the gas bombs, but already he caught a whiff of riot
snoke, pungent and bitter. His head was starting to throb. He could also fee
the KRp burning through his veins. The visiting bulls would be equipped wth
that also-it was one of the standard antidotes-but they woul d not have been
all ready to use it, like him Wen the Iights had gone out they would have
needed a few seconds to funble, and nore seconds for the KRp to work-even the
good guys were cutting it as fine as he had dared all owso there should be a
few m nutes while the eneny were at |east groggy and possi bly even i nmobile.
Twenty-eight ... And some of them would fudge the shots, or go for nightvision
enhancer before they realized--G or |Isophot. A KRp headache was bad enough
wi thout m xing that junk into the bl oodstream too. A few might even be stupid
enough to snap on their darkseers, which would waste tine and . . . Thirty .
He cl osed his eyes.
Li ght bl azed pale pink through his eyelids; he felt it warmon his face, and
then it faded to an olive afterglow. There went any darkseers presently in
use, and who could say that darkseers mght not be useful later? And any i di ot
who had shot hinself full of & would not be seeing anything at all for days.
The ni ght was young.
That had been one of Adele's sayings: "The night is young and so are we." She
woul d never return, but she was avenged. The kid had done both of themfor
himfirst Devlin, now Gundy. Al that was left to do was rescue the kid.
Forty. If events forced Barney to choose between the kid and his old witch of
a grandnot her, he thought he m ght even go for the kid. The boy had earned it.
Ri ot snoke was potent stuff for a woman of her age at the best of tines, and
Bar ney was pl anni ng concentrations damed close to lethal. It might kill her
before they got KRp into her, but she had understood the risk and been willing
to take it, His own head was pounding as if it were about to burst,
He registered the third flash. Normal |ighting would follow. He opened his
eyes on a heaving, unworldly | andscape of withing white hills. Even in the
troughs the snoke was deep enough to reach his neck, as if he were running
t hrough a ghostly giant surf. Briefly he saw other reds sprinting in from al
around, but no greens or golds, and then the wave of snoke swall owed him -then
cl eared. He changed direction marginally, orienting on
ceiling fixtures, and again was buried in whiteness. He held his breath as

much as he could, still running. FifA-two ... ffiy-three ... A long, gasping
breath, and he did not even stunble, so the KRp was working. The hammering in
the mddle of his forehead was fairly diagnostic, too. His ears still rang

fromthe grenades. He snapped the ear protectors up, out of the way. He was
hol di ng his gun before himlike a club

The snoke was al nost as bad as darkness, but not quite. Visibility was about a
meter. That would allow a little evasive action as they all converged on-

Si xty! He should be there. He alnmpst fell over a chair. Gasping for breath, he
funmbl ed around for a nonment in the mst. Another figure |oomed up, but he was
red, also. Were the hell was everyone? The three survivors would have all run
outward, of course, so he had come too far. Damed headache was maki ng him
woozy already, and the ringing in his ears. . @"Janm ng has ended,"” System
told him

H s earpatch had been turned on again-he was glad to have System back. He had
felt lonely without it, but with luck the w de-spectrum jamm ng had w ecked



t he enenies' cryotronics.

Then he alnmpost trod on a crouching figure ... red.... "Gve ne a hand," she
yel l ed, and he could barely hear her over the bells in his ears, but he
recogni zed Smith Lucy. And the flagpole she was trying to lift could only be-
"He's had a shot?" Bagshaw asked, slinging his torch on his

shoul der and bending to take a grip on Cedric. But it was a stupid question-,
Lucy knew her job. He hoped she had not heard. "I'Il take him" he shouted
How much snmoke had the kid breathed? He m ght be out for hours. The fight was
on now he coul d hear screans all around, and sonetinmes the phsst! of a torch
if it was

Cc ose.

Lucy hel ped arrange the kid over Barney's free shoul der-and he wei ghed a sight
nore than he | ooked as though he should. He, had al so peed his pants. so he.
was out very deep. Lucy had
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spun around and started to jog, Barney staggered after, just barely keeping
her in sight. Thinks I'm Sanmson ... "Friend at two o' clock. Friend at nine

o' cl ock." System hac radar

The redcoat at two o' clock energed nmonmentarily fromthe m st and then

vani shed; the one to the left did not show at all. Ch, this goddammed
headache! If only they had dared take the KRp earlier-but of course each force
had done spot-check nmedicals on the other two, and that stuff would have shown
up like red flags. "Visitor at twelve o' clock.”

Lucy had received the sane nessage. She veered, but not soon enough. A gol den
figure | oomed, size exaggerated by the fog. Phsst! Her torch blazed in a fuzzy
red blur and the guy screaned as if she had nmurdered him He could not have
caught nore than a blister through his uniform but he reeled out of the way
wi thout returning fire. Ri ot snoke dissipated | asers, even at that range.

"Veer thirty left," Systemdirected.

Bagshaw obeyed. He had | ost Lucy, which was hardly surprising, for the fog was
as thick as concrete, dark gray now. He heard nore phsst! sounds and nore
screanms. His burden stirred and groaned. The kid was definitely getting

heavi er. Hangi ng upsi de down was not going to hel p his head-nothing would help
his head. Bagshaw s own head thundered with every step as if it were about to
expl ode, and he had taken the KRp before the snoke. Taken afterward, that
stuff was pure hell.

He alnost ran into a solid blackness, as big as a truck, a Boeing
undercarriage. He sent off a silent curse to Systemfor not warning him He

st aggered around behind it, too winded to run farther, and found a gap like a
narrow cave between two wheels. It would do. He | owered Cedric, who nopaned and
began to struggle. Bagshaw sat himon the floor, |eaning back against the
giant wall of the tire. Then he knelt beside him puffing obscenely. He was
not young anynore.

H s ears were cal m ng down, but his forehead was bursting in all directions.
Hard to think with an expl odi ng brain.

He threw his gun down. "You alive, Sprout?" Cedric nunbled and twi tched-and

suddenly blurted out a | oud obscenity. my head," he finished, clutching it
with both hands. "No." "Yeah. It's the antidote. It'Il hurt for an hour or
so."

,,Hurt") You call this hurt9 Sonofabitch"

Aliust relax. You're safe.'; Muybe. Bagshaw wanted to snap on his wist mke
and call for reinforcements, but the baddi es woul d have nonitoring equi prent
in their aircraft- Had Cheung called off the greens yet? "You did ny nose
again!" It sounded |ike "Doodi ddydoadadain." Cedric lifted his head in both
hands. "Wa' happened?” "Alittle fracas. | got you. Qthers got your grandna,
and Cheung." | hope they did, he thought. | hope they wore red.

Cedric groaned and rmunbl ed sonet hi ng. There was sudden silence. Here it cones,
Bagshaw t hought. The kid's face canme up, a white puddl e, peering at Bagshaw
through the murk. "I killed him | broke his neck! Ch, God!" "You didn't,
kid." "I did! | rabbit-punched him Oh hell-hand---2' He peered groggily at
his right hand, which did not | ook good, even from Barney's position. "Your
grandmother did it. She pulled the trigger. You were

just the gun."” 'Me kid made a strangling noise and threw up loudly. KRp did
not usually do that. Maybe it was the pain-or just the memory. O he had
swal | owed bl ood from his nose. Cedric straightened back agai nst the wheel and
wi ped his mouth with the back of his

good hand. He nmpoaned again. "l killed him | heard his neck break!" "No. You
couldn't help it. Your grandnother did it, O | did." "Hub?" "You didn't learn
that karate chop in an organage. Not you, Sprout, nme!" "You?" "Me. | didit,
if you like. Not you. No one can blanme you"'

Sounds seened deadened by the fog, but the fighting was certainly going



on-screanms and the phsst! of lasers in the

snoke; and a |l ot of shouting, as if people were starting to get organi zed, and
those could only be the baddies. Wy was System not sendi ng hel p?

Then Bagshaw heard an anplified voi ce boom ng, but between the racket and the
echoes and his own poundi ng head he. could not tell-he hoped it was Cheung,
calling off his greenies. If BEST's golds were not disarmed before they knew
for sure that they had lost their client, then the gods thensel ves woul d never
guess what they might do. Sone bulls let thenselves be inmprinted with a code
of honor like samurai fanatics-inprinted as
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Cedric had been, except that Cedric had been tricked. Those bastards had

| ooked at the wires voluntarily-and that was selling one's soul. "Way'd | do
that ?" Cedric nunbled. His voicz was ever, nore slurred than before. He was

goi ng deeper into shock. "You didn't. You couldn't help yourself." '7ell ne,

damm you!" he screaned

Boonml Barney felt the floor shudder, and a red-hot pain jarred his head. H's
gut tw sted-what the hell had that been? There was no | oud stuff on the
program Someone was using it, though. Ch, hell! Things were com ng unstuck
The BEST guys m ght be going to take the whole parade with them Booml There
was a sound of falling debris and tearing netal, as if all the cook pots in
,Creation had just hit a concrete floor. "Up, Sprout! W' d better get the hel
out of here."

Ile kid nade no nove, just sat there with his long | egs straight out and his

face a blur. "Tell me why | did that thing!" "I'Il explain later.” "Now Now
Now! " Barney toyed with the idea of giving hima needl e, but knew he dared
not. Shock was tricky, and the kid had a ton of guilt to carry. "I checked

your retinas, renenber?" And | couldn't believe ny |uck when you agreed to it.
Dumb, dunb kid, green off the farm "And they didn't when | got to HQ " Cedric
munbl ed. "Right. W don't use retina scanners anynore. Just in old hol odramas.
Real world-they're too dangerous. Strobe hypnosis. " "Huh?" "Look, we've gotta
go!" The fog swirled, and Barney felt cold air. That |ast crash must have been
the doors. The snmoke would lift ... "I inprinted you, kid. As soon as you
focused on the crosswires in that scanner, you were gone. | put you way down
in a deep trance, and | planted a code in your head. 'Wen your gran gave the
signal, you attacked."

Cedric nuttered sonething that sounded unconplinentary. Barney did not want to
hear. He deserved every syllable. It was good to know that Adel e was avenged,
but he had never felt |ike a genuine, hundred-percent, unarguable shit before.
Not only Cedric had guilt. "I nmade you into a wal ki ng gun, Sprout. No one

cae resist a strober-no one!l"™ But | know one who cane damed close. "Turd!
You're a-" "Yes, | am And I'mtrying to help now. W gotta go before BEST s
goons get you. Your princess is waiting. Come on!" He hauled at the kid's arm
and he stayed linp. "In the hotel,"” Cedric munbled. "That was why it took
three hoturs?" "Yes. Now cone!"

But it should not have taken three hours. It should not have taken five

m nutes, there in that grubby hotel room Barney had called in Systemto help,
and even with Systemcalling the shots he had needed all that time to break
the kid's will. They had taken hi m deeper and deeper, and he had screanmed and
refused and yell ed and fought back. Tough! That was what his DNA had

predi cted, and even System had found no record of anyone ever resisting a
strobe that long, but they had finally exhausted hi mwm hi mout and hamered
down into his subconscious till he had no will left and had al nost stopped
breathing, and finally the compul sion had taken

That was the only bright thought-that a man as tough as this human cabl e
shoul d be able to handle the guilt.

And he was still refusing to cooperate. Barney dragged hi mal nost out of the
undercarriage cave, and he just slid along the floor on his seat. "Sprout!
Cedric! Cone on, lad! I'll take you to Alya. You can

go to Tiber. She's waiting!"

Cedric nuttered sonething inaudible, but clearly a refusal. Icy wind swrled.

The Iight was growi ng brighter-Barney | ooked up and saw the spots shini ng
blearily fromthe roof. There were two or even three negaphones bl ari ng,
drowni ng each ot her.

He bent to lift the | ad-and stopped a punch in the nouth that al nost knocked
himover. He felt a tooth crack. He straightened angrily, tasting blood on his
i ps-suckered by an amateur with his butt on the floor and not even properly



conscious! "If BEST's men find you, they'll skin you alive, kid! Let's

90 !11 "Go to hell. Leave ne." Cedric rolled over, facedown on the floor. He
was i n shock. The dope fromthe snmoke, the antidote, and the guilt of being a
killer-he wasn't capabl e of thinking. "Coward!" Barney said, rubbing his
nmout h. The fog was verj thin now
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"Huh?" "Sonme ranger you'd have been! And that little flat-faced brown broad
you' ve been hunpi ng--2

Cedric rolled over with an oath, pulled up his knees, and lurched upright in
one | eap-a very unwi se procedure with a headache like his. He screaned,
stunbled, and fell into Barney's waiting arms. "Hold it right there!" another
voi ce said.

Barney twi sted his head around and peered behind himinto the | enses of six
torcliguns. The men hol ding them were wearing bl ue.

Cedric tried to move, and his knees buckl ed. Barney hugged himnore tightly
whi | e he gaped at the tw sted, crunpled hangar

rs an e cargo plane beyond, lit by the cruel light of a snow dawn. Troops
in dark blue were still pouring off and running into the done. Bodies |ay al
over the floor-red, blue, green, and gold. He | ooked for anyone who was

upri ght and not wearing blue, and the few he could make out had their hands

up.
Col d, deadly despair washed over himas the extent of his failure
penetrat ed-di saster! And to be crapped by those smalltime hoods.... Those were

not even uniforns they were wearing, just old jeans and patched denins, al
dyed dark blue. Even their helmets were that cruddy Nepal ese junk.

Then someone stepped up behi nd Bagshaw Barney and ranmed a zonber into the
smal | of his back.

Cainsville, April 11

THERE wAs L=E except pain in Cedric's universe. The agony in his head was a
great, red, pulsating sun. Other people, other things-they only rotated around
t he edges, and he caught glinpses of them now and then. He knew when Bagshaw
col | apsed, because he fell on top of the bull and hit his broken hand on the
floor. The sudden jarnng nade the red sun angry; it exploded terribly,
blinding himconpletely for a while. He lay still and tried not to think about
crack!

Crack! was the sound a neck made when it broke-a thick and juicy,

breaki ng-teafirig crack.

Then two nmen hauled himto his feet, and the red sun in his brain blazed worse

than ever. , purnping surges of nausea up fromhis belly. A voice shouted at
him -,-vanting to know his name, and he peered around that great red pain,
trying to find the maWw face. He wanted to say his name, but his nouth was not
nmovi ng very well. Everything el se about hi mwas noving-he was starting to
shake. Hands and feet and el bows and chi n-he was quivering all over, in al
directions, and that was shaneful. Cold, cold ... "Zonb this one, too?"
someone asked. "Maybe a little. . . Naw, don't. It'd kill him state he's

in.



286

Dave Duncan

"Jeez, he | ooks dangerous, sir!" They all |aughed, and the noise hurt. Wy
blue? Not U N blue. H's grandfather's troops wore pal e blue, sky blue, and
this was darker, sort of royal blue, or navy blue. They wore a silver |ogo,
but he couldn't see it properly. He couldn't see nmuch ... Someone had asked
hi ma question, and he wasn't sure of the words, so he just drool ed.

Then the man-he was a very short, tubby man-slapped Cedric's face. The red sun
expl oded, the waves of nausea broke. and instantly Cedric puked, even nore
violently than before. The little man junped back, scream ng oaths, and there
was sone stifled |aughter. Cold; the world was ice. Hands and feet were al)
ice. He shivered. "Wat've you got here?" The voice was new. Anot her nan had
arrived, a big brusque one, leading a large platoon. "It's the old bag's
grandson, sir. The one who did the killing." "Doesn't |ook capabl e of stomping
beetl es, does he? Bring himalong. One nore hostage to put on trial later.”
Dmy, while Cedric was trying to understand all those words, he saw Bagshaw
bei ng ordered to stand up and then told to go where a dark blue arm was

poi nting; and Bagshaw obedi ently slouched off in that direction without a
mur mur - and wi t hout his gun. That was not in character. That was scary enough
to seep in around the blazing red pain. That neant zom@e, Bagshaw would be a
m ndl ess husk for days-or forever, depending on the dose they had given him
The shoul der patches | ooked |ike a nunmber: 01. Then Cedric was being hustled
toward a nassed plantation of golfies. Every step hurt. He wanted to die. He
kept on renenbering that crack noise. He was a killer! Maybe these people
woul d take hi maway and hang him for nmurder. He thought he would rather be
hanged than shut up somewhere for the rest of his life. Wy 01?

He woul d never see Alya again. But he would not be able to face her, anyway.
What woul d a princess want with a nurderer?

Then he was being ordered into a golfie. It was good to sit down. He felt a
cold click at his wist. He peered, trying to make his eyes focus. H's good

hand had been cuffed to the rail. A man in dark blue clinbed in on his |left
and said, "Wiew You stink!" "I barfad," Cedric munbled carefully. "I know
that!" "And | think | peed ny pants, too." "At least." The man did not sound
verv old. Cedric scrunched
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up his eyes, although they hurt, and sonehow he squeezed out a |less blurred

pi cture. Hi s conpani on was young and slight-but sitting next to someone in
Cedric's condition would be a job assigned to a junior. The golfie |urched
forward, and the red pain burned again as Cedric's head jerked, threatening to
bl ow up and spl atter burning brains everywhere. Crack?

No, his neck had not broken. He rather wi shed it had. In fast convoy the
golfie shot out the big door and raced along the dimcorridor. It conered, and
Cedric's two-ton head swayed again, with nore of the terrible interna
consequences. He swall owed horribly. "SystenP" Cedric munmbled. "It's hel ping
you?"

The skinny guy chuckled. "Sure is." Wiy would System be running all these

gol fies, working for the eneny? Wo were the enenmy? Again Cedric squinted down
at the shoul der beside him Not 01, he saw, but a round gl obe synmbol and a big
nureral 1.

Oh, hell. The inist lifted alittle. The kid was wearing jeans and a bl ue
sweat er, both patched, and a shiny helnet with the visor up. 'Vho; @e you
guys?" Cedric asked. "W're the Earth First Society," the guard said, with a
curiously juvenile pride.

Anot her agony-filled comer, and then the convoy was racing along a brighter
tunnel, a big one with | oadi ng docks al ong both sides. "Wat're you doi ng?"
Cedric nuttered. He tried to hold hinself as still as possible, but the golfie
was swayi ng, and of course he was too tall to | ean his head back agai nst the
headrest. Al so, his knees were cranped and his left wist was chai ned, which
restricted his choices, He could not even raise that armto speak into his



wrist mke; but then he remenbered that the bulls had taken that away. He
reached around carefully with his free hand-which was a pain center all its
own. Probably he had. cracked a bone or two in there, but he nanaged to rip
of f the tape they had stuck over his earpatch. It nade no difference-no one
was trying to call him "W're going to stop you bastards before you pollute
the world!'" "Pollute? Stellar power doesn't pollute,” "Infect, then. None of
this planet stuff. ', Xe'll keep the power, but no nore exploring other worlds.
That's out!" He was al nost
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shouting-a fanatic. Bagshaw, Cedric recalled, had not thought ruch of
Earthfirsters.

Cedric was going to ask how they had gotten in, but the answer was obvi ous,
even to his bursting, aching head. There had' been a traitor, probably Devlin.
Grundy nust have worned or bl ackmail ed some of System s overrides out of
Devlin, and he had brought the Earthfirsters along as a private backup in
cas-,-, Gan pulled sonme trick to outsmart him at the nmeeting, which of course
she had done, and so Grundy's |ast card had been pl ayed posthumously, or had
pl ayed itself, and things were in one hell O a ness. Cedric had killed
Grundy, and Bagshaw was a zonbie, and where was G an, anyway?

Anot her sharp coner; another choked-back scream Bu, maybe the pain was not
quite so bad, or maybe a guy coul d ge: used to anything, or maybe he had j ust
renmenbered Alva and Tiber. "What're you going to do?" Cedric asked

The youth crowed. "Take over completely. Blow up all the domes except

Pronet heus. Put the crimnals on trial and then hang them Shut down 4-1
before it | ooses sonething worse ou the world than it has already." He was

wi | d-eyed, flying high or something. "Such as?" "Such as Mexi can Sweats, or

Bl ue Rash."

That was bunk! Those di seases had nothing to do with the Institute. They were
a result of too many unheal t hy, undenourished people cramed into unsanitary
canps, which meant too nmany bugs, and then some bug tried a new nmutation and
there was a worthwhile stock of people to spread it and support it until it
got itself perfected. To blane that on Cainsville was crazy, Cedric had seen a
speci al where Eccl es-

Oh. no! Think about Alva instead. Alva! Cedric felt panic. Had she gone yet?
If she hadn't, then he nust wam her about these lunatics |oose in Cainsville.
Wtless, childish jelly, sitting here whinpering because he had a headache!
Bagshaw had been right-he woul d not have made nuch of a ranger

Control! He set his teeth. Hs left wist was chained. The guard was on that
side. A wist mke was not necessary in a golfie, for it had its own conset.
Cedric took a deep breath. "Code Arabian," he said. Svstems famliar twanE
sounded in his ear. "Acknow edged."

But absol utely not hing happened except that the guard yelled and tw sted
around to slap his hand over Cedric's nmouth. "You young bastard!" he shrilled,
al t hough he could not possibly be any older. "Wat're you doi ng? What did that
mean?" "M amph!" Cedric said, meaning that he could not breathe through his
nose. "Institute shithead!" The kid was frightened. "I"'Il shut you upf" He
grabbed Cedric's hair in his right hand, renoved his left hand from Cedric's
mout h, and used it to punch himin the gut.

It was a slow and clunmsy nove, and Cedric had tinme to knot up his nuscles. The
bl ow hurt, but it probably hurt himless than it hurt his assailant's hand,
for he yelped and fell back on the bench again. But the effect on Cedric's
headache was di abolic, which nade himlose his tenper.

The guard has not thought to |lower his visor. He was bent over, sucking his
knuckl es. Cedric rammed his | eft arm back. Had the chain not interfered, he

m ght have broken his own el bow. As it was, the guard recoiled with a scream
and there were two bl eedi ng noses on that cart.

At that noment the golfie entered a wider corridor. Suddenly it had roomto
overtake, so it made a dramatic swing out of Iine and began racing toward the
head of the colum-hurtling past cart after cart of the eneny, who yelled in
surprise at being passed, and then in anger when they saw the fight in
progress. They began unslingi ng guns.

Cedric had never fought no-hands-agai nst-two before, but he was fairly sure
that his best strategy would be to deliver everything he had as soon as he
could, He junped up and twi sted around to lean on the front rail, held by his
| eft hand underneath him his broken right hand wavi ng usel essly. He brought



up his right foot and stanped the kid' s face just as he was straightening up
fromthe last blow Cedric swayed, steadied hinself by planting that foot on
his victims belly, and raised the other for another face shot. He found the
guy's chin and heaved. The golfie swayed. Cedric thought he would tip out. H's
left armwas taking all the strain. The guard was being bent backward over the
headrest, scrabbling uselessly at Cedric's | egs, unable to reach high enough
to do significant damage

Then he remenbered his gun and reached for it. Ch, hell! Cedric closed his
eyes and straightened his knee. Crack! He did not hear it-not really-but he
knew he had done it again.

Wth his right wist and what was left of the strength of his
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left arm Cedric haul ed hinself back into the golfie beside the slunped body.
He t hought he was going to pass out-his head, his hand, and blood all over him
from his inevitabl e nose.

He had done it again! And this time he had not been forced into it by hypnotic
conpul sion. He had just been trying to sav% hinself froma beating.

He was a killer. It was habit-form ng. The golfie flashed by the head of the
line with its nmotor screami ng. When he had set up his emergency codes, he had
thrown in everything he could think of, including maxi mum overrides. Code
Arabi an neant, "Take nme to Princess Alya as fast as you can." He had picked
the word because the stud stallion at Meadowdal e had been a Arabian. At the
time, he had thought that funny.

So Alya could not have left yet! The cart cane to a comer and went around it
in a hair-raising four-wheel drift. The dead body began to slip; Cedric
grabbed at it instinctively, but he was too late, tangled by his manacle. It
vani shed over the side, and he hooked a foot just in time to stop the torchgun
fromsliding out, also.

He caught a blurred glinpse of the wall hurtling by, flashing and snoking, and
then it was gone al so, before he had realized what it neant-the Earthfirsters
had been firing at him He ducked quickly, then raised his head to see. None
of the followi ng carts had reached the conmer yet, but there was a | ong
straight stretch ahead.

The back of the golfie was snoking already. If they fired the tires, then

al nost certainly System s emergency routines would ovem e the override, and
the cart would stop. The Earthfirsters would have seen the body. In a few
seconds they would he coming round that corner, howing for blood.

The 2048 Pacurb Firearm Associ ation Junior Skeet Lasering Champi on woul d have
to show his stuff.

Ful | conmbat gear was reflective, alnobst conpletely torchproof, but nobody was
wearing full conbat gear, not that he had seen. Grunting and cursing, he
managed to pick up the gun with a fight hand that was swelling like a balloon
on a water tap.

The trouble was that |asering needed steady hands. It was all steady hands,
Ben had said often enough. No wind correction to make, no recoil, but a |aser
was never powerful enough to do serious damage in |less than a second or

two- except in an eye shot, of course-and that neant it had to be held on
target when

the target reacted. Cedric knew which way a gopher junped when it felt itself
go on fire, or a magpie, and once he had even drilled a coyote, nostly by
luck. Standard practice skeets had to be held in the sights for a second and
hal f before they detonated.

O course, he could not hope to do much one-handed, tw sted around al npst

i nside out, and firing backward from a | eapi ng, careering, screaning golfie.
He was not even sure his right hand was capabl e of squeezing the trigger

The torch was a Wnchester Thor Four, and he had never seen one before, |et
alone fired one. Still

He tw sted around, alnost inside out, keeping down as nuch as he could, his
chained left armstretched out uselessly behind him right armresting on the
headrest, aimng back along the corridor. He flicked off the safety, w ncing
at the pain in his hand. He took a long, deep breath and held it.

The first golfie hurtled into view, canted on two wheel s and | ooki ng as though
it, also, had been booted up to sone hi ghest override velocity. As it cane out
of the curve, both men junped to their feet and ai ned.

They had left their visors up! He saw their eyes in the scope, and the chance
was irresistible-a single fast pass, burning the right eye of the one on the
right and | ooping over to catch the left eye of the other. A couple of
mlliseconds was enough on an eye shot. He had done it before he knew he had



started. Both nen screanmed and reeled and fell out. Their golfie jamed on its
br akes.

Then the second cart appeared also, with one man already on his feet and
aimng. He had his visor down, but Cedric saw a tiny spot of bare flesh bel ow
it and fired. That was tricky-the visor could have reflected his own beam back
at him but his aimheld true, and he kept the crosshairs dead on target as
the man obligingly toppled straight back, his gullet starting to blacken and
snoke. That woul d gi ve himanother hole to whistle through. Then his cart
swerved to avoid the bodies, and he also fell free.

Not bad at all, chanp! The third cart gave hima tricky eve shot, and after
that the range was too great; but the corridor was jamed with stalled golfies
and withing bodies; the air full of shouts and the screech O tires. No
wonder Bagshaw had not thought nmuch of Earthfirsters.

Cedric's cart cornered again, and he lost sight of the pursuit. He would draw
ahead anyway, probably, because there was only one of himin the golfie, and

t he eneny woul d have to clear the
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road. Having a good day, aren't we? Two dead, three blinde,"’ i
wounded ... His insides heaved, and he told themsternly W behave.
O course, the chase was far fromover, for now there was bl ood on the
scoreboard. At |east some of the intruders would certainly tell Systemto take
themto Cedric, just as he had ordered that he be taken to Alya. O they m ght
just follow his tran, for the back of his golfie was still snoking, and there
was much worse snoke streamng out fromthe notor vents, also. The engi ne was
screamng |ike a maniac. Maybe he should not be |eading the danger to Al ya

i ke this.

O maybe he could interfere? "By what authority are you obeying the visitors
or ders?"

The golfie skittered around another coner, alnost tipping hirn, out and

rem nding himthat he had a historically significant headache. "Data
confidential," it said smugly. "Override. "Data confidential."

So much for that idea-the real deputy directors had higher authority than
Cedric's Grade One. But obviously the traitor had been of high grade, and
therefore Devlin.

Then Cedric yel ped as the cart dived through a still-opening door and went
clattering down a flight of stairs. He whinpered as his headache cane

t hunderi ng back, blindingly. Then, mercifully, he was on the flat again, and
his wits began to seep back.

He wondered how literally his instructions would be obeyed. Suppose Alya were
in a bathtub? "Call to Dr. Fish." "Dr. Fish is not presently accepting calls.”
"Does he know about the Earthfirster invasion?" "Data confidential." '7 nust
report an emergency!" "Energency caels are not being accepted at this tine."
"Why not ?" "Because of an emergency." "Arrrggh!" "Message not understood."
Then he yel ped again and hung on tight as the cart made a series of fast
bends, zipping through circular openi ngs where great arnmored doors stood open
Cedric peered back incredulously. Surely that had been a decon chanber? He had
not recognized it, but there nust be dozens of them several for each done.
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'"Men the golfie bal ked Re a spooked pony, alnost throwing him Another of the
massi ve arnored ports was sw ngi ng open. He had no bubble suit on! He could
not believe that his authority would overrul e standard quarantine
regul ati ons-he would be surprised if even Gran could do that.

Wth snoke still streaming fromits notor, the golfie lurched forward again,
into the gl oony vastness of a transmensor dome. It snapped on headli ghts-for
others' benefit, surely-and purred decorously down the sl ope, angling around
to the right. Cedric heard the door thunp shut behind him O course the
transmensor was not in use. There were no cranes or gantries in evidence, so
nost |ikely he was in Bering Dome. He knew all the others, either firsthand or
on hol o.

Then he registered the people, Iots of people, hundreds of them The center
was packed with beddi ng and canvas fences.

Hs lights had attracted attention. People were scranmbling to their feet in
dozens and scores, many of them |l eaping and junping like kids. In fact, many
of themwere kids. A group ran forward to neet him the golfie slowed and
beeped angrily at them That attracted nore attention. Voices were shouting.
Sonme of them seenmed to be pointing out that his cart was on fire. Alya nust be
somewhere in the crowd. "M ster, you're on fire!" The cry echoed back and
forth as he rolled on through a gathering crowm of spectators. The golfie

sl owed even nore and nmade angrier noises at them Then it shuddered, gasped,
and jerked to a stop. It hissed and crackled for a noment, turned out its
lights and di ed. Snoke continued to curl upward. "System acknow edge!"
Silence. A wizened old nman in a white bed sheet and a turban stepped forward
and said something urgent, pointing at the snoke. "Yes, | know, " Cedric said.
"Do you have a bucket of water handy?" He held up his left wist and rattled

one



his chain, to show why he was not disnounting. The spectators muttered anong
t hensel ves, rubbing sleep-blurred eyes. They were crowded tightly in a dense
wall '. staying warily back fromthe burning cart. Its power supply would be
flywheel s running in hydrogen, and if those -or |oose, they could create
mayhem al | across the done. He coughed as the snoke billowed back at him
Alva" He needed Alya. "Cedric!" A youngster squeezed through the throng of
adults and ran forward. He was chubby and oriental, and his exin was as
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wi de as a sunrise. "You're on fire, you know? Phew Wsat did you fall into?"

"Gavin! Wong Gavin!" Cedric gaped at the boy. That certainly was Gavin's grin.
Gavin! Cheung's clone! Cedric |ooked around at the crowd and then back to
Gavin. "How d you get here?" "You're on fire, Cedric-did you know t hat ?" "Yes.
I"mal so tethered."

Gavin frowned, then stepped closer. "I can fix that!" he said, and began
unscrew ng one of the knurled knobs that held the ends of the handrail. "Cn!"
Cedric said, feeling extrenely foolish. "Tell me how you got here. Are the
others here?" H's head still hurt.

Gavin tried to reply, but he was drowned out as nore voi ces began shouting
"Cedric!"

Lew and Jacki e and Timand Bev-they all canme popping out of the crowd |ike
gophers out of burrows, sone even wiggling through between adult |egs. They
shout ed and | aughed at seeing him they junped up and down, and they al

wanted to hug himuntil they got close, and then they all told himhe didn't
snel | good; but by then Gavin had unfastened the rail and Cedric was free. He
left the snoking golfie, taking the Wnchester with him He shouted at
everyone to stand farther back; he reached out to ruffle hair on small heads,
touch hands w th adol escents. The crowd of brown-faced adults in bed sheets
was bei ng pushed back, muttering, by the influx of children. Cedric had a | unp
in his throat, and the snoke had made his eyes prickle. Meadowdal e-1 oot ed! The
ki ds were not going to be butchered after all. "Is Ben here? Or Mdge?" he
demanded.

A chorus of voices said no, they weren't-all the kids and none of the adults.
He was gl ad. Apparently the ol der ones were in charge-Sheila and Sue and

Roger -and then Sue hersel f appeared with a how i ng baby on each arm and she
was obviously ,*lery, very relieved to see Cedric. "The day after you left!"
she shouted over the racket. "W were raided-rounded up!" "Who by?" It hurt to
shout. "Men in red. 4-1 nen."

Gran! That nust be what Cheung had meant when.. Crowds were no obstacle for
Cedric. Over heads he saw a swirl approaching and recogni zed hi gh-pil ed bl ack
hair. He plunged forward to gareet her, spectators retreating rapidly out of
his way. "Alya !11

"Darling!" "Hold it!" he said, raising a warning hand. "I'mnot very

sanitary. "So what!" She | ooked just as happy to see himas he was to see her
"I stink of baby!" She | eaned over the particul ar baby she was clutching and
they kissed briefly; but he noticed that she winkled her nose and backed away
a couple of steps afterward. "There are dozens of these little tykes here.

." She stared up at Cedric blankly. "You |l ook awful! You're white as death.
What's wrong?" "Lots," he said, know ng suddenly how beat he was. He was
reeling. "But all the Meadowdal e kids are here!™

Qoviously Alya felt as he did-her smile would have nelted granite. "And not
only Meadowdal e! At | east a dozen others. Two lots at |east are from Neururb,
and a lot of brown faces-I haven't placed themall yet. We should have
guessed-your grandnother couldn't just threaten exposure, or all the-" She

st opped, conscious of the |large audi ence of big-eared children. "Or she m ght
have provoked what she wanted to prevent?"

He nodded-early harvest, kill the evidence. "So she just sent her army and

pi cked them up!" Alya added triunphantly.

Maybe Gran was not quite so bad, then. He would have to think about that when
he got his head glued together. Meanwhile he desperately wanted to take Al ya
in his arnms. but the open space around hi mwas evidence of how little he
inspired intimacy. He would have liked to |lie down, too; even nore, sleep for
a nonth. . @"So by the tinme she was | arnpooni ng you at the press conference,"
Alya said, "her troops were. already nmoving in-all over the place. She nust
have been planning this for years!" "And-the others?" He gestured at the



characters in white. "Refugees. From Banzarak-, and Zaire, | think, And

Bangl adesh. "

But Cedric was staring at the two kids who had pushed in beside her. One was
adol escent, maybe sixteen. the ot6r a couple of years younger. They both had
shaggy ochre hair and freckles, and they were skinny-and both obviously tal
for their ages. They were glaring back at himw th very resentful expressions.
Alya noticed his gaze and bit her lip. "This is OGswald," she said. "And this
is Alfred. The one strangling the guitar over there somewhere is Harold-he's
about seventeen." She smiled again,
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much | ess certainly, and indicated the baby. "And this one is Bert. | think
that's short for Egbert, but 1'll stick to Bert. He | ooks |ike he's another of
you, darling. GQuys-this one's Cedric."

It was too nuch. For noments that seened |ike hours, Cedric's brain could do
not hi ng except regi ster overload. C onest How many cl ones had Hasti ngs wanted?
But as he stared at themat his own younger selves-he saw that they didn't
really look like Hastings WIIloughby at all. The old man had great fl appy
ears, and neither he nor these youngsters had. He renmenbered Bagshaw sayi ng
somet hi ng about ears. "There may be others,” Alya said. "I haven't had tine
to-"

A skinny bl ond boy of around eight had energed from sonewhere to stare up at
Alfred with a very puzzled expression. "Way?" Cedric whispered. "Wat's been
goi ng on? Wo am I T

Suddenly the whol e donme began to brighten. Then he saw heads turning, and he
swung around to see what they had seen. The door he had entered by had opened
again, and golfie headlights were pouring through it, but it was overhead
spots comng on that were making the place lighter. The Earthfirsters had
taken control of the done.

Bet ween Gavin and Alya and all his own clones, he had forgotten the pursuit.

He wailed. "Quick! Your mke! Gve ne your mke!" "I haven't got one," Alya
said, frowning. "I've been trapped in here for over an hour."

He wanted to ball his fists in fury, but the right one hurt too much. "I need
a corn! Any corn!" "Cedric, dear? Who are all these nen9 Bulls? Bl ue?"

ol fies were still streaming into the dome, the whole |ine heading straight
for Cedric-but that nmight have been accidental ,The ceiling spots were up to
full, nmerciiess brilliance. "They're Earthfirsters. They've invaded-killed off
the Institute's bulls and a -1ot of others. And at the nonent they're after
me!l " "What? Why?" "I killed one of them And wounded four others. And | also

killed the president of BEST. And | want a nike!"

Alya gave hima strange | ook. "Do you think anyone woul d refuse you after

t hat ?" she asked. "Nobody here has a wist mke. There are cons by nost of the
doors, but they aren't
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wor ki ng. No response. | was expecting Baker to conme for ne, but he hasn't."
Cedric sank to his knees to be | ess conspicuous. He did not want to die yet.
"Use the m ke on your golfie?" Alya said, puzzled. "I can't. It's dead." "Ch."
She adj usted the baby and gazed over toward the arny of golfies. "Lots of

m kes there." "They'll shoot ne on sight!" Cedric yelled. "How come you're not
wor ri ed?"

Al ya gasped. "l hadn't-oh, Cedric! You're in danger?" "Danger? Al those
hundreds of men after me, wanting ny blood, and you ask if I'min danger?"

She shook her head, puzzled. "I was worried sick until a few nmi nutes before

you arrived-then | felt better. Ch, darling! | thought you were inportant!"”

G aring up fromhis knees, snelling so bad that he sickened hinsel f, and
hurting in nunerous places, Cedric did not feel very dignified. "I'minportant
to ne!"™ "l didn't mean that! | mean, why aren't | worried about you?" She

| ooked idiotically happy. "Are you worried about anything right now?"

She shook her head. astounded at the realization. "No! | should be, shouldn't
T

Not hi ng but her damed intuition would ever worry Alya, and it obviously was
not bothering her at the nonent.

The crowd had begun to move, shimying around him people backing up. Wth a
stupendous effort, Cedric rose to a crouch, feeling the dome sway around him
He | ooked cautiously between heads. The golfies had spread out abreast in |line
to herd the crowmd before them The occupants were standi ng up, peeringaround,
and they had their guns ready. If shooting started, then all sorts of kids and
worren were going it) get hurt. He ought to give hinmself up and prevent



further bl oodshed. "Alya!" The voice was famliar. "Wat's going on?"

Cedric | ooked around and it was like seeing a mirror-hinself in a blue poncho
with a guitar round his neck. The newconer gaped back at him "This is
Cedric,"Alva said. "Dear, this is Harold." "Get your head down!" Cedric

shout ed.

Eyes still wi de, Harold drooped into a crouch to match his. Cedric turned back
to study the Earthfirsters. They were still comng slowy, hcrdiri_@ the
crowmd back against the central rail -
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ing. There was no doubt he was trapped. And all he needed was a ni ke and the
only m kes around were on those golfies. But before @ could get within
shouting di stance, he would be burned down ..

The crowd was backing faster, knocking over fences and tranpling beddi ng.

Chil dren were weepi ng, wonen wailing, men yelling in nervous anger. "Darling?"

Alya said, sounding worried at last. "Wat can we do?" "If | only had a m ke
|'ve got codes set up!" "Tell ne!" she shouted, adjusting her grip on Bert,

who was starting to squirm "I can get close enough!"™ "No good! Wuldn't work
for you." Wiy had he been so stupid as to make the codes voice specific? And

what code woul d save hi mnow? He had prepared one to turn off |ights-but the
Earthfirsters could make light with their torches, and people woul d get
tranpled in the panic. He had a code to call Frazer Franklin--God knows why he
had t hought he m ght need that one. He had one to call Fish, but Fish wasn't
accepting calls. And one to-

He grabbed Alya's arm al nbst causing her to drop Egbert. "Fiber!" he shouted.

"I's the window still open?" "I think so." "lIs it Cass OneT' "Yes! Yes!" But
that didn't solve the problem "If |I had a mke, | could get us there!"
Maybe-it was a hell of a long shot. "Tell me, then!" she repeated angrily. "No
good-it has to be ny voice!" "Your voice?" Al ya swung around to the

about - si xt een-yearold version of Cedric. "GCswald! You'll do it, won't you?"

"Do what, Alya?" the kid asked nervously. "That's it!" Cedric shouted, so |oud
he made his own head rattle.

The crowd had stopped noving, and the Earthfirster | eader was bell ow ng,
trying to make hinself heard over the racket. "Go forward, close as you can to
a golfie. Then just yell, 'Code junper!' Got it? Systern'll think you're ne!"
The kid nodded and grinned Cedric's grin back at him "' Code junper'?" He
squeezed off into the crowd. He was younger and shorter and dressed

di fferently-he woul d be safe enough

"Me, too?" Harold demanded nervously. "Should | try?" "No, you're too tall!™
Cedric realized that he had al nost

strai ghtened up. He stopped agai n apprehensively. "How about nme?" Alfred
squeaked, in treble.

Cedric and Alya said "No!" together. A firearmcracked |oudly, and a nasty
sound of ricochet whined off into sudden silence. The crowd seened to hold its
breath. "Hubbard!" the Earthfirster |eader roared. "Cone out, Hubbard!"
Silence. Cedric glanced guiltily around him He was a pied piper, surrounded
by youngsters. What sort of a coward woul d hide anong chil dren? "Hubbard! W
know you're in there. Cone out or we start firing.

And sonewhere a voice exactly like Cedric's yelled, "Code junper!"”

Not hi ng happened. System did not acknow edge. Cedric sank to his knees. It was
all over, then-he had played his last card. Code junper nmeant, "Get me to

Ti ber as fast as possible.” But he had never seriously believed that his

aut hority was high enough to mess with the transnmensor. Maybe the w ndow had
cl osed by then anyway. Maybe it was open at another dome and people were using
it.

Whi ch woul d nmean a small delay while System cl osed the wi ndow at that dome and
opened it here, in Bering.

And then Systemdid just that. Air pressure equalized with a clap of thunder
that battered every ear-drumin the done. Daylight blazed up fromthe pit and
a shower of golden |leaves and butterflies swirled high in the blast. The tops
of trees swayed within the central railing,

For a nonent there was panic. The whol e crowd spun around to see, and Hubbard
Cedric lurched to his feet and ran, crouching to disguise his height, shoving
and el bowi ng his way through, throwi ng people aside in his haste. He fel
against the rail, and right below himwas a placid forest stream The water

| ooked deep, and it was only two or three neters down.



Cedric vaulted over-and | anded in Tiber with a resoundi ng spl ash.



Ti ber Day 8
THEY HAD NAWD the city Rone. It would be the capital of the world for at |east
as long as the string lasted, and the string was show ng no signs of
endi ng- each wi ndow was | onger than the one before. Unless sonme evil-m nded
star came blundering by, the string nmight well survive | ong enough to make
Tiber the Institute's greatest success.
Meanwhi | e Rome was a hopel ess spraw of Quonset huts and tents al ong the bare
floor of the valley, stripped of the virgin woods that had once adoned it.
Streets were either dust, or mud, or both, many still full of tree roots. A
ditcher was |aying waterlines and sewers. Away fromthe river, the shacks soon
dwi ndl ed to ani nal sheds and | unber piles, until on its outskirts the town
faded off into barns and airplane runways, barbed-wi re fences and supply
dunps. Already, with only three wi ndows gone by, the supply dunps were huge.
One flat patch of churned nud had been set aside for the w ndow, whenever it
was open. Someday, Abel thought, there would be a nmonunent on that spot.
Meanwhi |l e the sun was setting, an exhausted peace settling over Rome. The | ast
wraiths of dust drifted away on a rumor of a breeze, and the snoke of cooking
fires rose in sleepy coils amid the tents. Twenty-ei ght-hour days were just
like twenty -four-hour days with four nmore hours' |abor added. The overworked
i nhabi -
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tants; had al ready devel oped a tradition of going to bed at dusk.
Noticing the fading light, Abel had pushed hinmself away from his desk and gone
outside to watch the sunset and catch sone fresh air. H's hone and office were
located in a solitary outlying Quonset hut, close to the wi ndow site. Sone
irreverent wag had painted the words "Presidental Palace" on one side and "E
Supremol ar"™ on the other. Everyone thought that it had been done by Abe
hi nsel f, and of course they were right,
He was pooped. Hi s eyeballs were raw, his throat worse. He nade a thousand
deci sions a day, spoke to a hundred people, ate on the run. Enmily kept telling
hi mthat he had never been happier in his life, but he had not yet had tinme to
consider the matter. H's bad | eg ached, which usually meant dry weat her ahead.
Near the front door a clunmp of three and a half trees had survived humanity's
onsl aught. They had, in turn, preserved a nminute triangle of pseudograss. The
National Forest ... He sat down there and | eaned back agai nst a gl ossy gray
trunk. He wondered where he coul d squeeze sone patio furniture into the
priority schedul e.
He watched a crinson and | avender butterfly float by, returning to its hive.
The shadows were |long, the sky a nedley of colors beyond reproach. Tiber was a
gl orious planet, which had so far sprung no worse surprise than humanity's
normal reaction to unfamliar surroundings, a universal attack of the trots.
Twenty-three years old and king of the world? No, he had never been happier
Absol ute power was certainly fun. It would not |last |ong enough to spoil him
unfortunately.
The peace was too good to |last, too-a |long finger of shadow needl ed across the
presidentia awn. "H ," Hubbard Cedric said. "Hi, yourself," Abel said. "Take a
chair."”
Cedric dropped to his knees and offered a | arge and horny hand. He was wearing
shorts and boots and a gun. He al so wore a
splendid tan and a patchy stubble of definitely reddish hue. He was not
wearing nmuch of a snmile, Abel noticed, but his nose was al nost back to normal,
and he no | onger had a bone-nmender or, his hand.
Abel had seen Cedric around, but they had not really had a chance to chat
since the trip to Nile. "How s the world treating you?" he asked. "This world,
that is." "Fine @l
Abel woul d have |iked nore enthusiasm "The princess okay?"
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"Ch! Onh, yes, she's fine." A very stupid grin slid over Cedric's face. Abe
had seen much the -sane | ook on Emly sonetinmes, when her eye caught his, and
maybe he wore it himself also, at those tines. He had seen sonething simlar
on Alya when she talked of Cedric. O G Il Adel e when Bagshaw Bamael | K. cane
in sight. Strange creatures, humans. "No one's taken any nore potshots at
you?"

Cedric pouted and shook his head. He had a bum on his cheek where soneone had
drawn a beamon him the second day. The assail ant had not been caught, but it
must have been one of the Earthfirsters. Beyond doubt, the attack would have
succeeded had Alya not ranmed bodily into Cedric and knocked hi m down, about a
t housandth of a second before the fire.

The noody sil ence needed |ubricating, obviously. "Wuld you |ike a beer?" Abe
of fered. "Yes, please!l"

Abel sighed deeply. "So would U Cedric shot himan exasperated | ook, then
settled hinmself nmore confortably, crossing his neter-long |legs. "Wat're you
going to do with the Earthfirsters?" "Put 'ern on Devil's Island. W already
have-nost of 'enonly we told themit was called Paradise Island.”

Cedric grinned briefly. "Which is it?" "Oh, it's okay," Abel said. "Good as

t hi s-wat er and pseudograss. It's bigger than Ireland, so they shouldn't be
bot hering us nuch for a century or three." He yawned. "And we've promised to
deliver their famlies, and supplies -they'll do a |lot better than they
deserve." "Yeah. 11

Abel frowned at him "Don't go bl am ng yoursel f, buddy. You did great. | just
wi sh you'd fried nmore of them" Seeing that Cedric continued to stare glunly
at the ground, he added, "We lost a |ot nore guys than they did. Served them
right, what you did to them You're a hero back in Cainsville." "Wat's the
word on Barney?"

-0Oh, he's going to be fine," Abel said. "Good as neuC That was a lie, but the
kid did not notice.

Suddenly Cedric smrked under his stubble. "I guess | did do a job on those
Earthfirsters. | wish | could have seen their faces when they realized I'd
opened a wi ndow on them and they couldn't go hone!"

It had not been Cedric who had opened the wi ndowit had been Abel hinself, and
Fish Lyle, They had cl osed de Soto and

opened Bering, but they would never have managed to corTal all the invaders

i nsi de one done had not Cedric knocked out the |eaders and then unwittingly
turned hinmself into a human fox and drawn the nob of hounds after him Fish
had accepted the lucky break |ike the chanp he was, overriding the overrides,
diverting the two gol fies that contained Mther Hubbard and Cheung, and
sending the rest on after Cedric. Yet there could be no harmin letting the
kid believe that System had obeyed his commands.

But Cedric had.gone back to poking grass with a twig. "Wat's on your nind?"
Abel asked innocently. "Alya and I-we'd |like to-we thought it m ght be a good
i dea to explore the pass through the nountains. The one on the satellite

photos." He waved at the distant peaks, all salnon and peach in the evening
sun, and then | ooked anxiously at Abel. "If you think so?"

The i dea had come from Alya, of course, who had gotten it from Abel hinself in
the first place. "I dunno. . ." Abel rubbed his chin. H s stubble was

gratifyingly much nore wi despread than Cedric's. "She's a wonder at
translating. We should have called this dunp Babel instead of Ronme, and it's
going to get worse. Sikhs and Brazilians com ng next-can we spare her?"
Cedric | ooked up, worried. "We'd be a good scouting teanshe can sense danger
and she knows so nuch-all that science stuff! And | can manage the ponies.”
"You're also the best shot in the world."

Cedric shrugged, indifferent. "That's just a knack, though." The hell it was!
Wth a | aser, marksmanship was pure iror, nerve. The kid was as tough as stee



bars and steady as a range of mpuntains, although he didn't know it. He was
also inmportant to Alya's intuition, for she had known to save himfromthe
bushwhacker. She clained that that sort of secondhand warni ng had never
happened before, so he must be critical to her future, and that m ght nean
critical to the colony's. Cedric was al so the best all-round outdoorsman they
had. Like it or not, and in spite of hiE |low anbition rating on the GFPP, he
was going to start collecting followers. In a few years he would rise to
what ever heights the new world then of fered: statesman, tribal headnan, or
seni or horse thief.

Abel | eaned back to inspect the sunset again, enjoying the balny evening air
and pretending to consider the request. "You' d be gone-what? Three weeks,
maybe? Alya's all right. Don't know if we can spare you, though, Cedric."
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"Me'? What use am I T "Mght run short of tent poles." "How would you like a
broken jaw?" "Very much-then | wouldn't have to talk so nuch!" Abel |aughed
and thunped his conpani on on the shoul der. "Look-it sounds like a great idea.
W're going to have to nove half an arny through to the other coast before
winter, and |1'd prefer to make themwal k, if | can-good psychol ogy! Exodus,
you know? The Long March? Sure! You go scout the best route. Radio back and
we'll pick you up by air, and then you can |lead the nmigration."

The Banzarakis would willingly follow their princess, and that would shift Jar
Jathro's political power base well away fromthe supply depot. Baker Abel's
own power base lay in that cache of supplies and the Institute that was
feeding it, and when the string came to an end, then the fast footwork would
start. Whoever controlled the equi pment would run the world. Having inherited
some potent political genes fromboth his parents, Baker Abel was hopina to
Ove all the Jar Jathro types a few pointers.

Cedric was scow i ng, probably at the thought of |eading a mass m gration. Abe
tried to imagine himwith a long beard and a staff, and deci ded that he woul d
make a very good prophet figure. Mire inportant, though, a couple of weeks
away from canp would do hima world of good. He would stop broodi ng over the
killings and over all the Cedric clones he nmust keep running into-there were
six of themand it would give Abel a chance to round up the last of the
Earthfirsters and ship themoff to Devil's Island. Besides, the guy had earned
a honeynoon. Any new y paired couple needed to go off al one and nuzzle

undi sturbed. It was basic human instinct.

Seven Cedrics! O course they would start banding together fairly soon, like
identical twins. And this one would be the | eader. He was a hero already,
"When' Il you | eave?"

Cedn' beaned. "Tonorrow. first light." "Mm" Abel said nonconmittaliv.

"W ndow s due around noon
Cedric grunted and turned his face away to study the sunset. "Tal ked to one of
the rangers,"” he remarked. "One-who'd been out west. He said the ocean there

is really something. Jellyfish with sails as big as yachts, lie said. And
things like seals that lie on the rocks and sing."

STRI NGS

305

"Whil e vigorously conbing their Iong blond hair, | suppose? She keeps asking
for you." "Let her ask." Cedric rose and stretched, naking Abel feel about
knee high. "What's so hellish hard about saying goodbye to her?" Abe
demanded, craning his neck to peer up at the giant. "is it Devlin and Eccles
t hat bother you? | know the old woman plays hardball-if she didn't, you

woul dn't be here, bud!"™ "Sure. That must he it. W'll call you when we get to
the sea." Cedric began to nove. "Wait, danmt! Sit down again.” "No. Gotta go
Lady waiting."

Abel sighed and scranbled to his feet also, but he hated having to argue with
a man's col |l arbones. "Then please, as a favor to me, will you wait around

tonmorrow and say goodbye to Hubbard Agnes when the wi ndow opens?" "No.,

In the baffled silence that followed, Cedric just stood with his arns fol ded,
staring placidly over Abel's head at the |lights spread across the vall ey,
anong the tents. Finally he remarked, "See that glow in the west? Alya says
it's the galactic center. She thinks it'll be a helluva showin the w nter
sky, when it's higher.” "It's the clone thing, isn't it?" Abel asked,
wondering how it felt to greet oneself six times every norning.

"Can |

Cedric | ooked down coldly at him his eyes glinting. go now, please, sir?" "No
.11

The big guy growed lowin his throat. "All right. yes, it's the clone thing.
Who or what am P Can you inmagine what it's Re not to have parents? | thought I
was a Hastings clone, but | guess |I'mnot even that. Not a person! Not hunan!
How the bell do 1 know what | anP"



Huh? This was not what Abel had expected. "You could ask her." "I wouldn't
believe her if she told ne the sky was blue." "It's damed near bl ack right
now. No, you're not a Hastings clone--2' "Then why did Systemsay | was?"

Cedric's voice al nost cracked.
Ali!l "It did? ' Xhat exactly did you ask it?" Cedric scratched his chin | oudly.

"Don't renenber my exact words-but | asked it to conmpare my DNA. and his."
"How? Sequence the nucl eotides? Just the active sites, |
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hope?" Surely the kid could not have been dumb enough to ask for chenica

anal ysis? "Don't recall."

Abel chuckled. "You may not have asked the right question. If you told it to
conpare your DNA and a chinpanzee's, it would tell you a
better-than-ninety-nine percent fit, you know "

Cedric balled a gigantic fist. "Me, too!" Abel said quickly. "M, too! Human
and chi npanzee, DNA is that simlar, honest! O course, only about one percent
of your DNA is genetically active anyway. Didn't you know all this?"

Cedric rel axed sonewhat, still suspicious. "I don't know anything.", "You're

| earni ng. But obviously any two human beings are going to be nore alike than a
man and a chinp, so nost of your DNA would match Hastings WI I oughby's- al nost
all of it, for that matter. If you' d asked Systemto estimate the relationship
bet ween the two of you, it would have conpared the conmmon alleles and reported
twenty-five percent. You really are his grandson, Cedric."

For a nonent Cedric was silent. "How can | trust you?" he asked finally. "If
you're calling me a liar, then | think I'mgoing to take you down, sonny, big
as you are. Now, which is it to be?"

For an icy nonment Abel wondered if he'd been rash. Then Cedric grow ed,
"Sorry." "Okay. And furthernore, you're the original, the real Hubbard Cedric
Di ckson. "

A long sigh escaped from Cedric's bony chest. "I an®P" ,,Yes, you are. You have
six clones, and they're all here on Tiber now, but you are, the genuine
article. Cedric-1 swear this!" "Umph!" Cedric said, then quietly added,
"Thanks. "

Abel poked himwith a finger. "And because you're. wondering, yes, | do know
what |'mtal ki ng about. Because for the |last three years |I've been her backup
wi th the organages. That was why all the Cedric clones, see? She's been
working on this for twenty years. The clones gave her access. \Wenever she
handed over a clone to be reared, then she becanme one of the gang; she was
trusted. You see?"

Cedric nodded reluctantly, Choosing his words with care, Abel said, "You're
not unlike

Z_

STRI NGS

307

W | oughby, you see. At three or four weeks old, you're a quite believable
baby Secretary Ceneral." "Too believable for confort! The organages al

t hought she was fronting for Hastings?" "Of course. And of course she had
hel p. There were others in this with her-have you seen the |skander girls?
Four of then®? There's a couple of other sets around. Anyway, she's old, so she

appoi nted nme deputy in case anything happened to her. |'ve been keeping an eye
on you all. I liked what | saw. " "Darrmed spy!" "Yes," Abel said, unruffled.

O course, it would take the kid time to adjust. "I was glad to hear you were
conm ng along on this jaunt. Or m ght he coning al ong. She had sonme uses for
you first-"

Cedric grunted angrily. "Even if ends justify means, the neans

don't have to like it!" "Maybe not." Abel shrugged. He had done about all he
could. "And if she planned that, then why did she tell Alya that | wasn't

com ng?" "Dunno. Maybe she didn't want enption nessing up intuition? | know
she was mad as spit at Alya for turning up in public at HQ But she's truly
your grandnother and you're truly what she said-the son of Hubbard John

Hasti ngs and Di ckson Rita Vossler. The one and only. The real MCoy. Bona very
fide. Conceived in utero. Al others are inmitations."

Cedric nade an odd noi se that seened to express both satisfaction and

surrender. "Awi '-ht! Thanks, Abe. Thanks for telling me. And just for that,
I will wait around and say goodbye to the old bag. She can thank ne for saving
Cainsville, if that's what she wants. | may even thank her for breaking up the

organage racket. But | won't say | |ove her, because that wouldn't be true.



O that | forgive her for the way she used ne. " "I don't think she'd believe
you if you did." "Likely not. But I'lIl talk with her. Besides. there's
sonmet hing el se | want to ask her about. Unight." Cedric turned and started
wal ki ng away into the dusk.

00PS! "And what might that be?" Cedric stopped. He rubbed his chin. "Wll.
Now | can see

roughly what she was up to. She paraded ne like a purple poodle at that press
conference-but Alva says she was passing different nmessages to different
people. S@ made ne | ook like a retarded hayseed, and herself not nuch
better-senile old woman doti ng
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on idiot grandson. That was one feint, and she naddened the nedia. That was
another. At the same tine, she was using ne as a red flag over the organages,
hinting at clones and going public and so on-threateni ng hundreds of inportant

people. Thirdlyor ninthly? I've lost count ... Lastly, then, she was pl anni ng
to go fishing for the nurderers. The poison tine capsule was the bait, | was
the bent pin, and when they bit, she was waiting to haul in the string." "So?"

Abel inquired cautiously, surprised at how well Alya had worked it all out.
"And the worse ness | made of things the better, fromher point of view,
right?" "l suppose." "Devlin would never have gone to Nile w thout nme al ong.
And you, because he knew you were inportant to the Tiber mssion.”

Devlin had known nore than that. "Thanks," Abel said. "But |I'mstil
wondering," Cedric concluded quietly, "why she gave me Grade One rating on
Systen? | nean, it came in dammed handy at the end, against the Earthfirsters,
but even Gran couldn't have foreseen that!" "Um " "It just seens out of
character sonehow." Cedric's voice trailed off uncertainly. "Well-I"Il ask
her. N ght, Your Mjesty."

And it was out of character for Cedric to have thought of the problemin the
first place. Qbviously it was Alya's thinkingwhich made no difference. "Vait!"
Abel said. It could not matter now, anyway. Wen all else fails, be honest. "I
woul d really be nuch happier if you didn't bring up that subject with your
grandmot her, Cedric. Please?" "Wy not?" Cedric denanded, bristling. H's
assertiveness and confidence were growi ng day by day. Pairing with a girl Iike
Alya would do exhilarating things to a man's self-esteem of course. "Because
Mot her H. knows not hing about it." Abel sighed. "She assigned you straight

ni nes- personal grade and work grade both." "Then who-" "In confidence? No one
el se knows this." "Sure. | may tell Alya, of course.” "I'msure you will. It
was me." "What? Why? How?" After a spluttering sound, Cedric added, "When?"
"When? Just as you were flying in with Bagshaw. How? It
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was easy enough. | grew up around Cainsville and Nauc HQ Nobody el se-
nobody! - knows this, but | broke Systemlis master code when | was thirteen."
"Bullshit," Cedric said calmy. "No." "It's inpossible -how?" "I hid under a

bed and overheard sone very hi gh-rank passwords being used."

Cedric's answer was a grunt that stopped just short of expressing nore

di sbel i ef .

Abel chuckled. "I can't nmake it do everything | want-like | couldn't find you
anywhere that night when she took you off to neet Cheung and G undy-but npst
things | can get by." He grined at the nmenories. Al through adol escence he
had used System as his personal genie for voyeurism practical japing,

cheating-Lord, it had been fun! "I could see you in bed with Alya that

norni ng. You were |lying on your belly and you pulled the sheet over your
head." "Bastard!" "You don't sound very grateful."” "Well ... Then she didn't
know. " Cedric started to | augh, then stopped suddenly. "Wy dyou do it?

You go around giving G ade One to all your friends?" "Ahb!" Abel stretched and
yawned whil e he considered the question. It was a tough one. '*N hy exactly
had he thrown virtual control of Cainsville to that el ongated hay-in-his-hair

i nnocent? As a practical joke it had been going too far, even for him Partly
he had done it in a fit of anger. Baker Abel had lost his tenper only twice
before in his life, but that night he had been eavesdroppi ng on the scene in

t he President Lincoln Hotel bedroomspying on what Hubbard and Fi sh were spying
on-and he had been sickened. The strobe hypnosis itself, the ruthless ferocity
with which it had been applied, and the beating that Bagshaw had then

adm ni stered- apparently strong enotion right afterward was supposed to | ock
inthe mind control, but it had still been a beating-all of those things had
roused Abel to fury. The way the kid had resisted the treatnent without
buckling had won hi's heartfelt admiration. -

Even so, Grade One rating had been going a bit far. Abel's yawn ended. "Dunno.



As you say, you nade good use of it in the end. Guess | just had a hunch,
that's all."

Cedric snorted disbelievingly. "And I didn't know you grew up in Cainsville!"
He sounded hurt, cheated.
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"G ven the choice, |I'd have taken Meadowdal e. Any kid would." "Organage?"
Cedric sneered. "That's for clones, not real people.,, "Goddarnmt it, man!
Forget that! There's nothing wong with being a clone.”

It nust have been his tone, or else Alya's brains were infectious--Cedric drew
in his breath with a hiss. "Tell ne!" "Sit down." "No. Tell ne."

Abel sighed and | eaned back against the tree to ease his leg. "Ckay. Your
grandmot her' s a strange wonman, |ad. She doesn't like failing, not at anything.
And she failed at being a nother. She and John fought twenty-five hours a day,
ei ght days a week. She dom nated; he rebelled. He skipped when he was in his
teens, and they didn't speak for years. She finally |ocated hi mwhen he won
the worl d cal f-ropi ng chanpi onship.” "Ah!" Cedric said, as though in sudden
divine revelation. "He picked the sort of work she'd hate npbst?" "Very Uely.
She tried to make up. She offered hima whol e new planet-for himand his
bride." "Cak?" "Cak. And it killed him"

A soft breath of wind brought a sudden odor of cooking wafting over the

grassl and. Sounds of children and distant singing or prayer came drifting up
fromthe valley. "And?" Cedric asked softly. "She doesn't like failure-1 told
you." "She tried again?" "She tried again. She had a tissue sanple on file.
She had hi mcl oned. "

The dimbiur that was Cedric's face nodded in the gloom "So that was why
Devlin insisted you go on the Nile trip? He wanted you al ong as insurance?" "I
guess so." "Then ... then Hastings WI I oughby's your biological father' ! \at
did he say?" "He doesn't know. She never told himwhat she'd done. 1 found out
from System but of course | couldn't tell anyone, even him or they'd have
wanted to know how I knew. \Wen she did tell me-not very |ong ago-l decided
not to bug him He was too old to be interesting. He was a worse father than
she was a not her, anyway,"
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"That's crazy! He must have seen you in the holo. The Marigold expedition? O
Buzzard. | knew you! Everyone knows your face!"

Abel sighed. "He's old. He has no interest in other worlds. And he hardly knew
his son-John, the first version. They seemto have net about tw ce after John
grew up. | told you-he wasn't much of a father. You're not the only orphan in
the fam y. ,, She wasn't nuch of a grandnother to nme," Cedric said ruefully.
"Even at a distance. | can't imagine her rearing a son." "Ch, | fought, too!
But not as bad, maybe. She'd |l earned a few things about nmothering. | think ny
gawdawf ul sense of hunmor was ny defense-it really used to rile her."

More silence, then Cedric said, "But. . "But what?" "But if OGak killed John
how d she ever let you be party |eader for this Tiber planting?"

Jeez@This kid was a leopard in drag.f "Wen you're as old as | am son," Abe
said, as calnmy as he could nanage, "you'll |earn that wonen are never
predictable.” "Mmph?" Cedric nuttered, his voice oily with suspicion. "It

woul dn't have been because System was doing the eval uations, would it? That
maybe none of the other candi dates neasured up-according to Systenf? That you
were the only possible choice- according to Systen?" "Ch, | doubt that."
Cedric chuckled dryly. "I think I know now who was really pulling the strings.
t hough. Wel|. He held out a hand. "Good night, er, Dad?" "'Ni ght, son,"
Abel said. "See you in the norninlg."

-Yeah." "Gve Alya ny love." "Not findangle likely! She's got all of mine, and
that's as

much as any woman can handl e." Hubbard Cedric stal ked off into the dark

hunmm ng contentedly. and no doubt wearing that stupid mn again.



Post scri pt

YES, VIRGPGA, THERE is a superstring theory. In fact there are several, and

t hey di sagree on how many di nensions there really are-1 w sh the physicists
woul d get their facts straight so | could know what |'mtw sting.

Neverthel ess, if you want to buy a transnensor, | suggest you check wth your

| ocal hyperdrive deal er

There are string theories in cosnmology, too, but they're different. That's one
type of string | didn't nmanage to weave into the story.

e environnental stuff, unfortunately, is a lot nore probable. |b2gan this book
in 1987, which turned out to be the warmest year on record, and noved the
probl em of atnospheric degradation out of the SF ghetto into the popul ar

press. I"'mwiting these final lines near the end of 1988, which is going to
be either the warnmest or second warmest. By the tine you read this, we'll know
about 1989. I'mvery glad I'll not be around to know 2050.

And wi thout a transnensor, there's no way out.
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: © BALLANTINE MAIL SALES

--DDept. TA, 201 E. 50th St., New York, N.Y. 10022

Pl ease send nme the BALLANTINE or DEL REY BOOKS | have checked above@!| am
enclosing$ ............ .. (add Soo per copy to cover postage and handling).
Send check or nmoney order - no cash or C O D.'s please. Prices and nunbers are
subj ect to change w thout notice. Valid in U.S. only.

Nanme -

a Address

Gty State _ Zip Code



