THE SYMBIOTES

A symbiotic relationship is fine for the symbiotes.
But when they become parasites. . . !
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Trigger had been shopping a Wehd|'s that morning, winding up with lunch on one of the store's
terrace restaurants. She had finished, lit a Twirpy, and was smoking it contemplatively when atiny
agitated-sounding voice spoke to her.

"Good lady," it said, "you have akind face! I'm a helpless fugitive and an enemy islooking for me.
Would you let me hidein your handbag un-til he goes away?"

The words seemed to have come from the surface of the table. Some-one'sideaof ajoke. . .
Trigger let the Twirpy drop from her fingersto the disposa disk and looked casualy around, expecting to
discover an ac-quaintance. People sat at tables here and there about the terrace, but no onewas at all
near her. And she saw no one she knew.

"Good lady, please! Thereisn't much time!”

She shrugged. Why not go dong with the humorist?

"Where areyou?"' she asked, in aconspiratoridly low tone. "I don't seeyou.”

"Between thelarge blue uteng| and the smaler white one. | don't dare show mysdlf. The abominable
Blethro wasn't far behind me!™

Trigger glanced at the blue pitcher on the table, moved it afew inches back from asquare white
sandwich warmer. Her eyeswidened briefly. Then she laughed.

One of Wehdl's advertisng stuntsl A manikin, aminiature male figure, crouched beside the pitcher.
Straightened up, it might have reached a height of eight inches. The features were exquisitely mobile and
lifdlike. Blue eyeslooked im-ploringly at her. It wore avelvety purple costume—the finery of an ear-lier
century.

"Youredly arecute, littleman!" shetold it. "A work of art. And just what kind of work of art are
you, eh? Protohom? Robot? Te econtrolled? Do you know?

The doll was shaking its head vio-lently. "No, no!" it said. "Please! I'm ashuman asyou are. Help me
hide before Blethro finds me, and. I'll ex-plain everything."

Her reactions were being re-corded, of course. Well, she wouldn't mind playing their game for a
minute or two.

"A jokesajoke, midget," shere-marked, drawing up her eyebrows. "But dipping you into my bag
just might be construed as shoplifting. Do you redize you probably cost agood deal morethan | makein
ayear?'

"They said no onewould beieve me," thedall told her. Tearsin thetiny eyes? Shefdt Sartled. "I'm
from aworld you've never heard about. Our size was reduced geneti-cally. Blethro had three of usina
box in hisaircar. We agreed to at-tempt to escape the next time he opened the car door ..."

Trigger glanced about. Halfway acrossthe terrace, aman stood star-ing in her direction. She shifted
the blue pitcher dightly to give the doll better cover. "Where are the other two?' she asked.

"Blethro seized them before they could get out of the car. If I'm to find help for them, | must get awvay
firs. But you believe I'm atoy! So |[—"

And now the man was coming purposefully along the aidestoward Trigger'stable. She cupped a
light hand over the doll asit began to straighten up. "Wait amoment!™ she muttered. "Does your
abominable Blethro sport agreat yelow mous-tache?!

"Yed Is—'

Trigger swung her handbag around behind the pitcher, snapped it open, blocking the man'sline of



view. "Blethro seemsto have spotted you," she whispered. "Keep down and pop insde the bag! Were
leav-ing."

Bag dung from her shoulder, she set off quickly toward the nearest door leading from the terrace.
Glancing back, she saw the man with the jutting yellow moustache lengthen his stride. But he checked at
the table where she'd been Sitting, hastily moved afew articles about and lifted the top off the sandwich
warmer. Trigger hurried on, not quite running now.

A smadl sign on the door read We-hall Employees Only. She looked back. Blethro was hurrying, too,
not far behind her. She pushed through the door, sprinted along the empty white hallway beyond it. After
some seconds, she heard ayell and his footsteps pounding in hot pursuit.

The hdl ended where another one crossed it. Blank walls, and nobody in sight. Left or right? Trigger
ran up the branch on theright, turned an-other corner—there at last was a door!

A locked door, she discovered in-stants later. Blind aley! Blethro came rushing around the corner,
dowed as he saw her. He smiled then, walked unhurriedly toward her.

"End of theline, eh?" he said, breathing heavily. "Now let's see what you havein that bag!”

"Why?" Trigger asked, dipping the bag from her shoulder.

Blethro grinned. "Why? Why were you running?"

"That'smy business,” Trigger told him. "Perhaps| felt | needed the ex-ercise. Unlessyou're
something like a police officer—and can prove it—you'd be well advised to leave me adone! | can make
very serioustroublefor you."

Thethreat didn't seem to alarm Blethro, who was large and muscu-lar. He continued to grin through
his moustache as he came up. "Wdll, perhaps I'm aWehdl detective.”

"Provethat!"

"I don't think I'll bother." He held his hand out, the grin fading. "The bag! Fast!"

Trigger swung away from him. He made aquick grab for her. Shelet the bag dideto thefloor,
caught the grabbing arm with both hands, mov-ing solidly back into Blethro, bent and hauled forward. He
flew over her head, smacked against the locked door with satisfying force, landed on the floor more or
less on his shoulders, made an unpleasant comment and rolled back up on hisfeet, face very red and
agry.

Then he saw the handbag standing open on the floor beside Trigger and agun pointed at him. It
wasn't alarge gun, but its appearance was deek and deadly; and it was held by avery steady hand.

Blethro scowled uncertainly. "Here—wait aminute!”

"l hate arguments,” Trigger told him. "And | did warn you. So just go to deep like agood boy now!"

Shefired and Blethro dumped to thefloor. Trigger glanced down. The doll figure was clinging to the
rim of the handbag, peering a her with wide eyes. "Did Blethro have friends with him?' she asked.

"No. He came aonein the car. But held indicated he was to meet someone here”

Trigger considered, nodded. "WEell put thisaway again." She dipped the gun into a cosmetics purse
sheld been holding in her left hand, closed the purse and placed it in the bag. Then she knelt beside
Blethro, began going quickly through his pockets.

"Ishe dead?' the small voicein-quired from behind her.

"Not dead, midget! Nor injured. But it'll be an hour or two before he wakes up. Good thing | nailed
him firs—he carriesagun. What's your name, by the way? Mines Trigger."

"My name's Salgol. What are you doing?”

"Something dightly illegdl, I'm afraid. Borrowing Blethro's car keys—and herethey arel” Trigger
graightened up. "Now let'sarrange thisalittle differently.” She picked up Sagol, eased him into her
blazer pocket. "Y ou stay down in there when there's anyone around. Blethro left his car and the box with
your friendsinit on alot next to the restaurant terrace?'

"y es"

"Fine" Trigger said. Y ou point the car out to me when we get there. Then well al go somewhere
safe, and you'l tell me what thisis about so we can figure out what to do.”

"Thank you, Trigger!" Salgol piped from her pocket. "1 did well to trust you. | didn't have much hope
for Smee and Runderin, or even for mysdf.”



"Well, we may not be out of trouble yet! Well see” Trigger snapped the bag shut, dung it from her
shoulder. "Let's go before some-one happens by here! Ready?'

"Ready." Salgol dipped down out of sght.

A few people glanced curioudy at Trigger as she came back out on the restaurant terrace.
Apparently they'd redized something was going on be-tween her and Blethro, and were wondering what
it had been about. She thought it shouldn't matter. Ev-eryone having lunch here would have finished and
|eft before Blethro regained his senses. She sauntered across the terrace, went along a pas-sage to the
parking lot, stopped at the entrance. There was no attendant in sight at the moment. She waited until a
couplewho'd just got out of their car went past her. All clear now . . .

"Sdgol?

She could bardly hear his muffled reply from the pocket.

"Takealook around!" shetold him quietly. "Werethere."

Sagol stuck hishead out and identified Blethro's aircar as one of those standing against the parapet
on the Street side of the parking lot—the seventh from the left. Then he dis-gppeared again until Trigger
had un-locked the car door, stepped inside and |ocked the door behind her.

The car was of afixed-canopy, one-way-view type. Trigger didn't take off immediately. The box in
which Salgol's companions were confined stood on a back seat, and she wanted to make sure they were
in there. She worked the latches off it and opened the top.

They were there—two tiny, charm-ing females in costume dresses which matched Salgol's outfit.
They stared gpprehensively up at her. Shelifted Salgal into the box and he spoke afew uninteligible
lilting sentences to them. Then they were beaming at Trigger, though they said nothing. Apparently they
didn't know Trans-linque. She smiled back, |eft the box open, sat down at the controls and took the car
upintotheair.

The hotel room ComWeb chimed, and Trigger switched it on. Telzey'simage appeared on the
screen.

"I came home just now and got your message,” Telzey said. "I'm sorry therewasadday.” Her gaze
shifted around the room. "Where are you?"'

"Hotel room."

"Why?"

"Seems better to keep away from the apartment just now."

Telzey'seyebrowslifted. "Trouble?!

"Not yet. But theré's more than likely to be! | ran into something un-usual, and it's aticklish matter.
Can you come over?

"As soon asyou tel mewhereyou are.”

Trigger told her, and Telzey switched off, saying she was on her way.

Therewasaworld called Mardl ...

Trigger said, "The Old Territory people who set up the genetic min-iaturization project did it because
they thought it had been proved thered be a permanent shortage of habitable planets around. So that sets
it back about eleven hundred years, when they'd begun to get range but didn't yet know where and how
to look."

They'd discovered Marell, which seemed eminently habitable, and de-cided to populate it with a
human strain reduced in size to the point where avast number could be sup-ported by the planet without
crowd-ing it. A gaff of scientists and tech-nicians of norma size accompanied the miniature colony to see
it safely through any early problems.

On Marell, aplague put an abrupt end to the project before it could get under way. It wiped out the
super-visory staff and more than hdf of the small people; and no Old Territory ship touched on the planet
again. The survivors were left to their own resources, which were dender enough. They came closeto



extermi-nation but recovered, began to devel op atechnology, and in the course of the following centuries
spread out until they'd made asizable part of Marell their own.

"Steam and electricity,” said Trig-ger. "They'd got up to that, but not beyond it. One group knew
what ac-tually had happened on Marell, but they kept their records a secret. Some others had legends
that they were descendants of Giants who flew through space and that kind of thing. Not many believed
the legends. Then the Hub ship came.”

It had been asurveyor ship. It moved about in Mardll's skies for weeks before coming down to take
samples of the surface. It also took a section of aMarell town on board, along with about a hundred of
itsin-habitants. Theniit left.

"When wasthat?' Telzey asked.

"Salgol was one of thefirst group they picked up, and he was the equivaent of even standard years
old a thetime," said Trigger. "That makesit fifteen sandard years ago.”

"Most of the people they took with them then died," Salgol told Telzey. "They didn't treat us badly
but they gave us bad diseases. They found out what to do about the dis-eases, and taught Trandingueto
those of uswho wereleft, and some of the Giants learned one of our main languages.”

Tezey nodded. "And then?'

"We went back to Marell. They knew we had an eectrica communi-cation system. They used it.”

The Hub ship issued orders. Geo-logicaly, Mardl was arich world, and the Hub men wanted the
choic-est of itstreasures. They were taking what was immediately on hand, and thereafter the Marells
would work to provide them with more. Quotas were set. The ship would return each year to gather up
what had been col-lected.

"How many Mardlswere there now?" Telzey asked.

Sdgol shook hishead. "That isn't definitely known. But when | wasthereladt, | wastold there might
be sixty million of the people.”

"So, even with limited equipment, it adds up to avery large annua haul of precious stones and
metals"

"Yes, lady, it has™ said Sdgol.

"And you don't have wegpons againgt space armor.”

"No. The people do have weap-ons, of course, and good ones. There are huge animals there—huge
aswe see them—and some are till very dangerous. And the nations have fought among themselves,
though not since the ship came. But they aren't like your wegpons. One town turned its cannon on the
Giants when they cametto collect. The Gi-ants weren't hurt, but they burned the town with everyonein
it

Trigger said, "Besdes, there were threats. The Mardls were told they'd better be thankful for the
current ar-rangement and do what they could to keep it going. If the Hub govern-ment ever learned
about them, the whole planet would be occupied, and any surviving Marells would be davesforever.”

"Didyou bdievethat?' Telzey asked Sdgol.

"l wasn't sure, lady. The Hub people I've met before today might do it, if they saw enough advantage
init. Perhgps you had avery bad government.”

"Then why did you run away from Blethro? Wasn't that endangering your world, asfar asyou
knew?'

Sdgal glanced a his companions. "There's aworse thing beginning now," he said. "Those they took
away before were to become inter-preters like mysdlf, or to provide some speciad information. But now
they plan to collect the most physi-cally perfect among our young people and sell them in the Hub like
animd pets. | felt | had to take the chance to find out whether there weren't some of you who would try
to prevent it. | thought there must be, since you don't seem redlly dif-ferent from us except for your size."

Telzey said after amoment, "They'd risk poiling the present setup with something like that?"

"It wouldn't spail it, Telzey," Trig-ger said. "Blethro was acting as mid-dleman. He wasto make a
contact today to sl the idea, with Runderin and Smee as samples and Sdgal fill-ingin astheir male
counterpart. If the dedl went over, the merchandise would get amnesia treatment and be taught
Trandingue before delivery to the distributor. They'd be sold un-dercover as a protohom android



spe-cidity. They'd think it'swhat they were, and | doubt it would be pos-sible to disproveit biologicaly.
They'd be dead in ten years, before they could begin to show significant Signs of aging. They wereto be
treated for that, too."

Telzey remarked, "Deve oping self-aware intelligence in protohom productsisillegd, of course.”

"Of course. But if the results could be made to look like those two, somebody would find it
profiteble.”

Telzey regarded the tiny ladies with their beautiful faces, € aborate coiffures and costumes. They gave
her anxious smiles. Replaceable erot-ic toys. Y es, the exploiters of Marell might have hit on aquite
profitable Sdeline.

Shesaid to Sdgal, "Could you tel someone how to get to Mardll?'

He shook hishead. "Lady, no. I'vetried to find out. But the Hub men were careful not to let me have
such information, and the peopl€e's astron-omy isn't advanced enough to estab-lish agaactic reference.
All'I can say isthat it took the ships on which I've been three months to make the trip in either direction.”

Trigger closed the door to the suite's bedroom, where the Marells had returned to their box. "Well?
shesaid. "How doesit check out telepathically?’

"They are human,” Telzey said. "Allowing for their backgrounds, they can't be distinguished mentaly
from Hub humans. Salgol's near ge-nius grade. It'saticklish Situation, al right. How long'sit been since
Blethro might have come awake?'

"Not much more than an hour.”

"How well are you covered?' Trigger shrugged. "Blethro can give them my description, of course. |
dumped his car, taxied back to where I'd left mine, |eft that in aga-rage, and taxied here. | redly didn't
leave much of atrail.”

"No. But well assume Blethro contacted his principas a once. That's obvioudy abig outfit with
plenty of money. And the matter's important to them. Y ou could upset their entire Marell operation and
land them in serioustrouble. They're probably looking hard for you."

Trigger nodded. "They'd try for aquick pick-up first. | figured our best chanceto get aline on them
would be while they're ill looking for me. In fact, it might be the only redl chance for acentury to find
out where Maredll is. If they can't |locate me and those three, they could dis-solve the project and wipe out
the evidence, and they probably will."

"Where do you want to take this?' Telzey said.

"Psychology Service, top leve.”

"That seemsthe best move. Why didn't you go directly to their city center?”

"Because | didn't want to have it fumbled by some underling,” Trig-ger said. "I don't know the locd
Ser-vice group. You do."

"All right." Telzey looked at the room ComWeb. "Better not usethat. I'll call the center from apublic
booth. They should have an escort here for you and the Marellsin min-utes.”

Sheleft. Trigger returned to the bedroom, told Salgol what they in-tended. He was explaining the
Stu-ation to the other two while she closed and latched the box. She put on her blazer, glanced at her
watch, sat down to wait.

Some three minutes later, she heard the faintest of clicks. It might have come from the other room.
Trigger picked up the gun she'd left lying on the table beside her, stood up quietly, and listened. There
were no further sounds. She started mov-ing cautioudy toward the door.

Theair about her seemed to sway up and down, like great silent waveslifting and faling. Trigger
sumbled forward into the waves, felt hersalf snk far down in them and drown.

1
"How do you fed?" avoice was saying; and Trigger realized her eyes were open. She looked at the

speaker, and glanced around.
She was Sitting in acushiony deep chair; there was abelt around her waist, and her hands were



fastened to the belt on either Sde. Therewas atick in her right eyelid. Other nerves jerked noticeably
here and there. The man who'd addressed her stood afew feet away. Another man, who wore a
gold-trimmed blue uni-form, sat a an instrument console farther up in the compartment. Hed swung
around in his chair to look at her. Thiswas a spaceyacht; and that splendid globe of magentafirein the
screen might be a sun sheld seen be-fore.

"Nervesjumping,” she said in re-ply to the question. She ran thetip of her tongue over her lips. "And
thirgty. Thisisthe Rasolmen System?’

The uniformed man laughed and turned back to the console. The other one smiled. "Good guess,
Miss Argee! You'reobvioudy awake at last. Y ou had meworried for awhilel™

"I did?' Trigger said. HE shoved back the flap of hisjacket as he spoke, and she had aglimpse of a
gun fastened to his belt.

"It was that knockout method we used on you," he explained. "It's one of the safest known, but in
about one out of every three hundred cases, you can run into side effects. Y ou happen to be that kind of
case. Frankly, there were a couple of times| wasn't too sure you mightn't be going into fatal convulsions!
But you should be dl right now." He added, "My name is Wrann. Detec-tive by profession. I'm the man
re-spong ble for picking you up—aso for ddivering you in good condition to my employer. Y oull
understand my concern.”

"Yes, | do,” Trigger sad. "How did you find me so quickly?"

He smiled. "Good organization—and exceptionally good luck! We had your description; and you'd
been lunching a Wehall's. There was a chance you were among the store's listed customers. Weran
your description againg the list in the Wehadl computer and had adefinite identificationinnotimeat dl."

" thought that list was highly con-fidentia,” said Trigger.

Wrann looked somewhat smug. *Few things remain confidentia when you come up with enough
money. Y ou were expensive, but I'd been told to find you and a certain box, and find both fast, and
ignore the cost. Weld thrown in asmall army of professionds; but, asit turned out, you'd selected one of
thefirgt hotelswe hit with your pictures and name. The name was no help. The pictureswere. That
identi-fication came high, and the suite keys higher, but we got both. We were taking you out of there
minutes|ater.”

"What was hotdl security doing dl thet time?"

Wrann grinned. "L ooking the other way. Amazing, isn't it, in afine establishment like that? Enough
money usudly doesit. Y ou were very expensive, Miss Argee. But my employer hasn't complained. And
now we've dmost reached our destina-tion. Fedl able to walk?'

Trigger moved her elbows. "If youll take thisthing off me.”

"Inamoment.”" The detective helped her stand up, nodded at a passage behind them. "We had a
comfortablelittle cell ready for you, but | was keeping you up front aslong as you were in trouble and
con-ceivably could need emergency trestment to pull you through. Y ou'l find drinking water inthe cdll. If
you'll do methe favor, you might straighten yourself out a bit then, be-fore | hand you over a the satellite.
Y ou look rather rumpled.”

She nodded. "All right. Did you bring dong my makeup kit?"

"I brought along whatever you had at the hotel,” Wrann said. "But | wastold to keep your property
to-gether. Youll find akit in the cdl.”

There were two barred cdlls then, facing each other at the end of the passage. Trigger stopped short
when she saw who was in one of them. Wrann chuckled.

"Surprise, eh?' hesaid. "My em-ployer also wantsto see Mr. Blethro. Mr. Blethro was reluctant to
makethetrip. But hereheis."

He unlocked the door to the other cell and did it back, while Blethro stared coldly at Trigger. Wrann
mo-tioned her in, shut the door and locked it. "Now, if you'll back up to the bars—"

Trigger moved up to the door, and Wrann reached through the bars, un-fastened the belt from
around her waist and freed her wrigts. "'If you need anything, cal out,” he said. "Otherwise I'll be back
after we've docked." He went off down the pas-sage to the front of the yacht. Trigger drank acup of
water thoughtfully, returned to the cell door. Blethro sat on achair, moody regard fixed on thefloor. The



yellow moustache drooped. She heard Wrann say something to the pilot in the forward compartment.
The pilot laughed.

"Blethro!" Trigger said softly. Blethro gave her abrief, unpleas-ant glance, resumed his sudy of the
floor.

Trigger sad, "Areyou in trouble with whoever it iswe're being taken to see?'

Blethro growled something impo-lite.

"Itismy business" Trigger said. "I know how we can get out of this. Both of us.”

Helifted his head, moustache twitching with sudden interest. "How?"

"Y ou heard what Wrann said about that knockout stuff they used on me?"

"Someof it," Blethro acknowl-edged. "I heard you earlier.”

"Oh? What were the sound ef-fects?"

Blethro considered, watching her. " Someone choking to death. Gasps—hoarse! Groaning, too."

"Finel" said Trigger. "And I'll now have some dandy convulsionsright herein thiscell. Assoon as|
gart, yel for Wrann. If | can get hisgun and keys, well go after the pilot next.”

Blethro stared at her amoment longer, grinned abruptly.

"Why not?' he said. "I've become inconvenient to them—I've got noth-ing to lose.” He stood up,
came over to the bars of hiscell. "Y ou might even do it! But you'd better be quick. Wrann'satough
boy—tougher than he looks.”

Trigger raked fingernails down the side of her face and dropped to the floor. Blethro bellowed,
"Wrann! Better have alook at that girl! She'sthrowing afit or something!"”

Footsteps pounded a ong the pas-sage before he finished. Trigger, con-torting, eyes drawn wide,
clutching her throat, breath rasping, heard Wrann's shocked curse. Then the barsrattled as the cell door
did open. Wrann came down on his knees beside her, reaching for an in-ner coat pocket.

Trigger's right hand speared stiffly into histhroat. Wrann's head jerked back. She turned up on her
left el-bow, dashed her hand edge across the bridge of hisnose, saw his eyes glaze, gripped hishead in
both hands, hauled him down across her and rammed his skull againgt the floor. Wrann made agurgling
sound.

Stunned but not out. His gun firs—and she had it, hearing the pi-lot call, "Need some help back
there, Wrann?' and Blethro's, "Naw—he's handling her dl right!" as she squirmed out from under
Wrann'sweight and got to her knees. Wrann clamped a hand around her ankle then, pushing himsalf up
from the floor; and she twisted around and laid the gun barrel dong the side of his head. That was enough
for Wrann. He dropped back, face down; and Trigger came to her feet.

She went quickly over to the cell door, Blethro watching in silence. Wrann's key wasin the lock.
Trigger took it out, glanced along the pas-sage. She couldn't see the pilot from the door; but he could see
the pas-sage and anyonein it if he was at the console and happened to look around. She whispered,
"Catch!" and Blethro nodded quickly and comprehendingly and put abig cup-ped hand out between the
bars. She tossed the key over to him. He caught it. A moment later, he had his cell door unlocked and
drew it caurtioudy open far enough to et him through.

They dipped out into the passage together. The pilot sat at his console, back turned toward them.
Blethro muttered, "Better let me take the gun!”

"I can handleit." Trigger eased off the gun's safety, indicated Wrann. "Lock himinif you candoiit
quietly. But wait till I'min the con-trol section!”

She sarted off down the passage without waiting for his reply. She wasn't exactly trusting Blethro.
Her own gun would have been prefer-able, but if her luck held, shooting wouldn't be necessary anyway.
The magentasun was diding upward out of the yacht's screen; the pilot was using hisinstruments. She
came up steedily behind him.

He reached out, pulled over ale-ver, then leaned back in his chair and stretched. "Wrann?' he called
lazily. He turned, beginning to get out of the chair, saw Trigger ten feet awvay, gun pointed. He stared.

"Get up dowly!" shetold him. "That'sright. Now keep your hands up and go over to thewall."

She knew Blethro had entered the compartment; now he cameinto view on her right. He grinned. "I'll



check him."

The pilot shook his head, began to laugh. "Damndest thing I've seeninawhile! Awake five minutes,
and you amost had the ship!”

"Almogt?’ sad Trigger.

"L ook at the screen.”

Shelooked. The screen was blank. " Ship power went off just now,” the pilot explained. "We're
riding abeam.”

Trigger sad, "Check him out, Blethro!" Then, some moments later: "Where'syour gun? Y ou're
bound to have one."

The pilot shrugged. "Y ou're wel-cometo it! That drawer over there"

Blethro jerked open the drawer, took out the gun. "Now," Trigger said, "we have two guns on you,
and werein abad jam. Don't befoolish! Sit down at the console, switch ship power back on and break
usout of that beam. And don't tell meyou can't do it!"

"l amteling you that." The pilot settled himself in the control chair. "I'll go through any motionsyou
like. Nothing will happen. Y ou can check for yoursdlf. The people here don't want anyone barging in on
them under power, s0 the satellite's overriding my console now, and well stay on their beam till it docks
us. Sorry, but thissmply hasn't done you any good!”

After aminute or two, it became evident that he'd told the truth. Blethro had begun to swest. Trigger
said, "How long before we dock?"

The pilot looked at a chronometer. " Should be another Six minutes.”

"Wrann brought a handbag of mine on board along with abox. Where did he put the bag?'

"There's abulkhead cabinet beside the passage entry,” the pilot told her. "It'snot locked. The bag'sin
there”

"All right,” Trigger said. "Get out of the chair. Blethro, put on hisuni-form. Hurry! If he'sgot acap,
put that on, too. I'll get my gun.”

The pilot climbed out of the chair. Blethro frowned. "What'll that do for us?”

"Wedock," Trigger said. "We come out. For amoment anyway, they may think yourethe pilot. I'm
aprisoner. Well have three guns. We may be able to knock out the override controls and take off
agan."

The pilot shook his head. "That won't do you any good either.”

Blethro grimaced, baring histeeth. "It can't hurt! They're dumping me, friend!" He jerked hisgun.
"Theuniform off! Fast!"

Therewasafant hissng sound.

Startled, Trigger looked around. Sudden scent of not-quite-perfume. -Oh, no! Not again!

The pilot spread his hands, dmost apologeticaly. "They don't take chances! We might aswell Sit
down."

Hedid. Blethro was staggering backwards; the gun fell from his hand. Tugger stood braced for an
in-stant againgt the armrest of the con-trol chair, felt herself dide down be-sideit, while the pilot's voice
seemed to go on, drawing dowly off into distance: . . . toldyou.. . . it...would ...do...no..."

vV

Again she came awake.

Thiswasagradua process at first: the expanding half-awareness of awakening—awell-rested,
comfort-able feding. But then came sudden knowledge of being in adangerous Situation. Therewasa
shied which guarded her mind, and that now had drawn tight asif it sensed something it didn't like. Full
recollection re-turned as she opened her eyes.

Shewasin aday-bright room of medium size with colored crystal wals, unfurnished except for a
carpet and the couch on which shelay. The day-brightness wasn't the naturd kind; the room had no
windows or viewscreens. There was one rather small square scarlet door which was closed. Theroom
was slent aside from the minor sounds made by her own motions and breething. She wasn't wearing the



clothes she'd had on but a short-deeved swesater of soft gray material, and dacks of the same ma-terial
which ended in comfortably fitting boots.

Probably, though not necessarily, she was on the solar satellite which had hauled in the unpowered
yacht with its unconscious pilot and passengers. Ra-solmen was an open system. It had no planets and
very little space debris. It did have, however, a sizable human population whose satdllites circled the
magnificent sun along their charted courses, as occasiond retreats or per-manent residences of people
who liked and could afford that style of liv-ing. Large yachts sometimes joined them for afew weeksor a
year. There was dmost no commercid shipping in the system beyond that which tended to the
requirements of the satellite dwellers.

If the purpose had been only to si-lence her, it would have been sm-pler to kill her than to bring her
here. So they must want to find out how much she'd learned about their operation, and whether shed
talked to others before she was caught.

It seemed adecidedly sticky Stu-ation, but she wasn't improving it by lying where she was until
someone came to get her. Trigger got off the couch and went over to the scarlet door. Therewasa
handle. She turned it, and the door swung open into adark corridor with walls and floor of polished gray
mineral in which there wereflickering glitters. She moved out into the corridor.

Not many yards away, the corridor opened on aroom which seemed to be of considerable size.
Through the room poured ariver of soundlessfires, cascading down through the air, vanishing into the
carpeting.

Trigger stood watching the phe-nomenon. Its colors changed, some-times gradudly, sometimesin
quick ripplesand swirls, shifting from yd-low through pink and green to sap-phire blue or therich
magenta blaze of the Rasolmen sun. No suggestion of heeat or cold came from the room, no crackle of
energy. It seemed sm-ply avisua display.

She started cautiously toward the room. There was no other way to go; the corridor ended beside
the door through which shed come. Imme-diately, the flow shifted direction, surged toward her and
became afiery wal, barring her from the room.

Lesssure now that it was only adis-play, Trigger waited, ready to retreat through the door. But
when nothing more happened, she moved forward again. Again the phenomenon re-sponded. It blurred,
reformed as avor-tex, lines of dazzling color spiraling swiftly inward to acentra point which seemed to
recede farther from her with every step shetook. Trigger shook her head irritably. There was astrong
hypnotic effect to that whirling mass of light. For amoment, sheld cometo astop, saring into it, her
pur-pose beginning to fade from her mind. But warned now, she went on.

And the vortex in turn drew back, away from her, freeing the entry to the room. Once more it
changed, became the descending river of fireit had first appeared to be. Faces and shapes came
sweeping down with the flow, sometimes seen digtinctly, sometimes only asdim outlineswithinit. They
whipped past, now beautiful, now horrible, growing more menacing as Trigger came closer. Then another
abrupt blurring; and what took form was a squat anthropoid demon, mot-tled and hairless, with narrow
pointed ears, standing in the room. He wasn't astall as Trigger, but he seemed al-most as broad ashe
wastdl; and hisdanted cat eyes were fixed avidly on her. Theimage was redistic enough to give her a
gart of fright and revulsion. Then, as she reached the room, it sm-ply vanished. Therewasamusica
giggleon her right.

"You're hard to scare, Trigger!"

"Why were you trying to scare me?" Trigger asked.

"Oh, jugt for fun!"

She might be twelve or thirteen yearsold. A dender, beautiful child with long blond hair and laughing
blue eyes. She closed the instrument sheld been operating, an instrument about which Trigger hadn't been
able to make out much except that it seemed to have multiple keyboards.

"I'm Perr Hasta," she announced. "They told me to watch you until you woke up, and I've been
watching a-most an hour and you were till just lying there, and it was sort of boring. So | started playing
with my image-maker, and then you did wake up, and | wanted to seeif | could scare you. Did 17?7

"For amoment a the end,” Trig-ger admitted. ™Y ou have quite an imagination!”



Perr Hasta seemed to find that amusing. She chuckled.

"By theway," Trigger went on, "who are 'they'?"

"They're Tora and Attuk," said Pen Hasta. "And don't ask me next who Torai and Attuk are
because | told them when you woke up, and I'm to take you to see them now. They can tell you."

"Do you live here on the satel-lite?" Trigger asked asthey started toward a doorway.

"How do you know you're on the satellite?' Pen said. "That was hours ago they brought you there.
They could have taken you somewhere €l se afterwards.”

"Yes, | suppose so.”

Pen amiled. "Wéll, you are dill on the satdllite. But don't think you can make me take you to a boat
lock. Toral iswatching you now, and wed just run into force screens somewhere. She's anxiousto talk
toyou."

"I wouldn't want to disappoint her," Trigger said.

Attuk was arather large, healthy-looking man with squared features and a quite bald head, who
dressed with casud eegance and gave the impression of enjoying life thoroughly. Tora appeared past
middle age—a brown-skinned woman with a handsome face and fine dark eyes. Her clothes and hair
syle were se-vere, but her long fingers glittered with numerous rings. Something or-nate, which might
have been amusi-cal insrument in the genera class of aflute; or perhaps afunctional com-puter control
rod, hung by asatin strap from her belt. Trigger decided it was a computer control rod.

A place had been et for Trigger at asmall table near the center of the room, and refreshments put
out—ifruit, achilled soup, avariety of breads, two loaves of meat. The utensilsincluded a sizable carving
knife

The othersweren't eating. They sat in chairs around the wide green and gold room, which had a
number of doors and passages leading fromit. Toral was closest to Trigger, somefifteen feet away and a
little to Trig-ger's |eft. Pen Hasta, beyond Toral, had tilted her chair back against the wall, feet supported
by one of the rungs. Attuk was farthest, on Trig-ger'sright, beside a picture window with an animated
seascape a which he gazed when he wasn't watching Trigger.

"l had theimpression,” Torai reemarked, "that you recognized me as soon as you saw me."

Trigger nodded. "Torai Sebaoun. I've seen pictures of you. I've heard you're one of the wedlthiest
women on Orado.”

"No doubt | am,” Toral said. "And Attuk and Pen Hasta are my associatesin the Sebaloun
enter-prises, though the fact isn't generdly known."

"l see" Trigger diced adiver of mest from one of theloaves and nib-bled at it.

"Y ou created something of a problem for us, you know,” Tora went on. "Infact, it seemed at first
that it might turn into adecidedly se-rious problem. But we moved in time, and had some good fortunein
those critical first few hours besides. Y ou've talked freely meanwhile and told us what we needed to
know. Y ou don't remember that, of course, because at the time you weren't aware of doing it. At any
rate, there's nothing to point to us now—not even for the Psychology Servicesinvesti-gators.”

Trigger said, "I've seen something of the Service's methods of investiga-tion. Perhaps you shouldn't
fed too sure of yoursdf."

Attuk grunted. "I must agree with our guest on that point!”

"No,"” Tora sad. "Wereredly quite safe.” She smiled at Trigger. "Attuk favors having Telzey
Amberdon picked up, to find out what she can tell us about the Service's search for you. But we aren't
goingtotryit."

"It would be asensible pre-caution,” Attuk observed, looking out at the restlesdy stirring sea-scape.
"We could have anew merce-nary group hired, with the usua safeguards, to do thejob. If anything went
wrong, we gtill wouldn't bein-volved.”

Tora said dryly, "I'd be more con-cerned if nothing went wrong and she were ddivered safely to our
pri-vate place!" Shelooked at Trigger. "We obtained adossier on Amberdon, aswe previoudy had on
you. What we found in it hardly seemed disturbing. But what you've told us about her isa different
matter. It ap-pearsit would be a serious mistake to try to maintain control over a per-son of that kind."

Attuk made adisparaging gesture. "A mind reader, aps! They can be handled. I've doneit before.”



"Well, you are not having that particular mind reader brought to the satellite for handling!” Torai told
him. "The information we might get from her isn't worth the risk. She can't harm us aslong aswe keep
well away from her. My decison on that isfind. To get back to you, Trigger. Y our interference made it
necessary to terminate the very lucrative Marell operation a once. Now that it's known such aworld
exigs, we can't afford to retain any connectionswith it.”

Trigger said evenly, "I'm glad about that part, at least! Y ou three have al the money you can use.

Y ou had no possible excuse for exploiting the Mardlls. They're as human asyou are.”

They stared at her amoment. Then Attuk grinned and Pen Hasta chortled glesfully.

"That's where you're mistaken,” said Torai Sebaoun.

Trigger shook her head. "I don't think s0."

"Oh, but truly you are! The Mardlls may be human enough. We aren't.”

The statement was made so cas-udly that for amoment it seemed to have dmost no meaning. Then
there was a crawling between Trigger's shoulder blades. Shelooked at the smiling facesin turn. "Then
what are you?' she asked.

Torai said, "It may sound strange, but | don't know what | am. My memory never goes back more
than fifty or sixty years. The past fades out behind me. | keep permanent records to inform me of past
things | should know about but have forgot-ten. And even the earliest of those records show that | didn't
know then what | was. | may have forgotten that very long ago." She looked over at Attuk. "Attuk isn't
what | am, and neither is Pen Hasta. And neither of them iswhat the other is. But cer-tainly none of usis
humen.”

She paused, perhaps expectantly. But then, when Trigger remained si-lent, she went on. "It shouldn't
be surprising, redly. A vast culture like this one touches thousands of other worlds, often without
discovering much about them. And it derts and attracts other beings who can live comfortably on its
riches without re-vealing themsalves. An obvious form of concedlment, of course, isto adopt or imitate
the human form. With intelligence and experience and sufficiently long lives, such in-truderscan learnin
time to make more effective use of the human cul-ture than most humans ever do."

Trigger cleared her throat, then:

"There's something about this," she remarked, "that doesn't fit what you'retelling me."

"Oh?' Tora said. "What isit?"

"Tora Sebaloun hersdlf. The Se-baloun family goes back for genera-tions. It was agreat financia
house when the War Centuries ended. It's less prominent now, of course, but Torai must have been born
nor-mally. Her identification patterns must be on record. She must have grown up normadly. Wherea
mem-ber of the Sebaloun family was involved, nothing else could possibly have escaped attention. So
how could she be a the same time along-lived aien who doesn't remember what it redly is?*

Tora said, "You'reright in assum-ing that Toral Seba oun was born and matured normdly. | sought
her out when she was eighteen years old. I'd been watching her for some time. She was a beautiful
woman, in per-fect hedlth, intelligent aswere dmost al members of the Sebaoun line, and wedthy in her
own right, not to mention her family's great wedth. So | became Torai Sebaoun.”

"How?"

"| transferred my personality to her. The body I'd been using pre-vioudly died. | forced out Torai's
persondlity. | acquired her body, her brain and nervous system, with its established habit patterns and
memories. | was Toral Sebaloun then, and | let the world grow gradu-ally accustomed to the various
modifications | wanted to makein itsimage of her. There were no problems. There never are.

"That'show | exist. I'm aperson-dity. | take bodies and use them for awhile. Before | discovered
human beings, | was using other bodies. | know that much. And when my host body no longer seems
satisfactory, | start looking around for anew one. I'm very selective about that nowardays, as| can
afford to be! | want only the best.”

She smiled at Trigger. "Of late, I've been looking again. | was on Orado when you took my property
from Blethro. Since hel's shown him-sdlf to be amost capable individud, | was interested in the fact that
you'd been ableto do it. As soon aswe had your name, | was supplied with adossier on you. | found



that even more interesting, though it left anumber of questions unanswered. So | had you brought to our
satellite to make sure of what I'd come across. Y ou've had amedica examination during the past hours,
which confirmsthat you'rein superior physical condi-tion. Our interrogation revesled other excellencies.
Inshort, | find no dis-quaifying flaw inyou.”

Trigger glanced at the other two. They had the expressions of detached-ly interested listeners.

Shetold Tora carefully, "Perhaps you'd better go on looking! There are obvious reasonswhy it
wouldn't be advisablefor you to try to take over my identity.”

"No, | couldn't do that,” Torai agreed. "So thistime well create anew one. Y our appearance will be
surgically dtered. So will your iden-tification patterns. And, of course, | don't intend to give up the
Sebaoun empire. All the necessary arrange-ments were made some while ago. Toral isthelast of her
family, and her sole heiressisayoung protegee to whom the world will be gradudly introduced after
Torai'sdeath. All that remained then was to find the protegee. And now—"

Tora broke off.

Barely fifteen feet between them, Trigger had been thinking. She could be out of her chair and across
that distance in an instant. Attuk sat agood eight yards away. Perr Hasta, relaxed, chair tilted back
againgt thewall, could do nothing to interfere.

Then, with the carving knife held againgt the brown neck of Toral Se-baoun, and Tora hersdf held
clamped back againgt Trigger, they could bargain. Tora wasin charge here; and whether it was insanity
that had been spesking or an entity which, in fact, could make another's body its own, Torai obvioudy
placed ahigh vaue on her life. She could keep it, on Trigger's conditions.

So, as Torai seemed about to con-clude the outline of her plansfor Trigger, Trigger came out of the
chair.

Sheld amost reached Torai when something stopped her. 1t was nei-ther solid barrier nor energy
screen; therewas no jolt, no impact—all shefelt wasits effect. She could come no closer to Toral,
whose face showed startled consternation and who'd raised her hands defensively. In-stead, she was
being forced steadily away. Then she waslifted into the air, held suspended severd feet abovethe
carpet, and something pulled at her right arm, drawing it straight out to the Side. She redlized the pull was
on the blade of the knife she fill held; and shelet go of it, which was preferable to getting her fingers
broken or having her arm hauled out of its socket by what she knew now must be an interacting set of
tractor beams. The knife wasflicked away and dropped lightly to the surface of the little lunch table.

Tora Sebaoun was smiling again. Her hands remained dightly raised, fingers curled, knuckles turned
for-ward, toward Trigger; and al those glittering rings on her fingers clearly had a solid functiona
purpose.

"Quick! Oh, shewas quick!" Perr Hastawas saying ddightedly. ™Y ou wereright about her, Torai!"

"Yes, | wasright." Toral didn't turn her eyesaway from Trigger. "And still shewasamost ableto
take me by surprise! Trigger, it was obvious from what we'd learned about you that a some early
mo-ment you'd try to make me your hos-tage. Well, you'vetried!"

Her fingers shifted. Trigger was carried back across the room, still held clear of the carpet, lowered
and set on the edge of a couch againgt the far wall. The intangible beam com-plex released her suddenly;
and Tora dropped her hands and stood up.

"Thetransfer ismade easier by suitable preparations,” she said, "and they've now begun. It'swhy |
told you what | did. A personality that knows wheat is happening is more readily expelled than onewhich
has remained unaware and unsuspecting until the last moment. Y ou may not yet believeit'sgoing to
happen, but you won't be able to avoid thinking about it; and that's enough to provide a satisfactory level
of uncertainty. Meanwhile, be & liberty to discover how helplessyou are here, in fact, in every way. I'll
be engaged in sengitizing mysdlf to the persond articles | had brought to the satellite with you."

Pen Hasta aso had come to her feet. "Then | can go to Blethro now?”

Tora shrugged. "Why not?"

She turned toward a door. Pen Hasta darted across the room to an-other door, pulled it open and
was gonethrough it. Attuk got out of his chair, glanced at Trigger and smiled lazily as he started toward a



halway.

Somewhat increduloudly, Trigger redlized that they wereleaving her here by hersdlf. She watched
Torai open the door, got abrief glimpse of the room beyond it before Torai shut it again. Attuk had gone
off downthe hall.

Shelooked around. The lunch table was sinking through the richly patterned carpet, accompanied by
the chair she'd used. Both were gone before she could make amove to recover the knife. The seascape
Attuk had studied shut itself off. The chair on which Toral had been stting fol-lowed the example of the
lunch table. The one used by Pert. Hastamoved ten feet out from the wall, did asharp quarter turn to the
left and remained where it was. The green and gold room was rear-ranging itself, now that three of its
four occupants had | eft.

Possibly she didn't rate as an occu-pant of sufficient significance to be considered. Trigger got up
from the couch and started toward the door left open by Pen Hasta. She glanced around as she got
there. The couch had flattened down and was with-drawing into thewall.

From the doorway, she looked out at a vast sweep of wilderness—a plain dotted with sparse
growth, lifting gradualy to a distant mountain range. Somewhat more than a hundred yards away, Pen
Hastawas running lightly toward a great dop-ing boulder. A dark rectangle at the base of the boulder
suggested are-cessed entrance.

Blethro was there? What was this place?

Perr Hasta could answer that. Trigger set off in pursuit.

She checked dmost at once. For an instant, as she came through the door, she/d had the impression
of the curving walls of alarge metallic domed structure, in which the door was set, on either sde of her.
Then the impression vanished; and, look-ing back in momentary bewilder-ment, she saw neither structure
nor door, but only the continuation of the great plain on which she stood.

No timeto ponder it. Perr Hasta dready was hafway to the boulder. Trigger started out again—and,
within a hundred steps, she again dowed to astop, rather abruptly. What halted her thistime wasthe
sudden appearance of asheet of soft, rosy light in the air directly ahead. She/d come up to aforce
screen. And the whole view beyond the screen had blurred ouit.

Vv

When she passed through the door leading from the green and gold room, sheld entered amaze, a
series of stage settings blending alittle of what was rea with much more that was projectedilluson. To
the eye, the blending was undetectable, and other senses were played upon as skillfully. Force screens
formed the dividing walls of the maze, unno-ticed until one reached them, re-sponding then with a soft
glow which extended afew feet to right and left. Trigger would turn Sideways to such ascreen, feding its
dick coolness un-der her fingertips, and move on dong it, accompanied by the glow. Perhgpswithin a
dozen yards, the screen would be gone, and sheld find hersdlf in another part of the maze with adifferent
et of illusions about her—and, presently, other force screensto turn her in new directions. Shed smply
kept moving at firgt, trying to walk her way out, while she watched for anything that might be an
indication to the pattern of the maze. One point became apparent immediately. She couldn't go back the
way she had come; the maze's transfer mechanisms operated only in one direction. She passed through a
forest glade where alight rain dewed her hair and swester, and a minute later, was waking dong the
crest of abarren hill at night, seeing what might be city lightsin the dis-tance, while thunder growled
over-head. Then a swamp steamed on e-ther Side and sent fog drifting across her path. Sounds
accompanied her—animal voices, an ominous rustling in athicket, sudden loud splashes. Something ese
soon became estab-lished: nothing had been left lying carelessly around here that might be considered a
weapon. Trigger saw stones of handy size and broken branches, but they wereillusion. Vegetation that
wasn't illuson was artificid stuff which bent but wouldn't break. She hadn't been ableto pull off evena
leaf or pry loose atuft of springy moss.

The settings presently took on an increasingly bizarre aspect. A grotesquely costumed bloated corpse
swung by its neck from atree branch, turning dowly as Trigger went by below. Immediatdly afterwards,



shewasin a place where she saw multiple replicas of hersdlf dl about, placed in other scenes. In one, she
swayed in death beside the bloated horror, suspended from the same branch. In another, she strode
across adesert, unaware of agaunt gray shape moving behind her. An on-the-spot computer
composition, initiated by her appearance in this part of the maze—

A few minutes later, she sat down on asimulated beach. There was nothing bizarre here. The white
sand was real, and water gppeared to sweep lazily up it not many yards away. Seasmellswerein the
windy air; and there were faint sounds which seemed to come from flying creatures circling far out above
the water.

The maze section she'd just emerged from was one sheld passed through before. Theilluson view
had been new, but sheld recognized the formation of the ground. And when sheld gone through it before,
she hadn't come out on the beach.

So the maze wasn't a gtatic congtruction. Theillusion views could be varied and exchanged, and there
might be easily thousands of such views available. The positions of force screens and transfer points
could be shifted, and had begun to be shifted. The actual area of the maze might be quite limited; and still
she could be kept moving around in it indefinitely. If she came near an exit point, she could be deflected
past it back into the maze. In fact, nobody needed to be watching to take care of that. The controlling
computer would maneuver her about readily enough if that was intended.

Whatever purpose such an arrangement served the satellite's owners, it was no friendly one. The
multi ple-image area showed malice; anumber of displays were meant to shock and frighten. Others must
have walked in the maze before this, bewildered and mystified, while their reactions were observed.
She'd been tricked into entering it as she attempted to follow Perr Hasta, perhaps to reduce her
resistance and make her more easy to handle.

At any rate, she had to get out. The satellite was a complex machine; the machine had controls. The
smaller the staff employed by Torai Sebal oun—and thereld been no indications of any staff so far—the
more intricate the controls must be. Somewhere such asystem was vulnerable. But she had no more
chance hereto discover its vulnerabilities and try to change the Situation in her favor than she would have
had behind locked doors.

Therefore, do nothing. Stay here, appear reasonably relaxed. If somebody was studying her
reactions as seemed likely, that couldn't be too satisfactory; and if they wanted to prod further reactions
out of her, they'd have to make some new move. Possibly one she could turn to her advantage.

"Hello, Trigger!" sad Perr Hasta.

Trigger looked around. The blond child figure stood a dozen feet away.

"Where did you come from?" Trigger asked.

Perr nodded at a stand of bushes uphill, which Trigger had reason to consider part of the beach
scenesillusion setup. "1 saw you from there and thought 1'd come find out what you were doing,” Perr
sad.

"A short while ago,” Trigger remarked, "there was aforce screen between that place and this.”

Perr smiled. "There il is! But therésaway around the screen if you know just whereto
turn—which isn't where you'd think you should turn.”

She sat down in the sand, companionably closeto Trigger. "I've been thinking about you,” she said.
"Therés an odd thing you have that didn't want you to be hypnotized.”

Which seemed to be areference to the Old Galactic mind shield. Trigger didn't intend to discussthat,
though she might aready have told them about it. "1've never been easy to hypnotize," she said.

"Hm-m-m," said Perr. "Well, well see what happens. Y ou're certainly unusud!" She smiled. "'l was
hoping Tora would let Attuk bring your ps friend here. 1t should have been an interesting Situation.”

"No doubt."

"Of course, Attuk doesn't redlly care what Telzey knows,” Perr went on. "Her dossier shows what
shelookslike, and Attuk forms these sudden attachments. He can be quite irresponsible then. He formed
astrong attachment to you, too—but you're Torai's! So Attuk's been sulking.” She chuckled.

Trigger looked at her. The three of them might be deranged. "Wheat kind of being ishe?' she asked,



as casually as she could.

"Attuk?' Perr shrugged. "Wdll, heiswhat heis. | don't know what it'scdled. A crude creature, at
any rate, with crude tastes. He even likes to eat human flesh. Isn't that disgusting?”

"Yes, I'dcdl it disgusting,” Trigger said after amoment.

"He says there was a time when he had human worshipers who brought him human sacrifices" Perr
said. "Perhapsthat's when he developed histastes. I'm sure held like it to be that way again, but it's not
S0 easy to arrange now. So he makes himself useful to Torai and she kegps him around.”

"How ishe useful to her?' Trigger asked.

"Thisway and that," said Perr.

"What are you, Perr?'

Perr smiled, shook her head. "I never tell anyone. But I'll show you what | do, if you like. Would
you? Wed haveto leave the playground.”

"Thisisthe playground?' Trigger said.

"That'swhat wecdl it."

"Where would we go?'

"Totheresdence"

"Where | was before?!

"y es"

Trigger sood up. "Lead the way!"

Getting out of the maze without running into force screenswas, as Perr Hasta had indicated,
apparently amatter of knowing where to turn. The turning points weren't detectably marked and there
seemed to be no pattern to the route, but in less than two minutes they'd reached an open doorway with
aroom beyond. They went through and closed the door. There was nothing illusory about the room.
They were back in the resdence.

"Tora controlsthe satdllite from the resdence?’ Trigger asked.

Perr gave her aglance. "Wdl, usudly that'swhere sheis. But she could control it from amost
anywhereonit.”

"Ordinarily that's done from a computer room."

"We go through here, Trigger. No, hardly anyone goes to the computer room. Only when something
needs adjusting or repairs. Then Toral has someone brought out to do it.”

"Y ou mean you don't have acomputer technician on hand?' Trigger said. "What would happen to the
satelliteif your main computer broke down?’

"Goodness. There're three main computers. Any one of them could keep the satellite going perfectly
by itsdf—and they're hardly likely to break down dl together, are they? Herewe are!” Perr stopped at a
passage door and did back apanel covering atransparent section in the upper part. "There! That'swhat
| do, Trigger.”

The room was small and bare. Blethro sat on abench with his back againgt the wall, facing the door.
His hands were loosdly folded in hislap. Hishead |olled to the side, and athread of spittle hung froma
comer of hismouth. His eyes were fixed on the door, but he gave no sign of being aware of visitors.

"What have you doneto him?" Trigger said after amoment.

Perr winked at her.

"I drank what Toral would cal his persondity,” shesaid. "Oh, not dl of it, or he'd be dead. | Ift him
alittle. He can St therelike that or stand, or even walk if he'stold to. But | took most.”

Drugs could account for Blethro's condition, but Trigger felt ashiver of eeriness.

"Why did you doit?" she asked.

"Why not? It was akindness redlly. They weren't going to et Blethro live. HE's Attuk's mest. But that
won't bother him now." Perr Hasta did the window shut. "Besides, that'swhat | do: absorb persondities
or whatever it isthat's there and different in everybody. Some seem barely worthwhile, of course, but |
may take them while I'm waiting for aprime oneto come dong. Or I'll Sp abit here and there. That's
barely noticeable. I'm not greedy, and when | find something that should be aredly unusud trest, | can
be oh-so-patient until the time comesfor it. But then | have ared feast!" She smiled. "Would you like me



to show you where the computer room is?'
Trigger cleared her throat. "Why do you want to show methat?"
"Because | think you want to know. Not that it'slikely to do you much good. But well see. It'sthis

way, Trigger.”

They went along the passage. Perr glanced sideways up at Trigger. "Blethro wasn't much,” she
remarked. "But you have a persondlity | think I'd remember for along, long time."

"Well, keep away fromit,” Trigger said.

"That odd mind thing of yours couldn't op me," Perr told her.

"Perhaps not. There might be other waysto stop you."

Perr laughed delightedly. "WEell see how everything goes! We turn here now. And that's the passage
that leads to the computer room. The room's probably locked though—"

She took a step to the side as she spoke, and a door that hadn't been noticeable in the wall was
suddenly open, and Perr Hastawas going through it. Trigger reached for her an ingtant too late. She had
aglimpse of the smiling child face turned back to her as the door closed soundlesdy. And even before
shetouched it, Trigger felt quite sure thered be no way in which she could reopen that door. Its outline
had disappeared again, and there was nothing to distinguish it from the rest of the passagewall.

Vi

There was another door at the end of the passage Perr Hasta had said |ed to the computer room.
The computer room might very well lie behind it. It was a massive-looking door; and while there were no
vigbleindications of locks, it couldn't be budged.

Itslocation, at any rate, was something to keep in mind. And now, before sheran into interference,
shed better go through as much of the residence area as possible to see what useful articles or
information it might provide.

The search soon became frustrating. The place seemed to be laid out like alarge house with wings,
extending through anumber of satellite levels. Some of the doors she came to dong the passages and
hallswouldn't open. Othersdid. The roomsthey disclosed were of such widdly varying stylesthat this
might have been dmost amuseum, rather than aliving place furnished to someonesindividud
preferences. Asarule, very little of the furnishing would bein sight when Trigger first cameinto aroom;
but it began to emerge from walls and flooring then, presenting itsdlf for use. The computers were avare
of her whereabouts.

Unfortunately, they weren't concerned with her needs of the moment. Nothing they offered was going
to be of any help on the Seba oun satellite. There must be someway of controlling the processes, but she
didn't know what it was. Verbd ingtructions produced no effect.

She came back presently to the green and gold room to which she'd been conducted when she came
awake. The door through which Toral had gone was closed. Trigger glanced at it, went to the passage
aong which Attuk had disappeared. Thefirst door she opened there showed afully furnished room.
Something like an ornate bird cage with a polished black nesting box insde was fastened to onewall
about five feet above thefloor; and standing in the cage, grasping abar in either hand, and gazing
wide-eyed at Trigger as she peered around the door, was Salgol.

She came quickly insgde, drew the door shut and went to the cage. "Where are Smee and Runderin?”’

Sdgol nodded at the box. "Inthere. They're afraid of these peoplée!™

"l don't blame them." Trigger gave him alow-voiced condensed account of her experiences.
Runderin and Smee came out of the box while she was talking, and Salgol passed the information onin
the Marell language. "Do you think they redly aren't human?' he asked.

"l don't know what to think," Trigger admitted. " So far I've seen no evidence for it. But at any rate,
it'sabad situation because they control the satellite. They may not intend to harm you three physicaly.”

"Weld gtill be prisoners, and that's bad enough,” Salgol said. "Isn't there something we can do to
hdp?'



"There might be. Let'sseeif | can open the cage lock.”

Thelock wouldn't open, but Trigger found she could bend the bars with her hands. She pried two of
them far enough apart to let Salgol squeeze through. "Now," she said, "I know where Torai probably is
keeping my gun. If you found it, do you think you could moveit?"

"Perhaps not by myself. But two of us could." Salgol spoke to his companions. They replied quickly
invoiceslike miniature flutes. "They both want to help,” hetold Trigger.

"Good. But if two of you can handle the gun, one of them will help best by staying in the cage."”

"Why that?'

"Tomakeit ssemyou'redl dill there, in case someone comes into the room."

Sagol spoke to his companions again, reported, "Runderin will come. Shel'sthe stronger. Smee will
Say."
Runderin peeled out of her colorful but cumbersome outer clothes, and Salgol took off his purple
coat. They arranged the clothing in the deep box so it could be seen indigtinctly by someone looking into
the cage. Then the two squirmed out between the bent bars, and Trigger set them on the floor. She
sgueezed the bars back into place, gave Smee, who was now sitting on display in front of the box and
looking rather forlorn, areassuring smile, and |eft the room with two Marellstucked under her swester.

The reduced furnishingsin the green and gold room would have given her no placeto hide; but Sagol
and Runderin were quickly concealed behind chair cushions near the door Toral had used. From what
Toral had said, Trigger's persona belongings should be in the room beyond the door. If she came out
and | ft the door open, the two would try to get the gun as soon as she was out of sight. If they found it,
they'd hide it and wait for an opportunity to let Trigger know whereit was.

With the gun, she might start to even up the odds around here rather quickly.

Trigger resumed her wary prowling. The Sebaloun residence remained sllent. In empty-seeming
rooms, the satellite's mechanisms responded to her presence and produced the room equipment for
ingpection. She ingpected, went on.

Then adoor let her into awidelow hdl. Not far ahead, the hall turned to the right; and on thefar side
of the turn was another door. Trigger stood listening amoment before she went down the hal, leaving the
door open behind her. Thirty feet beyond the turn, the hall was open on a garden. She glanced over &t it,
went to the door in thefar wall, and found it locked.

Sheld had no intention of checking the garden, nor did she go into the branch of the hal that led toit.
It seemed too likely it would prove to be another trick entry point to their playground maze. But as she
came back to the door by which she'd entered the hall, she found it blocked by aforce screen's glow.

It sent ajolt of consternation through her, though it had been obviousthat the satdllite's masters
would act sooner or later to limit her freedom of motion. But if the only exit from the hall was now the
garden, and if the garden was in fact part of the maze, she'd been driven back to her sarting point.
Venturing asecond time into those shifting computer-controlled complexities would be like stepping
deliberately into quicksand.

She went part way down the branch of the hall and looked out at the garden from there. It was of
moderate Size, balanced and beautiful, laid out in formal lines. A high semicircular wal enclosed it; and
abovethewall wasthe milky glow of alight dome. There was no suggestion of illusory distances.

It might be part of the resdence, and not atrap. But Trigger decided she wouldn't take achance onit
while she had a choice. If she stayed where she was, something or other must happen presently.

And then something did happen.

Abruptly, the figure of aman gppeared on one of the garden paths, facing away from Trigger. He
glanced quickly about, turned and took afew steps along the path before he caught sight of her.

It was Wrann, the Sebal oun detective who'd engineered her kidnapping in the Orado City hotel.

Vil

Trigger watched him gpproach. He showed marks of their encounter on the yacht—abruises around



the eyes and a plagtic bandage strip aong the side of his head where sheld laid him out with the barrel of
his gun. Wrann's fedings toward her shouldn't be the friendliest, but he was twisting his mouth into an
gpproximation of adisarming grin as he came quickly through the garden toward her. He stepped up into
the hall, sopping some twelve feet away. She relaxed dightly.

"I'll be asbrief about thisas| can,”" he sad. "My employers haven't forgiven mefor nearly letting you
and Blethro get away. I'm in as bad aposition as you two now! | suggest we consider ourselvesdlies.”

"Somebody may beligening,” Trigger said.

"Not here," Wrann told her. "I know the place. But they may find out at any time that I'm no longer
locked up and block our chance of escape. Minutes could make the differencel

"We have a chance of escape?’

"At the moment,” he said impatiently. "The delivery yacht we arrived in has|eft. It never sayslong.
But there's a separate spacel ock where Sebal oun keeps her private cruiser. Unfortunately, | found an
armed guard there. | didn't expect it because they rarely dlow personnd on the satellite when they're
here themselves. Seba oun may have considered the circumstances unusua enough to have made an
exception. At any rate, the man isthere. | didn't let him see me. He knows me and isn't likely to know I'm
no longer Sebaoun's trusted employee. But held check with her before letting meinto thelock. So |
came back to get aweapon.”

"Y ou know where to find awegpon?"'

"l know where Attuk keeps his guns. It seemed worth the risk of being seen.”

"It probably would be," Trigger agreed. "But unless you can unlock that door over there, we can't get
into the residence from this hal. The other door's sedled with aforce screen. Or was, afew minutes ago,
after | cameout here.”

Wrann looked startled. "L et's check on that!”

The force screen was il present; and Wrann said he didn't have the equipment to unlock the other
door. "I'm afraid well haveto forget about Attuk's guns.”

"Why?"' said Trigger. "Y ou know your way around here. Can't we go to another entry to the
residence?"

Wrann shook hishead. "I wouldn't want to try it. The garden's part of amechanism they call their
playground—"

"I've beenthere" Trigger said. "A maze effect.”

"Y es, amaze effect. When somebody's et into the maze unaccompanied by one of the residents, the
controlling apparatus develops an awareness of the fact and beginsto midead and confuse the vigtor.”

"How did you get through it just now?"

Wrann said, "'I've been shown theway. I've had occasion to useit. And | didn't stay inthe
playground long enough to activate the mechanisms sgnificantly. Working around to another resdence
entry would be another matter!” He shook his head again. "We'd never makeit."

Trigger sad, "We do have to go through the playground to get to the lock?"

"It'sthe only way that isn't blocked for us." Wrann looked at her. "I can get usthere. Between us, we
shouldn't need aweapon to take the guard.”

"You're Toral's detective; I'm the prisoner, eh?'

"Right. I'm to put you on the Sebaoun cruiser. Y ou have your hands on your head. When we get to
the guard, you create adiverson." Wrann grinned sourly. "Y ou'll think of something! | jump the guard.
We can be off the satellite two minutes later.”

Leaving the Mardlls behind. Trigger said, "And then?'

"We get in touch with the authoritiesimmediately. | don't want to give Sebaloun a chanceto get off
the satellite. With luck, well be back with the law before she even knows we're gone.”

Trigger said, "Don't you have afew thingsto hide yoursdlf, Wrann?'

"Normally I'd have enough to hide," he agreed. "I understand your suspicions. But | have no choice.
We're dedling with very dangerous people, Miss Argee! How long do you think I'd live—or you, for that
matter—if those three stay a large, and the Sebaloun money islooking for us? Asof now, I'll be glad to
settle for Rehabilitation!™



Trigger nodded. "All right. Let'sgo! It could be atrap, of course.”

Wrann looked gtartled. "What do you mean?'

"That door mightn't have been sedled because | wasin the hal but because someone knew you were
on your way back to the residence.”

"I see. WEIl havetorisk that." Asthey started down into the garden, Wrann added, " Stay close
behind me. I'll hurry asmuch as| can, but we must be careful . Setting off even one force screen would
dert the playground—and then well have had it!"

Wrann moved quickly, if cautioudy, sometimes haf running, rarely hesitating for more than amoment.
Trigger concentrated on following in his steps. The maze remained slent and unresponsive as haf adozen
illusion scenes dipped past. A stretch of flowering meadow was briefly there, and twice patches of mossy
turf where Wrann's greater weight made him sink in amost ankle deep at every step, though Trigger
didn't have much difficulty.

Then he vanished ahead of her again. She dowed, carefully took the same stride sheld watched him
take—and went stumbling through pitch-blackness. She caught her balance, stood till, feding sand
under the soles of her boots.

"Wrann?' shesad quietly.

Therewas no reply. Her heart began to race. Dry, musty odors, warm stirring of air . . . Shelistened,
lips parted, barely breathing, and heard sounds then, soft ones, as if someone moved cautiously over the
sand. The sounds didn't seem closeto her.

After amoment, they stopped, and Trigger redlized the darknesswasllifting. A dim, sourceless glow
had comeinto the air. It strengthened dowly into asullen light; she began to make out something of her
surroundings. It looked like a stretch of steep-walled gully filled with sand, adry watercourse. No way to
tell yet what part wasreal, what part wasilluson.

Then she saw something else. A shape stood on the other side of the gully, farther along it, back
againg the overhanging rock wall.

It didn't move. Neither did Trigger, watching it, between moments of scanning the sand about her. A
smulated dry watercourse might have contained some real rocks, and she would have fdlt better with a
rock in either hand a the moment. She saw nothing but sand.

Shedidn't think that shape was Wrann.

The glow gtrengthened again. The shape remained motionless and indigtinet; but an abrupt jolt of
fright had gone through her, for now she recognized the squat demon figure Perr Hastalsimage maker
had showed her after she came awake. The thought that Perr was at play again flicked up, but she
discarded it at once. Theimage maker had been used to introduce her to the satellite. It wouldn't be
involved here.

With that, she saw the anthropoid creature move away from the gully wall, start dowly toward her.
There was a point some twenty feet to her left where the rock bank wasn't too steep. She should be able
to scramble up there, but she didn't want to try it yet. She didn't know what was above; ablur of light
shrouded the upper levels of the gully. She looked back. The water-course seemed to twist out of sight
beyond its bank fifty feet away. She thought she was likely to meet aforce field before she got nearly that
far.

She could see the gpproaching anthropoid more clearly now than she liked. The dwarfishly broad
body looked tremendoudy strong. He made crooning sounds which at moments seemed amost to
become durred words. The yelow eyes stared. Trigger felt a surge of revulsion, began to back awvay. He
continued his unhurried advance asif he knew she wasn't retreating far—and once those great hands
closed on her, dl her skillsweren't likely to be of much further use. . .

There was the glow of aforce field behind her.

Trigger edged toward the |eft along the glow. The stalking creature angled in dowly to corner her
between screen and bank. She shifted to the right and, as he swerved, back to the left. He came at her
suddenly then, thick arms reaching, and she ducked, scooping up two handfuls of sand, dashed sand fulll
into the yellow eyes, and was past him.



She heard snarling as she made adash for that not-quite-vertica section of the gully's bank,
scrambled adozen feet up it, and stopped. A screen had acquired glowing visbility overhead. She
looked back. The anthropoid had followed, digging at hisface with his hands. She dropped down,
dipped under his swift lunge. Fingers clawed aong her back and amost ripped the sweater from her, but
then she was away and coming up with her handsfull of sand again. As he swung around after her, shelet
him have the second dose. He uttered agurgling howl.

Full daylight flooded the gully. Torai Seba oun's amplified voice announced from above, "1 am
serioudy annoyed with you, Attuk!”

Trigger, moving back, glanced up. The haze effect was gone. A view-screen had taken its place; and
the enlarged faces of Torai and Perr Hastawere looking down through it.

Toral appeared very angry, while Perr obvioudy was enjoying hersalf. The anthropoid peered up at
them, blinking painfully, before he turned and lumbered away. Abruptly, his shape blurred, seemed about
to flow gpart, then reassembled itself. What it reassembled into was the quite human appearance of
Attuk, degantly clothed. He stalked over to the wdll of the gully, vanished into it. The screen had gone
blank.

Trigger pulled down her swesater, brushed sand from her pams and turned as Torai and Perr Hasta
camewaking up the gully behind her.

"So now you know Attuk's a shape-changer!" Pearr said smilingly to her. "What you saw hereiswhat
we think ishis own shape. It's the one he dmost alway's uses when he gets someoneinto hisplacein the
playground. A crude creature, isn't he? He would have been rather careful with you, of course."

"Careful or not," said Toral, "if hed damaged the body in the least, | should have killed him! Asitis,
I'll haveto think up a suitable punishment for Attuk. But that can wait." She added curtly to Trigger, "I'm
ready to transfer. Y ou'll come aong now."

Trigger went along, having no choice in the matter. Tora's ring beams held her hemmed in asshe
waked ahead of the two, and the beams controlled the pace at which she could and must walk. Once
shetried to dow her steps, and they smply lifted her and carried her on afew yards before she was set
down to sart walking again.

"Attuk did Wrann very well," Perr Hastawas saying chattily from alittle behind her. "Thevoice and
manner of speaking, too! Of course, Attuk awaysis very good with voices."

Tora said, "I'm aso somewhat annoyed with you, Perr! Y ou shouldn't have let it go that far. Their
bodies can die of fright, as you know. What good would this one have been to me then?"

"Oh, | cdledyouintime!" said Perr. "Trigger's charts show sheisn't thekind to die of fright.” She
laughed. "Wasn't it beautiful, the way she sanded up his eyes?!

The insane conversation went on until they were back in the resdence. There Torai's beams steered
Trigger into anarrow room and to an armchair set up a itsfar end, turned her around and placed her in
the chair. Toral took the computer control rod hanging from her belt in one hand and brought her
thumbnail down on apoint near itslower end. The beam effect released Trigger.

"Stretch your hand out toward me," Toral said.

Trigger hesitated, reached out, saw a screen glow appear in the air afew feet ahead of her. She drew
back her hand. The glow vanished.

"Y ou're seded into that end of theroom,” Toral told her. "So you might aswell rlax.” Sheturned her
rings toward another armchair in the room, and the beams drew the chair over to a point opposite
Trigger, about twelve feet from her. Toral settled hersdlf in the chair, and Perr Hasta came up and stood
besde her, amiling at Trigger.

Tora studied Trigger amoment then, with an expression that seemed both hungry and contented.
She nodded dowly.

"Yes, agood sdlection!” she remarked. "1 should be well satisfied with that one. And | see no reason
for further delay." She leaned back and closed her eyes.

Trigger waited. Presently, something began to happen; and she also shut her eyesto center her



attention onit. A sense of eager greed and momentary scraps and bursts of what might be somebody's
thinking were pushing into her awareness. She studied them amoment, then started blanking out those
impressonswith clear sirong thoughts of her own which had nothing to do with Torai Sebaloun or the
Rasolmen satdllite, but with people and events and things far away, back intime. It went on awhile. Her
defense appeared rather effective, though new Toral thoughts kept thrusting up, quivering with impatience
and anger now, until Trigger blanked them away again. The Old Gdactic shidd remained tight, and it
might be Torai hadn't counted on that. Frustration grew in the thoughts till welling into Triggers
awareness, then, abruptly, anxiety and acute alarm.

"Perr—you're not helping! Perr! Perr Hastal™

No reply from Perr. A sudden soft thumping noise, and Toral screamed once; and Trigger's eyes
flew open.

Torai had falen out of the chair and lay shaking on the carpet; and Perr Hastawas on her knees
beside her, peering down into her distorted face with much the same avidity Trigger had seenin Toral's
own expression and in the yellow eyes of anthropoid Attuk. Perr looked up at Trigger then, and laughed.

"I knew it!" shesaid. "She got stuck in that mind thing of yours, Trigger! If she had any difficulty, |
wasto start absorbing your personality to make it easier for her, but | didn't. She can't get through, and
she can't get back.”

Perr looked down at Toral again. "And—now, now, now! I've waited along timefor the persondity
of the Torai thing, and now I'll takeit al, and theré's nothing it can do about it."

The child face went blank, though asmile ill curved itslips, and Perr's body began weaving gently
back and forth above Torai.

Trigger got quietly out of her chair.

VIl

If Tora Sebaloun had succeeded inimplanting her persondity in Trigger's body, she would have
found hersalf behind the force screen which now held Trigger imprisoned at this end of the room, with the
computer control rod which had switched on the screen fastened by its satin strap to the belt on the dead
Tora body onthefar sde of the screen.

Hence, since Torai must regard Attuk and Perr Hasta as somewhat uncertain dlies, there should be a
deviceto rel ease the screen on this side. Trigger had been waiting for an opportunity to start looking for
that device; and now, with Torai helpless and Perr Hasta preoccupied, the opportunity was there.

Unfortunately, the switch, button, or whatever mechanism it was, seemed well hidden. Trigger went
quickly over the smooth walls, glancing now and then at the two outside. Something that might be Tora's
thoughts il flickered occasondly through her mind, but they were barely perceptible, and she no longer
bothered to blank them out. Perr Hasta, completely absorbed, showed no interest in what was happening
on thisside of the screen.

When thewalls provided no clue, Trigger began searching the armchair. Engaged with that, she
discovered suddenly that Perr was back on her feet and watching her. At the sametime, sheredlized she
could sense no more Toral thought impressions, and that Torai, who'd been stirring fegbly when she
looked last, was now quite motionless. Perr Hasta gave her adow, dreamy smile.

"Tora was very good," shesaid. "Every hit asgood as I'd expected! So you'd liketo get out?'

"Yes," Trigger acknowledged. "Do you know what | haveto do in hereto turn off the screen?!

"No."

Trigger bit her lip. "Look," shesad. "If you'l take that control rod on Tora's belt—"

"Goodness," said Perr, turning away. "1 wouldn't know how to use the thing. Besides, why should |
let you out? | must go find Attuk.”

She sauntered out of the room, humming. Trigger gritted her teeth and resumed her search. One
nightmare was down; but two were still up and around. She had to get out, fast!

A tiny voicecried, "Trigger!"

She jerked about. Salgol and Runderin were dancing up and down on the other side of the glowing



screen.

"Wefound your gun!" Salgol piped. "Is she dead? What is this thing between us?'

Trigger let out abreath of partia relief. Y ou have my gun? Good! Y es, she's deed, but the other two
might show up any time. That's aforce screen between us. Now, |ook—"

She explained rapidly about the computer control rod. She'd been watching Torai and was ableto
describe exactly where Torai had pressed on the rod to turn on the screen. There must be some kind of
switch there.

The Mardls confirmed there was a button there. In fact, the rod was covered with grouped rows of
tiny buttons. The trouble was that depressing the button in question proved to be beyond their combined
srength. Trigger, watching their struggles, exclamed suddenly, " Stuff in my handbag!" They looked at
her, bresthing hard. "Keys!" she went on. " Something Salgol can dam down on the button—"

They'd turned and darted halfway out of the room while she was till speaking. Trigger resumed her
investigation of the armchair. It seemed to her sheld dready |ooked everywhere. In frudtration, she
banged her fist down on the chair's padded backrest. There was a sharp click.

She stood frozen for an instant, swung back toward the screen, reaching out to it.

Noglow. ..

No screen!

She stepped through the space where it had blocked her and unfastened the control rod from Tora's
belt with shaking fingers. Manipulating the ring beam mechanisms probably would take plenty of
practice—no time to bother with that now! Sheran out of the room after the Mardlls.

The playground maze was sill trying to be a problem; but the computer rod made the problem rather
easy to handle. The force screen controls seemed to be grouped together a one end. When they
encountered a screen now, Trigger hit the studs there in quick succession until she came to the one that
switched off the screen; and they'd hurry on until checked again. Salgol, Runderin and Smee had no
trouble keeping up with her. Her interference with the screens might be confusing the overdl maze
mechanism. Sound effects soon died away, and the scenery took on a static appearance. At thisrate, it
shouldn't be long before they'd passed through the playground area.

Force screens, however, might not be the only difficulty. If Attuk was aware Toral's transfer attempt
hed failed and that Trigger was again free, he could be waiting to intercept her with agun near the
periphery of the playground. He'd said an armed guard had been stationed at the spacelock; and if that
wastrue, she might, in fact, have two gunsto dea with before she got off the satellite. When the
surrounding scenes began to look unfamiliar, she moved with growing caution.

One more screen went off. Trigger started forward over springy moss, dong the side of asimulated
wegthered stonewall, watching the top of the wall and the area ahead. The Mardlls followed close on her
hedls. Some thirty feet on, thewall turned to the right. She checked at the corner. Thewall disappeared
in dense artificid vegetation not far away. More of the stuff on the left. A path led between the two
thickets.

Had a shadow shifted position in the shrubbery at the moment she appeared? Y es. She could make
out something there now. It seemed to be arather small dark shape.

She glanced down at Salgol who was peering up at her. She whispered, "Be careful, you three!” and
sarted dowly toward the thicket. She stopped again. The shrubbery stirred—the half-glimpsed shape
was moving. Something familiar about it?

A hand parted branches; a quite familiar face looked out warily. Telzey's blue eyes went wide.

"Trigger! Youreherel "

"I didn't know you were here, Telzey."

"l woke up just afew minutes ago." Telzey shook her head. "Last thing I—"

Trigger said hadtily, "Better wait with that! We're on a private satellite, Rasolmen System. Somebody
had unpleasant plansfor both of us, but I'm on my way to a spacelock now. With luck, if we move fast
enough, we can makeit." Sheturned to theleft. "Come on!”

Telzey stepped out from the thicket. Trigger's right hand went under her swester front, came out with



the gun. She shot Telzey through the head, jumped back as she stlaggered, stitched aline of fire down the
front of her body asit fell and began to blur; then stood there, gun held ready, watching it change into
something much larger.

Anthropoid Attuk wasn't dead, somewheat to her surprise. But then it was alife form she didn't know
much about. It was down, a any rate, making watery sounds asit tried to lever itself up onitsthick arms.
Sheleveled the gun at the staring yellow eyes.

"No! Wait!" Perr Hasta, dipping out from the thicket, dropped to her knees beside Attuk. "Attuk,
too! Oh, Trigger, I'm grateful! | wanted him amost even more than Torai. Now—"

Her face smoothed into its empty feeding look. There was atug at Trigger's dacks. She glanced
down. The Marellswerelooking at her, white-faced. "What are those two doing?' Sdgol's smal voice
asked nervoudy.

Trigger cleared her throat.

"Thebig onésdying," shesad. "The other oneshdpingit die. It'sal right—it may have saved us
sometrouble.”

"How did you know the big one wasn't Telzey?' Salgol asked. "We thought you'd killed her!"

Well, Trigger thought, for one thing Telzey would have discovered | was around moments after she
woke up. Unless something had been done to her mind after Attuk had her brought to the satellite.
There'd been that doubt . . .

Trigger said, "l was amost sure as soon as| saw her. But, of course, | had to be quite sure. Did you
notice how deeply she sank into the moss? She would have had to weigh amost threetimesas much as|
do." She shrugged. "So now well let Perr Hasta have her treat!™

Attuk had collapsed meanwhile, and Perr Hasta was bent above him, her long silky hair most
concedling his head. Trigger added, "It won't take long. Then I'll talk to her."

Perr Hastasaid drowslly, "That should last me quite atime! Why, yes, you'reright, Trigger. Y our gun
would kill measquickly asit did Attuk. Much more quickly, infact. My physica structureis delicate and
could be easily disrupted. Y ou'd like me to show you to the spacelock? That will be smple. You're
aready past the screen barriers.”

Trigger sad, "Therésaguard at thelock?'

"No guard,” said Perr. She yawned. "Toral had the satdllite planned so no humans would be needed
on it, except the oneswho cometo ddliver thisand that, or to fix something. And, of course, our visitors.
My! What avisitor you turned out to be, Trigger! This has been amost interesting experience.”

"All right,” Trigger said. "No guard. If you'relying, yourelikely to go before he does. Blethrofirg,
then. I'm not leaving anything human here. Whereishe?'

"Blethro'sdead,” Perr said. "Attuk's been feeding. I'll take you to what's | eft if you want, but you
won't like what you see.”

"Let'sgo thereanyway,” Trigger said.

Shedidn't like what Perr Hasta presently showed her, but there was no question that it had been
Blethro.

"Now weéll go to the spacelock," she said.

They went there. There was no guard. One vessel was docked in theinner lock area, the Sebaloun
cruiser, aluxury boat. Trigger motioned Perr Hastainto it ahead of her with the gun, the Marells
following. She checked out the cruiser's controls, with Perr standing beside her, decided she understood
them well enough. "Back outside, Perr!" she said.

Shefollowed Perr Hasta outside. Lock controls next; and they were smplicity itself, computer
directed, the satellite computers responding to the cruiser's sgnals. No operator required. "Perr—" she
began.

Perr wasn't there.

Trigger looked quickly around, skin prickling. She hadn't seen Perr disappear, hadn't been aware of
her disappearance. Perr had been there, standing next to her, abare instant ago. Now Perr was nowhere
ingght.



A faint giggle behind her. Trigger turned, gun pointed. Nothing. But then the giggle again. Shefired.
Pause, and there was giggling overhead, in the dull gleam of the inner lock. Her gun point searched for it.
Thegiggling shifted. Thisway, that—

A whisper then. "I'd drink your persondity now, Trigger! | wassaving it up. But | can't. I'm too full.
Perhgps the next time.”

Trigger backed to the cruiser's entry lock, gun covering the area behind her, dipped in and doveinto
the pilot seat. The entry lock dammed shut. Enginesaready on . . . purr of power. Shethrew in the
satellite's lock switches. The cruiser moved forward into the outer lock. Inner lock did shut. Outer lock
opened. Shecut infull drive. In the sameingant, it seemed, the satdllite shrank into invisibility behind
them, and she hit the subspace switch.

Some minutes later, Salgol addressed her tentatively from the seat beside her. "Would it distract you
if I spoketo you now?'

"Huh?' Trigger looked around, saw the three of them gathered there, watching her solemnly. "No, it's
al right to talk,” she said. "Well be running on autometicsfor awhile."

Sdgol hesitated. "Well, I—we noticed your faceis quite pae.”

"| supposeit might be." Trigger sighed. "There's some reason for it, Salgol.”

"Thereis? We aren't safe?"

"Oh, we should be physicdly safe enough at the moment.” Trigger shook her head. "But we may find
we il have very big problems.”

IX

"How much did the Servicetdl you after | got back?" Trigger asked.

"Not much at dl,"” Telzey said. "Just that you were safe and sound but currently incommunicado. And
that your little people were dl right, too." They'd been having dinner together while Trigger related her
experiences on the Sebaloun satellite.

"Of course, | had my own lines out,” Telzey went on, "so | did pick up afew things. Theresaflock
of diplomats preparing for atrip to Marell to make official contact with its civilization, so somebody got
to the group which was exploiting the MardIsin time. Then | tapped a man who knew that group had a
connection to the Sebal oun enterprises. When it was reported that Torai Sebaloun and two close
associates had disappeared in space on her private cruiser and were presumed dead, | figured you could
have had something to do withit.

"And, by the way, there were a couple of matters we were able to clean up at this end meanwhile.
Some detective friends tracked down the outfit Wrann had hired to hunt for you. They were working
without alicense and had broken anumber of unwritten rules on the job, and the big private agencies fedl
that sort of thing reflects on everyone. Once we'd identified them, all that was necessary wasto passthe
word adong here and there."

"I hope they weren't treated too roughly,” Trigger said.

Telzey shrugged. "1 didn't ask. But | understand someone was extremely rough on the hotel security
people who fingered you for Wrann and helped smuggle you out. | suppose that was regarded asthe nth
degreein unprofessona conduct. At any rate, you won't have problemsin that area. No one seems
much interested in Blethro's disappearance. He had along, very bad record—it was dmost bound to
catch up with him eventualy. But that still leaves anumber of people who might connect you to the
Sebaoun satellite and Torai Sebaoun.”

Trigger said, "It turned out to be only Wrann and the yacht pilot and some of Wrann's underlings.
They've had a case of group amnesia. Anyway, they're mostly in Rehabilitation.”

Telzey sattled back. " So, what were they keegping you incommunicado about?”

"Symbiote Control."

"Never heard of it."

"It'saspecid Servicegroup,” Trigger said. "Top-secret. They figured | might aswell tell you since

you'd befinding out anyway."



"I'd betryingto,” Telzey admitted.

"Uh-huh. It seemstherésavariety of immigrant creaturesthat keep out of sight in oneway and
another. They like the advantages of lifein the Hub. Some pretend to be human. Mostly they're harmless,
and some are considered useful. The Service likesto kegp an eye on them, but sees no specia reason to
bother them otherwise.”

"But then there are the ones that aren't harmless. Symbiote Control pumped me about everything that
happened on the satellite. They aready knew about the Torai type of entity and the Attuk type. The Perr
Hasta type was completely new; but what | could tell them about it seemed to explain some rather
mysterious occurrences they have on record.”

"They knew about thefirst two?' Telzey said.

"Yes. They'retaking care of that quietly, partly because there aren't enough of either around to be
worth setting off apublic panic. Attuk was aGelver. It'stheir name for themselves. Gelvers get checked
out individualy. Most of them have sense enough not to use their shape-changing in ways they shouldn't,
and they help locate otherswho might be doing it. They have an understanding with the Service. They
can stay aslong asthey make no trouble."

"Where do they come from?"

"They don't know," said Trigger. "A Gelver ship got wrecked on a Hub world before humans ever
reached this galactic area. The ones here now are remote descendants of the crew. They have no record
of their home world and, of course, it could be amost anywhere. It's different with the Torai type of
entity. They do know where that one came from and how it got here, and some other things about it. It's
in the exploration records. . ."

Most of the surface of the entity's planet of origin, Trigger explained, was awatery swamp where no
intelligent life had evolved. The host bodies availableto it there had primitive nervous systems, and it was
incapable of developing awareness which extended beyond that of its host. But a Hub expedition had
spent some time on the planet and left it with numerous living specimens. The entitiesin the specimens
began to transfer to human bodies. It was an ingtinctive process at that point; but with human brains, they
acquired ahuman intelligence potentid. They made use of it. Their existence wasn't suspected until
decades | ater.

"What's been done about their world?' Telzey asked.

"It's posted. Satellite warningsin Trandingue and a dozen other mgjor Gaactic languages, explicit
about the danger of psychic invasion. Fortunately, the entity can't reproduce when it adopts a host
outside its native ecology. There's no way to establish exactly how many were set at large in the Hub by
that one expedition, but dmogt dl of them seem to have been located by now."

"What do they do with them when they're located?"

"Not much one can do with them redlly, isthere?’ Trigger said. "They don't harm the host body. It
lives and procreates and doesn't mutate out of the species. It usesits brain and may be performing a
vauablefunction in society. To the sentient individua, of course, they're adestructive parasite. But that's
how they've evolved. They get a choice between dying when the body they've currently occupied dies or
going back to their world and its water creatures. | understand most of them decide to go back.”

"So those three entities found one another,” Telzey said, "and formed an evil little coven, grouped
about the Toral Sebadoun figure.”

"For their mutual benefit,” said Trigger. ™Y ou can see how Attuk and Perr could be useful to Toral.
The Seba oun family members who might have competed for control with her al seem to have died a
convenient moments.”

Telzey said after apause, "There's till nothing to show what happened to Perr Hasta?!

"Nothing whatever. It was hardly three hours before | was back at the satellite in a Service ship with
ps operators on board. But it was airless by then—open to space—the computer system off. And Perr
was gone. It'salittle odd, because the delivery lock was sealed, and there are no other facilitiesfor a
second spacecraft on the satdllite. But perhaps she wouldn't need a spacecraft. After dl, we don't know
what she'sredlly like. At any rate, I'm reasonably certain Perr Hastais till around.”



"And being around, she could look you up,” Telzey said.

"Yes" said Trigger. "That's what makesit awkward for me. Of course, she's a capricious sort. She
may have dropped the idea of absorbing my personadlity by now."

Telzey shook her head. " She doesn't seem to have been capricious about waiting for her chanceto
get a Tora and Attuk!”

"l know," Trigger said moodily. "I can't count on her forgetting about me—and that doesn't leave me
much choice. I'm not going into hiding because of Perr, and | wouldn't want to have a Service operator
keep me under indefinite mind-watch, even if they werewilling to doit. Or even you. So I'll accept the
Service offer to get those latent abilities of mine organized enough to turn meinto some sort of functioning
ps." Shelooked at Telzey. "They don't expect meto reach your level, but they think | should become
eadly good enough to handle Perr if she shows up. Shedidn't try to tackle Toral or Attuk until she had
them at adisadvantage, so she must have limitations."

"They'll probably have you that far donginnotime,” Telzey said.

"Yes, | supposeso. . ."

Telzey smiled. "Cheer up, Trigger! It redly isn't dl that bad, being afunctioning pg."

"Oh, | know." Trigger returned the smile briefly. "I imagineit will befun, inaway. And it certainly has
itsadvantages. It'sjust that | never planned to be one. And now that I'm about to get started—well, it il
seems rather strange to me. Shall we go?"

"Might aswell." They gathered their purses and rose from the table. Telzey remarked, "Y ou won't
find it any stranger than anumber of things you've aready done.”

"No?' sad Trigger doubtfully.

"Definitdy not. Take tangling with three inhuman monsters on a Rasolmen satdllite, for example—"



