For the very first time, bestselling author Piers Anthony welcomes a fellow writer into one
of the universes of his own creation. In his classic science fiction novels CHTHON and
PHTHOR. Piers Anthony offered a controversial and thought-provoking vision of the
duality of human nature, of good and evil, sadism and surrender, freedom and slavery.
And now Charles Platt explores fascinating new territory in this unique universein
PLASM, a novel that marks a true science fiction event and a work that fully lives up to
the world and characters which Piers Anthony originally built.
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Author'sNote
Thisisthe fourth book set in the Chthon universe. Preceding titles are Chthon,
Phthor, and Plasm, the first two being by Piers Anthony, the third by Charles
Platt. Soma begins approximately six months after events at the conclusion of
Plasm.
Several characters and environments recur in all four novels. At the same time,
however, Soma tells a self-contained story that can be read and enjoyed on its
own.
The reader is asked to remember that thisis a science-fiction adventure whose
characters should not be seen as role models for peoplein the real world.
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Therocky floor of the passageway trembled benesth hisfeet. Aton steadied himself against a
nearby boulder and peered into semidarkness. He held his breath and listened. He heard no
sound in the vast network of caverns, yet he knew the caterpillar was out there,

He turned to his companion. Her red hair gleamed dully in the eerie luminescence shed by
patches of lichen on the roof of the passageway. Her young body was loosdly clad in aragged
convict'stunic. Her face, serendly beautiful, was turned toward him. "Madice" he said softly. He
reached out and touched her cheek.

The ground shook once more, and thistime adistant eerie shriek echoed through the maze of
caves and lavatubes. Aton felt a chill across his shoulders, though the air in the cave was dry and
hot. "Quickly," he said, taking her hand.

They ran dong the passageway. It doped down, leading them deeper into this planet whose
name was Chthon. Eons ago thistwisting conduit had been formed by volcanic gases bubbling
through molten rock; more recently, it had become a prison for those who were beyond
redemption.

Aton ran swiftly with Malice by hisside, and the dim-lit walls of the passageway seemed to
drift past. There were no intersections or branches; no choice but to continue the way they were
going. His chest began to ache, and fatigue started sapping his muscles. He forced himself on.

He rounded a corner and found that the passageway opened into alarge chamber. Its floor
was littered with boulders. The celling receded into gloom.

It was adead end. There was no way out.

He stopped and looked at Malice. Both of them were gasping for breath, their bodies filmed
with sweat. Once again the shrieking sound reached them, louder than before, and the ground
shook.

"There could beasmal tunnd," she said, pointing to the tumble of rocks. "Hidden
somewhere.”

Henodded. "All right." Together they climbed from one boulder to another.

There was arumbling sound, as of a human mob stampeding through the caverns. The
rumbling grew louder. Aton turned to face the passageway through which they had just come.
His stcomach tightened reflexively. He scrambled higher, pulled Mdlice up beside him, and
crouched behind an outcropping. "Thelight's very dimin here. It may not see us."

Suddenly the caterpillar wasin the chamber. Huge faceted eyes swung dowly from sdeto
sde. The segments of its body—humanoid formsimpaled like meet on asinuous
skewer—seemed to ir indecisively. It edged closer, and its eight-foot antennae brushed the
wdls.

One of them touched Madice on the shoulder. She cried out ingtinctively, unable to control her
revulsion. She jJumped up and tried to scramble around to the passageway that was the only exit
from the cave.

It sensed her and turned with surprising speed. Thelong poisoned lance of itstail whipped
around.

"No!" Aton shouted. He seized arock and hurled it, aming for one of the monster's bulbous
eyes.

The caterpillar flipped protective bone shutters over its eyes as readily asaman might blink,
and Aton's rock bounced harmlesdy away. Still, he had distracted it at |east temporarily: the
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beast was turning, focusing its dull mind on him now.

Malice seized the moment and |egped for the passageway out of the cave—but her foot
dipped. There was a sound like the hedl of aboot squelching into wet mud as shefell forward
onto the beast'stail, and it sank deep into her abdomen.

Blood poured down her belly from the wound, and she struggled frantically. But within afew
seconds the bleeding stopped as suddenly asit had begun, and her eyes glazed over asthe
poison spread through her. Her limbs went limp—and then, as Aton watched in horror, they
gtiffened and began to move in spastic imitation of the segments of the beast's body that had been
speared before her.

"No!" Aton shouted again. He knew she was beyond help now, but he couldn't accept that
fact. Hetried to throw himsdf at the monster, to fight it with hisbare hands. But his musclesno
longer obeyed him. He watched, immobilized, as the creature turned and dowly shuffled out of
the cavern, taking Mdice with it. Her body receded from him, the limbs moving mechanicdly, the
head nodding asif her neck had been broken.

Still Aton seemed paralyzed. He couldn't even breathe. This couldn't be happening; it was
wrong. And with that thought came sudden release, as he woke to his bedroom on Hvee.

Hetook deep, shuddering bregths, staring up at the ceiling lit with gray morning light. He
willed the horrifying images of Chthon from his mind. The dream had been so vivid, it hardly
seemed likeadream at dl. It seemed more like amessage, or a prophecy.

Herolled over on the smple mattress padded with cotton and straw and looked for Malice
beside him. The sheets were empty, and the pillow had not been touched. For amoment hefelt
confusion and concern, but then he remembered the previous night. There had been an argument.
She had defied him. He had grown angry. Ultimately, he had shut her inthe cdllar. (The
cdla—was thiswhy he had dreamed of the underground prison of Chthon?)

Aton struggled out of bed and donned the smple peasant clothes that he normally wore while
tending the fields of Hvee flowers. He moved easly, efficiently, his muscles strong from manud
labor. Hisface wasimpassive, and he seemed calm; but histhoughts and fedingswerein private
turmail.

Outside the small window, the fields of flowers were dmost ready to be harvested. He
paused amoment, trying to absorb the tranquillity of the scene asthe sky turned gold with the
first glow of sunlight and birds woke in the feathery leaves of the trees. Here was hishome; he
had spent his childhood in this house, had played with children at the nearby farms. True, it had
not been ahappy childhood; he had dways sensed he was somehow different from the others.
And yes, there had been aterrible truth to discover about himself—

Heredlized histhoughts were leading him inexorably back to his dream of Chthon. He shook
his head, willing theimages away. Surely hewould fed better if he were with the woman he
loved.

He paced quickly across the room, histanned feet moving silently over wooden boards that
gleamed with a deep, dark luster from centuries of use. He opened the door to the halway.

Helistened for amoment. Hisfather, Aurdius, now dept in Aton's old room, while Aton had
taken over hisfather's bedroom. The old man was probably still adeep. When he woke, he
usualy started cdling for his breskfadt.

Aton crept downgtairs to the ground floor. The flagstones felt ice-cold under hisfeet and the
morning air was cool on hisbare arms. He walked along the hallway, past framed pictures of his
forebears, and opened the door to the cellar.

He descended rough-hewn stone steps. The air here was rich with seasoned smells: chopped
wood, hain fruit individually wrapped and stored in crates for the winter months, dried herbs,
bundles of fibersfrom rothp trees which Malice would spin into thread to weave new garments.
She and hewere sef-aufficient in thislittle farmhouse.



He picked hisway through aclutter of farm toolsto a stout wooden door set in astone wall
that subdivided the cellar. Hetook alarge, rusty key from ahook in the wall, turned it in the lock,
and pushed the door open.

Faint light came from atiny, grimy window up by the celling. It illuminated afloor of bare
stone. In the center of it, ahuman figure lay huddled under arough brown blanket.

Aton gently pulled the blanket down, reveding atangle of red hair, awoman'sface serenein
deep, her head pillowed on her arms. He touched her shoulder.

Malice stirred and rolled over. She looked up at him and blinked.

Atonfdtirrationd relief. Thelast aftertaste of his dream was banished by the sight of her
here, dive. Herealized, with discomfort, how much he needed and cared for her.

She winced as she felt the tenderness of histhought. Her telepathic intuition, shared by al the
women from her world, inverted aman's emotions. Hislove shefdt as hate; by contrast, when he
felt angry and crud, her sensestrandated these emotionsinto sweet romantic passion.

Aton ddiberately suppressed histender fedings. Still, herealized, he felt guilty about the
punishment he had inflicted. "I shouldn't have left you down herelast night,” he said.

She sudied his stern features for amoment, sensing the nuances of hisemotiona conflict. She
sat up, and the blanket did down, revesling her naked body. She ran her fingersthrough her hair,
combing the tangles out of it. ™Y our punishment ismy pleasure. Y ou know that."

He brooded for amoment. " Our fights have been getting worse. My anger has been growing
more extreme."

She amiled like alover savoring an intimate caress. "Yes. I've noticed.”

He gave her avexed look. "I'm serious." He stood and went to the small window. Outside,
the morning was bright, but it hardly seemed to penetrate the basement gloom. Once again, the
caves of Chthon seemed to be hovering at the edges of his awareness. "There's something
wrong. Surely you've noticed it?| fed asif we're on the edge of something ominous.”

She shook her head. "'l fed bored, that'sdl. Living on thisfarm isboring. And frankly,
listening to you talking like thisisboring.” She pulled the blanket around her body, asif
withdrawing agift she had been willing to offer him amoment ago. She stood up to leave.

He caught hold of her wrist. "I haven't finished."

She glanced at his hand gripping her, then looked up at hisface. Her expression was amused.
"Areyou going to hold me here by force, just so that | haveto listen to your gloomy predictions?
Now, that would be a punishment.”

Thetaunt stirred his anger, perhaps asit was meant to. "What I'm saying isimportant.”

"Redly?' She gave her wrist aquick twist, wrenched it free, and turned for the door.

He grabbed for her again—but found himsdlf clutching only the blanket. Sheleft him holding it
and ran naked up the stone steps. Her high, firm breasts quivered as she moved, and her muscles
shifted under the pae, perfect skin of her thighs. She didn't even bother to look back.”

Aton went after her. He caught up with her in the kitchen. "Malice—"

"Oh, leave me done." Her voice was cold. She opened the door of the stove and put alog on
the embersthat ill glowed from the previous night. ™Y ou know, I'm getting sick of living here.”
She poked savagdly at thefire. "'I've even been thinking that perhaps | should leave.”

The wordsimmobilized him for amoment. He stared at her dumbly. Then hisanger
redoubled.

She looked at him, feeding on hisemotions. "Ahh," she said, her eyesbright, her cheeks
flushed.

"You said that just to provoke me."

"Maybe" shetaunted him.

"Dont play with me," hewarned her.



"Oh, do you think I'm playing?" Shetilted her chin up provocatively. Her back had
straightened and her nipples had stiffened. She was high on hisgrowing rage.

He reached out quickly to grab her arm—~but she pulled back and he found himsdlf sumbling,
grappling with empty ar. Theindignity of it made him angrier than ever.

"Y ou're getting dow," shetaunted him. "Do you redlize that? Sow and stupid. It must be
because you spend dl your time living on this farm where nothing happens. Y our mind'sgoing
dead. | saw the same thing happen to Aurelius.”

"Don't talk like that about my father!" Hetried again to grab her, but she skipped to one Side,
keeping just out of reach.

"Y ou don't like to think about me and him, do you?' She gave him astrange, maicious smile.
"Bitch!" He stepped forward and siwung his arm, and thistime she wasn't fast enough. He
dapped her face, and her head rocked back. She gasped, but whether it wasin pain or pleasure
was hard to tell. Her cheek turned dowly pink, showing the outline of hisfingers. Then her

dangerous amile returned. "Y our father used to hit me harder than that.”

Aton grabbed both her armsin his and threw her to the floor. He paused, breathing hard,
dizzy with rage and passion. Quickly, he ripped his clothes off; and then hefdl on her.

She struggled at fird, asif she needed to test his strength before she would submit toit. They
wrestled on the flagstones, grunting and gasping, and then she fell backward againgt the
wood-burning stove and cried out in pain. He hardly noticed, and he didn't care. He forced
himsdlf on her, and at last she surrendered to him. She closed her eyes, feeding on his cruel
emotions, and he didn't release her until his passion was spent.

A little later, shewasin hisarms, gasping for breath. She wrapped her arms around his neck,
pressed close, and kissed him long and hard. Her body moved languoroudy againgt him, then
dowly subsided. Bright red marks disfigured her skin where the stove had burned her.

He touched the marks and shook his head in confusion, shocked by hisown violence. "I hurt
you," hesaid.

Sheamiledlazily. "Yes"

"No, | redly hurt you. Do you need—"

She gestured dismissvely. "It was nothing.”

He looked more closely and saw that it wastrue. The burn marks were dready fading. Her
body was the product of the same experiment in genetic engineering that had enhanced her
intuition and scrambled her emotions. Her skin had inhuman resilience and ability to hed itsdlf.

Aton helped her up onto achair, then sat beside her. He rested his elbows on the kitchen
table, feding drained and dizzy. "It could have been much worse" he said. "1 didn't know what |
wasdoing."

She put her arm around his shoulders and kissed his cheek. "1 wouldn't have been satisfied
with anything less

"But every day? And you need more each time."

She shrugged. "Thereredlly isn't much elseto do here." She paused, and her green eyes
shifted. "Y ou know," she went on, sounding more thoughtful, "we should go someplacefor a
vacation. I'd enjoy a change of scenery.”

He nodded mechanically."Of course. As soon asthe harvest isin.”

"Oh, yes. The harvest." She stood up, and her look of sensua satisfaction gradually faded. "1
suppose | should make Aurdlius his bregkfast.”

Aton turned and looked up at her, trying to read her expression. ™Y ou know, when you
spoke of leaving—"

She placed askillet on the stove. "Did you really wonder if | meant it?'

He nodded.



Shetook along, pink, tubular vegetable from astorage cupboard and laid it on a cutting
board, her fingers moving thoughtfully over itsrounded form. "Y ou'll never lose me, Aton,” she
said, picking up aknife. "Not so long asyou give me what | need.”

2.
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Hewalked out into the soft, cool morning. The air wasfull of the sweet smell of Hvee
flowers, and the sky was ahazy lavender-gray as the pale sun edged above the hills at the
horizon.

Small feet came scampering through the dirt. A furry shape launched itself toward Aton, and
eager little paws grabbed at his clothing. He glanced down at what looked like abrown rug
wrapping itself around hiswaist and thighs. A little black face peered up from amess of tufty hair.
"Aton?" The voice was high-pitched and not quite human. "Hug?'

He hauled it up to his chest. The creature grinned and wrapped its Six arms around him,
chittering happily. It was an emp, from alow-gravity forest world where most animals spent their
entirelivesin thetrees. Itsthin, flat body enabled it to glide like aflying squirrdl. Itsextrapair of
paws enabled it to swing easily from branch to branch. Here on Hvee, however, the gravity was
higher, and the emp did most of itstraveling draped across Aton's back.

It made an ided pet. It was always friendly, and soaked up human affection. Alix, awoman
who owned one of the neighboring farms, had brought it to Hvee and given it to Aton. Astime
went by, to hissurprise, hed grown to like the way it hung around him.

Asfor Alix, she hung around him, too. During the last few months, shed madeit quietly
obviousthat shewas available if he wanted an affair with her. She was shy where Mdice was
bold. She was undemanding where Mdice was challenging and provocative. She was dender
and graceful—and Aton was tempted.

But he cut the thought off. An affair with awoman who had norma emotiona responseswas
out of the question for him. Hisfits of rage could be physicaly dangerous. That wasthe legacy of
his genes, and there was no escape from it, now or ever.

Inagrim frame of mind, he lifted the emp up onto his shoulders and walked acrossthe yard
to the pen where he kept chickensimported from Old Earth. They were strutting and bickering,
impatient to be fed. He redlized that alowing himself to be seduced by Malice had delayed his
morning schedule. She didn't seem to understand that chores on afarm couldn't be postponed
according to whim, especidly around harvest time. Or maybe she did understand, but preferred
not to.

Aton dumped the chicken feed into the bins. He turned back toward the house. Six months
ago, when he had returned here to settle with the woman heloved, he had felt total fulfillment of a
kind he had never beieved possible. Why did nothing seem to please him now? And why did the
future now seem so unknown and threatening?

When he entered the kitchen he found that the table had been set for breakfast and pots were
smmering on the stove, but Malice was nowhere to be seen. Aton started across the flagstones
toward the front hall, then thought better of it and sat down in one of the sturdy pegged-wood
chairs. He put the emp on the floor. "Stay," hetold it.

It made a petulant clucking noise and sidled under hischair. It blinked its big eyes at him and
tucked its paws under itsfurry body, rolling itsdf into alittle bal. "Food?" it asked hopefully.

"Soon," said Aton. "1 think."

A moment later Malice waked in, now dressed in home-woven work clothes. The shirt was
atight fit, clearly revealing the shape of her breasts. Her eyes were bright and her cheeks were
pink. The abuse that she had received from him obvioudy had had no lasting ill-effects. On the
contrary, it had revitaized her.
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"Wherewereyou?' he asked her.

"Feeding Aurdius." She gave him a strange, ambiguous ook, then walked to the stove. "I
suppose you're ready for bregkfast?!

"Of course." He hesitated. "How ismy father?'

"The same." She met his eyes, then looked away. He couldn't tell whether there was
something that she wasn't saying, or whether it wasjust hisimagination. Her relaionship with his
father was atopic that they never discussed.

They ate mogtly in silence. Aton listed the jobs that needed to be done that day, and Mdice
quietly agreed.

The emp eventualy became restless, crawled out from under Aton's chair, and tried to hoist
itsdlf onto hisleg in pursuit of the tempting breskfast smells. Aton smiled and gave it ascrap of
bread. It clasped the morsdl initsfront paws and gnawed on it. "Good," it said.

"Please" said Madlice. Shelooked pained.

"I'm sorry," said Aton. "'l forgot." He scooped the emp up, took it to the back door, and put it
outsde. Mdice didn't object to the creeture itsdlf, only to the warm fedlings of affection that it
roused in him. To her inverted tel epathic senses, those fedings were painful and physicaly
damaging. He knew that; so why had he brought the emp inside to begin with? To hurt herina
way that physica abuse never could?

3.
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Aton wasriding out into the fields when he saw the hovercar. It wasturning off the dirt road
at thetop of the hill, nosing into the narrow, overgrown track that led down to the house. Itsfans
raised awake of dust, and it fishtailed as it encountered potholes and rutsin the track. The driver
seemed to be having trouble maintaining control.

Aton dismounted from his hrule and tethered it back by the barn. The big anima looked like a
skinny, oversize, long-legged beer. It was native to Hvee, and its docile temperament suited it to
farm work. It watched impassively as he walked out to the graveled semicirclein front of the
house and stood there, waiting.

The emp scampered over and climbed up onto his shoulders so that it could get a better view.
Vidgitors were rare—Aton discouraged them—and vehicles were virtualy unknown. The
aristocracy that owned and governed the planet made sure of that.

The car finally reached the open areain front of the house, and the driver cut its power. It
drifted to ahdt, snking dowly astheair cushion deflated.

The man who got out was pink, plump, and bald, wearing awhite shirt and a caramd suit. His
brown shoes were shiny and histie wastightly knotted. He hitched up his pants, glanced &t the
Hveefidds, then waddled around the car toward Aton. Histhick lipswidened in acheerful grin.
"Niceday," he said. He nodded asif inviting Aton to agree with him.

Aton regarded the man skeptically. Helooked like asdesman. "Can | help you?"

"I'm looking for an Aurdlius Five." Thefat man grinned some more. "Does he ill own this
fam?'

Aton shook his head. "He's my father. | run the place now."

"Ah. Ah, well, then, yourethe one | need to see” He held out hishand. "My name's
Schenck. I'm from offworld. Just camein yesterday, |eft my ship a the landing field outside the
village." He spoke awkwardly, asif he had some kind of speech impediment that durred his
voice. "I'm atrader. When | was herelast year, | bought alarge part of the harvest from your
fether."

Aton forced apolite smile. Business, after al, was business. He shook the man'shand. "I'm
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pleased to meet you, Mr. Schenck. I'm Aton Five."

Schenck saw the emp peeking at him from behind Aton's shoulder. "Well, what have we
here?' He extended afinger to tickleit under itschin. "Hey, littlefelow.”

"No." The emp's voice was a startled squeak. The furry anima dropped suddenly to the
ground, ran to the house, and swarmed up the wall, sharp claws clinging to fissures between the
stones. It swung up over the gutter, then climbed to the top of the roof and sat there chattering
likeamonkey.

"What'sits problem?" said Schenck, looking vaguely irritated.

"It isn't accustomed to strangers. Not many people come here."

"Hm." Schenck shrugged. "Well, | would like to inspect your crop, to see what you've got.
Maybe we can make aded, eh?'

"I'll be glad to show you around,” said Aton.

They took Schenck's car along the dirt track that ran around the perimeter of thefarm. The
acres of Hvee blossomsrippled in the wind, a dazzling carpet of green. Schenck talked vaguely
about nothing in particular while his eyes darted busily from side to Side, taking in every detail.

"Y ou've improved the land," he observed. "Must have worked hard.”

"Yes'" sad Aton. "'l have

"So what isthe story with your father?' Schenck asked, as hefinaly turned the car back
toward the house.

"He'snot very well."

"Very sck?' Schenck's eyeswere half hidden by folds of plump flesh, making hisface hard to
reed.

"Swamp fever, from more than twenty years ago,” said Aton. "I'm sure you noticed when you
were here last year—he wasn't in good hedlth then.”

"He seemed abit pae," Schenck agreed.

"In the past few months he's become much worse. The locd doctor has no ideawhat's
wrong."

Schenck frowned. "No idea? Why not?"*

"Hvee imposes high tariffs on any imported hardware. It's our way of maintaining the
ungpoiled, rudtic life-style. But it means we lack modern medical equipment.”

"Well, now," said Schenck, "I have a portable med unit." He gestured with histhumb to the
rear storage compartment. "Never travel without it. I'll run adiagnosisfor you, no problem at all.
Glad to be ableto help.”

"Thank you," Aton said dowly. He wondered why Schenck's offer didn't seem more
welcome.

Back at the house, they climbed the stairsto Aurdliuss bedroom. "Father?* Aton knocked on
the door. He opened it dowly.

The room had amusty, dusty smell. The old man waslying in bed with his head turned to one
Sde, staring out the window at the fields. His body was athin shape under the hand-embroidered
quilt, and his face was pae, degply mapped with anetwork of finelines.

"Father," Aton sad, "I have someoneto seeyou.”

Aurdiusturned his head dowly. He looked at Aton, then at Schenck, but his expression
never changed, and there was adistant ook in hiseyes.

"Mr. Aurdlius Five." Schenck beamed a him. "Good day to you, Sr." He set the med unit on
the bed and opened its carrying case. " Perhaps you remember me.”

The old man dowly blinked. He said nothing.

"Dont tekeit persondly,” said Aton. "Heslike thiswith everyone.”

"Too bad, too bad." Schenck broke open a blister-pack and attached a steriletip to the unit's



probe. Hetook Aureliuss arm, lying on the covers, and touched the probe briefly to the withered
in.

For amoment, there was silence in the little room, broken only by the dow ticking of an old
pendulum clock that stood by the door. One did on its face showed the planting and harvesting
seasons for Hvee flowers; another displayed the time on the two other colonized planetsin the
sysem.

The med unit chimed. Schenck removed its probe, leaving atiny dot of blood. He studied the
unit's readout. "Swamp fever, yes. And—" He paused, frowning. "Another possible contagion,
unspecified. Unspecified?' He seemed puzzled. He shook his head. "'Perhgps an offworld virus?'

"Aurelius hasnt |ft this planet in the past twenty years," said Aton.

Schenck shrugged. He discarded the probetip and did the unit back into its case. "Then |
realy don't know. Mr. Aurdlius, may you get well soon." He leaned forward and patted the old
man's bony shoulder with his pink, plump hand.

A look of distant recognition seemed to flicker briefly in Aurdiuss eyes, and his mouth
twitched in abare hint of asmile. But then he turned his head away. He sghed deeply ashe
stared once more out the window &t the fields of flowers.

Aton walked Schenck out of the house, back to his car. "Thank you for your trouble,” he
said, as Schenck opened the door and eased himsdlf into the driving sedt.

"No trouble, no trouble at al." He put the med unit on the seat beside him. "I will be back
tomorrow, Mr. Aton Five, with an offer. Y ou see, | have other farmsto inspect before | can say
anything definite." He grinned again, and Aton saw something deviousin the man'seyes. He
decided he didn't like Schenck; didn't trust him &t all.

Schenck reached for the switch to start the car, then paused, staring ahead through the
windshidd. "Y our wife?' he asked.

Malice was waking toward the house, hauling water from the well in two wooden buckets
hanging from ayoke across her shoulders. The load was heavy and she moved dowly, treading
carefully. Her breasts trembled under her tight clothes as she took each step.

"Yes" Atonsad. "My wife."

" Strength and beauty," mused Schenck. "Y esindeed.”" He pursed hislips thoughtfully. "Once
before, | saw awoman like that. The red hair, the physica strength. Planet Minion? Yes, yes,
that wasthe place." He turned and looked up inquiringly at Aton.

"Appearances can be deceptive." Aton calmly returned the man's stare. "Malice was born
right here on Hvee."

"Mdice? Unusua name." Schenck watched her some more, until she moved out of Sight
behind the house. "But if she was from Minion she could not be here, could she? Minionisa
Proscribed world, as| recal. No oneisalowed in, and no oneis alowed out. Federation "law."

Aton shrugged. "I wouldn't know. I've never heard of the place.”

"No?" Schenck chuckled. " Strange people. Y esindeed, very strange social customsand
genetic higtory.” He switched on his car's motor.

Aton stepped back asthe vehicle lifted, stirring dust. He watched as Schenck turned it and
drove dowly away dong the track. When he reached the road, he turned toward the village. The
car crested the hill and finally disappeared from view.

4,
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The mallet made aregular, heavy smacking sound as he hammered the post into the thick,
dark soil. He paused, breathing deeply, and flexed his shoulders. A grove of feather-fronded
trees shaded him from the afternoon sun, but he was hot nevertheless. He looked at the emp,
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lazily batting its paw at an insect buzzing past, and hishrule, grazing contentedly on grass at the
edge of the Hveefidd. The animas, as usua, seemed to be having the easier time of it.

"Aton?" The voice camefrom behind him, amid thetrees.

Heturned quickly with al his muscles suddenly tense. He realized that his nerves had been on
edge since Schenck had left. Or maybe since his nightmare that morning. "Who isit?'

She emerged from the shadows. "Alix. I'm sorry, did | sartleyou?' she gave him ashy smile.
Shewastal and dim, dressed in work clothes that sheld evidently brought with her from
offworld: khaki pants, leather boots, and a gingham shirt that she'd knotted under her breasts,
leaving her waist bare. Her hair was brown, parted in the center, and it hung straight to her
shoulders. Shelooked at Aton with soft brown eyes. "I saw you working out here, so | brought
you something to drink,” she said. "1 thought maybe on ahot day likethis, you'd be thirsty." She
handed him atdl glassof water. Icetinkled in it.

"Thanks" Hetook it from her. ™Y ou shouldn't have troubled.”

—"It'snotrouble." She walked over and squatted by the emp. "Hi, little fellow. 1s Aton
taking good care of you?'

"Alix." The emp recognized her easily enough, but had trouble pronouncing her name. It
nuzzled her hand. "Happy," it said, flopping back into the grass.

"That'sgood." She petted it for amoment, then turned back to Aton. "What are you doing?"

"Rebuilding the fence. The posts were rotten.”

Shelooked at histanned, naked chest. " Sounds like adull job. I guessit's good for building
muscles. | mean, not that you need any more than you've aready got." Shelaughed
sdf-conscioudy.

He drained the glass and handed it back to her. Momentarily, their fingers touched and their
eyes met.

"Everything al right at your place?" he asked politely.

She shrugged. "Sure. I'vefindly settled in." She had arrived on Hvee only four months before.

Shefél slent, sanding avkwardly in front of him asif there was something she wanted to
say, but she didn't know how to say it.

Aton watched her steadily. "Is there something wrong?”

She avoided hiseyes. "Not redlly.”

“Tdl me Alix."

"Well, I'dkind of likeit if you felt like sopping by sometime.”

Gently, he touched her cheek. She seemed so vulnerable. He found it dmost unbearably
seductive. Heimagined holding her. Shewouldn't resst, he knew that. He had the sense that she
would yield to him completely. He would possess her, and she would let him do anything he
wanted. But there, that was the trap. Sooner or later her compliant nature would tempt him into
losing control—maybe just for afew moments. He would hurt her. It wasinevitable.

"Alix, there are reasons—ones | can't explain to you now—that | can never be more than
your neighbor. Maybe not even your friend.”

"l—redize youre married."

"That's not what I'm talking about. There are things about me that you don't know." Hefelt a
heavinessin his chest. It was hard, very hard, pushing her away from him. "If you knew more
about me, you might not want to know meat al."

"| doubt that." Her brown eyes seemed soft and understanding, and for a strange moment he
fdt asif she knew everything about him, and gill accepted him, despiteit al.

She moved quickly toward him and kissed him quickly on the cheek. Then she turned and
made her way back toward the woods. "If you ever change your mind,” she called to him, "let me
know."



Aton imagined holding her. She was so dender, o delicate.
The thought made him aroused. He swore, turned, and picked up the mallet. Heraised it and
brought it down with al his strength, pounding the fence post into the soil.

5.
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When he walked into the house at the end of the day, it seemed dark and deserted. Helit an
oil lamp in the kitchen and another in the hdlway. "Mdice?" he called. Therewas no reply.
Hefelt the same sense of foreboding that had gripped him in the morning. It made him angry;
he was not superdtitious, and he didn't believe in premonitions. But still something seemed wrong

Hewaked dowly up the sairs. Faintly, he heard voices. They seemed to come from
Aurdiussroom.

He pushed the door open. In thelast dim light from the setting sun he saw Mdice Sitting on
the bed, leaning over the old man. Aurelius had been muttering something, and it looked asif she
had been leaning close to hear him.

Sheturned quickly. "What do you want?' She sounded impatient.

"|—wondered where you were."

"Leave usdonefor afew minutes” shetold him. "Please.”

"Why?" he asked.

"It'simportant.”

He hesitated. "All right." He closed the door.

Downgtairs, he sat in the kitchen. The heat of the day had gone, and the air felt cool. He
opened the door of the stove and stared into the embers. Hetried to think of nothing ashe
watched the patternsin thefire. Nothing at dl.

Shejoined him alittlelater. "I'm sorry | sngpped at you," she said. She touched the back of
his neck, then his cheek.

Helooked at her warily. "What was going on int here?"

"Jugt talking about—old times. Areyou hungry?' She said it vagudly, asif shewasfinding it
hard to concentrate. She picked up a saucepan, then put it down.

"Of course I'm hungry,” he said. "But | want to know what's going on." He walked over, took
her wrist, and turned her to face him.

"Nothing." Her eyes seemed unfocused. "Nothing that concernsyou.”

He sighed, exasperated. "L ook—" He broke off. There had been a strange noise from
updairs.

He paused, listening. There was adistant coughing, choking noise, and athrottled cry.

Aton turned and ran out of the kitchen. He leaped up the stairsto Aurdliuss room and threw
open the door.

The old man was Sitting up in bed with an expression of surprise. His mouth was gaping wide.
His breath camein rattling gasps. He saw Aton and reached out toward him. His hand was
trembling.

Aton gtrode forward. He put hisarm around hisfather. The man's body felt impossibly bony
and thin. His head rolled back and he stared up into Aton'sface. "Kill you," he gasped. He
swallowed hard, and his chest shook. He tried to take a bregth, but started to choke again, asif
his throat was blocked. His whole body convulsed.

Aton dapped him between the shoulder blades, then moved behind the old man and wrapped
him arms around his stomach. He clenched the fist of one hand and cupped the other around it.
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He pulled in hard, squeezing Aureliuss abdomen. He did it again, and Aurelius leaned forward
and vomited.

Inthedim gray light from outside, it was hard to seew hat was happening. Dark liquid
splashed onto the sheets. There was astrange, foul smell of decay.

Aurdiustook ashaky breath. He turned his head. "She," he whispered. " She—"

"Try torelax," Atontold him. "Lie down, Father. Deep breaths.

But the old man went into another convulsion. He wrenched free from Aton's grip and
flopped onto his side, drawing his knees up to his chest. He vomited again—and thistime the
flow seemed endless, asif someone had opened afaucet. Galons of the thick, black, dudgy
liquid gushed out of his mouth. Theliquid pooled in the bed, overflowed, and ran onto the floor.

Aton drew back, dazed with horror. The old man lay there with his eyes closed and his mouth
gaping wide. Theliquid poured out of him, more and more of it, in atorrent.

Aton turned and saw Malice standing in the doorway. "He'sdying,” he said. "My father's
dying.”

She shook her head. Her expression was unreadable. "He is dready dead.”

6.

Contents - Prev / Next

Aton carried an oil lamp into the room that had once been Aurdliuss study. He felt dazed,
detached from the world, asif it no longer involved him. The shadows cast by the lamp flickered
and jJumped. In the wavering light he saw abig old desk, made by his grandfather; books neetly
stacked on metal shelves, awooden globe; family holosin ornate frames; |eather-upholstered
furniture filmed with dust. The room smelled musty and dead.

On an end table stood amodel of the starship that had brought Aton's ancestors to Hvee five
generations ago. He ran hisfingers briefly over the tapered cylinder, then set down the lamp and
turned his attention to a modern shortwave transceiver stlanding nearby.

The unit hadn't been used in months. He checked the batteries; they were till good. He
entered a code on the keypad, then listened with numb detachment to the ringing tone. Upstairs
he could hear Malice's footsteps as she cleaned up the messin Aurdiuss bedroom.

"Hello?" The voice came from the transceiver's loudspeaker.

Aton blinked. "Dr. Wolk?'

"Yes, thisisWolk."

He struggled for words. "1—my father's dead." That sounded clear enough, yet wrong, asif it
couldn't possibly betrue.

"What'sthat?' Wolk had been the village physician for the past fifty years. Hewas no longer
entirely competent, but there was no one to replace him.

"My father!" Aton shouted into the handset. "Please come at once. It's an emergency.”

Wolk muttered something that sounded like an acknowledgment. He was one of the few
peoplein the areawho owned any form of transportation. It was a broken-down ground car with
bald tiresand only one headlight, but it would get him to the house within ahaf-hour.

Aton switched off the transceiver, picked up the ail lamp, and walked back upstairs. He
found Malice using ashovel to scoop thick black gunk off the floor and into awooden bucket.
She had opened dl the windowsto get rid of the foul smell. Aurdiuswastill lying on hisside
with hislegsdrawn up, his eyes shut, his mouth gaping wide.

Aton touched hisfather's face. The skin buckled under hisfingers asif there were no longer
any bones benegth. A gentle breeze wafted in through the open windows, and the old man's
corpse stirred like adry husk. Aton drew back, feding his ssomach clench. As he watched,
Aurdiussbody dowly crumpled in onitself, asif it were made of flimsy paper. A rotten odor
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came out of hismouth.

"Help me strip the bed.” Malice looked at Aton and waited.

Dumbly, he did what she asked. The covers were saturated with the thick black liquid. She
rolled them quickly into aball.

"Bring the buckets," shetold him, as she carried the bedding out of the room.

He picked them up and followed her downgtairs, through the dim+lit halway, out into the
backyard. "Where are you going?"

"We should dump everything in the cesspit. It could be contaminated.”

"If itis, then so arewe." But till, he did as she suggested.

Back in the house, he redlized he was trembling. He looked at the smears of black stuff on his
hands. "I don't want to go back up there," hetold her in alow voice.

"Why not?'

He laughed, fedling crazy with the horror of what he'd seen. "Why not? He's my father .

Shelooked a him for amoment. Her face was expressionless. "Not anymore. He's dead,
now." ' Aton stared at her."Y es, that'sright. | saw. | was there, remember? | was holding himin
my arms." He drew ashaky breath. "If you want to makeit al neat and clean, you go ahead.” He
turned away—then turned back. "What were you talking about with him, before he started
choking?'

She seemed to think for amoment before answering. "We weretaking, that'sall.”

"About what? Why did you tell meto leave you donewith him?"

"It was private. It was about the past.” Her eyeslost their intent focus. "I loved him too.
Once."

Aton went into the kitchen. He dumped onto a chair and rested his elbows on the table. He
felt unbaanced. The world seemed suddenly strange and hostile. He no longer trusted anyone or
anything. Not Mdlice, not Schenck—definitely not Schenck. The man had used his med unit on
Aurdius. It had made atiny puncturein the old man's skin. Wasthat significant? Or maybe Aton
himself was to blame. Maybe he was carrying some offworld disease, was avector for avirus
that might kill him next, or Mdice—

He got up and walked out of the house, into the Hvee fidlds. The emp came creeping through
the darkness and made an inquisitive noise. "Hug?' it said.

Aton stooped and picked up thelittle animal. It hugged him; he hugged it back. He stood
therefor along time, staring up at the stars.

1.
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He heard whining motors and the dull groaning of whed bearingsin need of oil. Aton turned
and saw Dr. Wolk's car bumping aong the track toward the house, its single headlight beam
flickering yelow. It shuddered to a hat and Wolk climbed out. "All right,” he said without any
prdiminaries. "What's this about an emergency?'

"My father,” Aton said. Histhoughts had quietened, leaving astrange dull indifference. "He's
dead.”

Wolk grunted. "Y ou sure?'

Aton nodded. "Completely sure.”

Wolk sighed. "Was afraid he was getting weaker. God knows, I've been doing what | could.”

"Y ou have no reason to fed any blame,” Aton said. He put the emp down and led the way
into the house.

Malice came out of Aureliussroom onto the landing when she heard Wolk make hisway
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dowly up the stairs. She was holding a scrubbing brush. There was a strong smell of soap. "Why
did you call adoctor here?' she asked Aton. "It'sfar too late for him to do anything.”

"I'll decidethat, young lady." Wolk glared a her and moved arthritically into Aurdliuss room.

The body on the mattress had collapsed completely and was now aflat wrinkled shapelike a
deflated balloon. Wolk muttered something, picked up the oil lamp, and peered closer. When he
prodded Aureliuss dead skin it made dry crinkling noises under histouch.

He stepped back with alittle sound of disgust. Het urned toward Aton, his eyeglasses
glittering in the lamplight. "Whét the hell happened here?’

"l heard him choking,” Aton explained. "There seemed to be something in histhroat. | tried to
forceit up. He wastrying to say something." Aton remembered hisfather's fragmented words,
but some cautiousingtinct prevented him from mentioning them. "He started vomiting. It went on
and on. Black gunk, flowing out of him—"

"What happened to this black stuff?"

"l cleaned it up." Madice spoked from behind them.

"All of it?" Wolk turned and scowled at her. "We could useasample. Andyzeit."

Aton doubted Wolk's ahility to analyze anything more chalenging than a urine sample, but he
sad nothing.

Malice shrugged. "I'm sorry. | disposed of it."

Wolk grunted. He surveyed Aurdiuss body again, and shook his head. "Never seen anything
likethis. Y ou two were offworld till Six months ago, isn't that right?”

"We were blood-tested and tissue-scanned by a diagnostic system before we landed,” Madlice
sad camly. "It didn't find any microorganisms.”

"Could beit madeamistake."

"If we were incubating an offworld virus," Malice went on, "and then we passed it to Aurdlius,
it should have affected us beforeit affected him.”

Wolk shook his head. "Can never tdll." Hewalked out of the room. "Haveto cal the
authorities." He started down the sairs. "Maybe quarantine you. Don't touch the body,
understand? I'll call you in the morning.”

8.
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"The man who came to the house today," Aton said, as he pulled his clothes off. " Schenck.
Did you seehim?'

Malice shook her head. She was lying in bed with her eyes closed. Sheld hardly spoken since
the doctor had |eft.

Aton sat on the mattress beside her. "Well, he saw you. Y ou were carrying water from the
wdl."

"What of it?" She sounded deepy and uninterested.

"He guessed where you were from. | denied it, but I'm not sure if he believed me. 1t was hard
totdl. | didn't trust him."

She shrugged one shoulder. She said nothing.

"Y ou know, he had amed unit with him. Heused it on Aurdlius. It ssemsadtrange
coincidence—"

"Y ou think anyone who comes hereis going to try and hurt usin some way. Y ou think the
worldisfull of enemies.” She sghed. "That'swhy no one ever vistsus."

"We have good reason to be cautious,” he said defensively. "Y ou are from a Proscribed
world."
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For amoment shewas sillent, asif trying carefully to decide what to say. Findly sheturned
her head to look at him. "Sometimes| wonder," she sad, "if you'reredly the man | thought |
knew."

He sat there, close to her but not touching her, and tried to understand. "All | want—" he
began.

She sat up, roused from her drowsiness by her own impatience. "All you want isto hide from
anything that might hurt you. Y ou'd like to spend the rest of your life plowing thefidldsand
hugging that stupid animd that hugs you back."

Hefdt atwinge of irritation. "Are you trying to annoy me? Didn't you get enough abusethis
morning?"'

She laughed loudly. She stared at him with astrange, wild light in her eyes. "Oh, no. Sex isthe
last thing | want from you now." She paused for amoment in order to sample the conflicting
emotions she had roused in him. "'l suppose | may aswell tell you," she went on. She tossed her
long hair aside, and leaned closer, Saring directly into hisface. "I'm pregnant. Do you hear me,
Aton? Do you understand what that means?’

0.
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He stumbled barefoot through the darkness, naked from the waist up. The chill night air
clutched his chest and arms. Hisfeet were wet with dew.

He zigzagged through the Hvee fidds, trampling the blossoms. Memoriesflickered before
him: ared-haired, green-eyed woman in aforest glade, seducing a seven-year-old boy with a
kiss, the same woman in asmal modern room with plastic furnishings, telling him a secret about
himsdlf that filled him with sdf-loathing and inarticulate rage; the woman again, alittlelater, ina
wooden cabin on the planet Minion, tantaizing him with her body and handing him awhip with
which to defileit. ..

He saw ahouse, and stumbled toward it. There was alamp burning in awindow, and a
woman Sitting reading aleather-bound book. Aton made hisway to the glass and peeredin,
wondering stupidly if he had traveled in acircle and returned to his own home. But thiswoman
was brown-haired, and her face showed a gentle softness; she was quite different from Mdice,
the woman he loved.

He banged his hand againgt the glass, and she turned quickly, startled by the sound. She saw
him standing there, and her expression changed. She smiled uncertainly, put down the book, and
hurried from the room.

The front door of the house opened. Light flooded out. "Aton! Isit you?'

He blundered in and stood in the hallway, breathing hard. "Alix." He stared at her, searching
for words.

She noted hisdisheveled hair, his bare chest, the crushed Hvee blossoms sticking to his wet
bare feet. "What's happened? What's wrong?'

"My father died. Tonight."

"Oh. Oh, Aton." She closed the front door. "Here. Come into the living room.” Shetook his
am.

Hetried to pull away from her. She was wearing nothing but athin nightdress. He could see
the shape of her breaststhrough it, the dark circles of her nipples, the shadow of her pubis. "No,"
he muttered.

"Y ou obvioudy need someoneto talk to. Come and St down.” Shetugged at hisarm again,
and thistime, rdluctantly, hefollowed.

"l shouldn't be here," hetold her.
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"Sit." She pushed him gently onto the couch. "I'm glad you're here." She went out into the
kitchen.

"You'reakind person,” he said. He let hishead fa| back, and his eyes closed. "Nothing bad
must happen to you, Alix."

"Why should it?" Out in the kitchen, there was the sound of aspoon stirring somethingina
cup.

"My wife—" Aton began.

Alix cameback in. "1 want you to tell me abouit it, but drink thisfirst." She handed him acup
of hot liquid. "It'saremedy."

"For what?'

She sat down opposite him. "I'm a botanist. Or | was, before | decided to come here and
farm Hvee flowers. | know about herbal remedies.”

He samdlled the brew, and decided that he might aswell drink it. It couldn't hurt, and it might
even help.

"Now tdl me everything.”

He stared for amoment at her body. Shelooked infinitely desirable. Deliberately, he looked
away. "Y ou think talking will hep?'

"It'l help meto understand. Then maybe | can help you. Go back to the very beginning,
Aton." She made hersalf more comfortablein her chair. Y ou were born here on Hvee, weren't
you?"

10.
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| was born (Aton began) in the same house where | live now. Supposedly, my mother died in
childbirth. Immediatdly afterward, my father left and went traveling, to try to heal the emotiona
wounds. On an dien world he met abeautiful woman, fell in love, and brought her back here. But
their romance was shortlived, and she left him. He remained aone, after that.

When | was seven, | was playing in the forest. | heard awoman singing—the sweetest, most
beautiful song. | found her sitting in aglade, and she called meto her asif she had known | would
come. She picked awild Hvee flower and gave it to me, and shetold me | would never mest
another woman as beautiful as she was. She kissed me. It was a strange, exquisite experience. It
haunted me for years afterward.

When | was fourteen, again | heard the song. | found her in the same clearing in the forest,
looking exactly as| remembered her. She... toyed with me. And then dismissed me. | still had no
ideawho shewas.

When | was twenty-one, my father arranged a marriage for me with adaughter of Four. It
would have been an honor to marry up one socid level; but | wouldn't hear of it. | wasfixated on
thewoman | had seen in the glade. And once again | heard her song. But thistime, when | got
there, she was gone. There was aword scratched into the fallen leaves: MALICE.

My father warned me that she was from the planet Minion. He made her sound like a
myth-figure—the sren who lures men and endaves them with akiss. In redlity, shewasthe
cloned product of agene-splice that didn't take. It was supposed to produce the ultimate female
sex object, every man's fantasy of a courtesan. It succeeded—»but it failed. Minionettes are
virtualy immorta, and show no signsof age. They are strong and immuneto small injuries. But
they have an inverted telepathic sense. They can only fed passion and love with aman whoisfull
of pain and hate. Conversdly, they are crippled by affection; aman who loves hiswife can kill
her.

The Federation placed Minion off-limits, as a Proscribed world. But the woman in the glade


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

evaded the prohibition, and | became obsessed with her. | joined the space navy and traveled
through the galaxy. | located her, in the end, because she wanted meto. Only then did shetell me
who sheredly was.

She was my mother. The woman my father had married did indeed die in childbirth—but her
baby died also. When my father |eft home after that, he met Malice on Minion and brought her
back to Hvee. That waswhen | was born. | was ahaf-breed, athough | didn't know it. | carry
Minion genes—and some of the Minion sickness. My fedlings toward women are aterrible
mixture of sentiment and cruelty. A Minionette feeds on my rage; any norma woman isvictimized
by it. I'm liable to hurt and maybe even kill the person who loves me.

My father was no half-breed; he had normal tender fedings. He loved Malice—so she left
him, before hislove could kill her. Still, she couldn't resst coming back every seven yearsto see
me, her son. And—she seduced me.

On Minion, you see, awoman'sfirst child isaways aboy. If her husband leaves, or grows
old, her son grows up to take his place. A Minionette lives many times aslong asaMinion man,
remember. So she takes up with her son; and then, as he grows older, she conceives anew son
with him and repests the pattern. Only when she nears the end of her long life does she conceive
afemae child to replace herslf.

So | was confronted with aterrible truth: that the woman whom | longed for, and finaly
found, was my mother, who had obsessed my father before me. And dthough thisfilled mewith
shame and sdlf-loathing, there was no escape—for | shared the sickness of her heritage.

11.
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Atonfdl slent and looked away, uneasy a having told her so many secrets of hislife.
"Perhaps you see now why I'vetried to avoid you," he said.

She stood up, walked to him, and took the empty cup out of his hands. She placed it on a
table, then sat at the opposite end of the couch. She seemed cam, asif nothing he had said had
shocked her. "Y ou have no reason to sound so ashamed. Y ou were born asyou are. Y ou had
no choice."

"It'sagtigma." Aton grimaced asif the words themsdvestasted bad. "When | first learned the
truth, | took out my rage on anyone and anything around me." He looked toward the window, at
the blackness outside. "I could have stayed on that path. | could have regjected Malice and given
mysdlf up to the sadismin me. | would havekilled for pleasure; they would have imprisoned me,
inthe end, and sometimes | dream about that, asif there's another universe whereit actudly
happened, and I'm condemned to an underworld of caverns..."

"But that didn't happen,” said Alix. She reached for Aton'shand and held it in hers, asif trying
to anchor himin the present time, with her. "Tel me what happened after you learned that you
were Malice's son, and you decided to stay with her."

He shrugged. "All right. We went secretly to Minion, despite the prohibition againgt anyone
leaving or vigiting the planet. | wanted to see the world she came from. But—my presencethere
was discovered. We were apprehended and shipped off to Federation headquarters on Luna,
the moon of Old Earth.

"l becameinvolved in acrissfacing people there. They had learned of an dien entity, an
inhuman plasmaintelligence which they detected living at the center of Chthon, the prison planet.
Largdy through my efforts, we destroyed it. And | liberated the people who had been
imprisoned in the caves of Chthon. They live on its surface now. *

"After that, the people of Lunainvited meto return there. But | thought | had cometo terms
with my love for Malice, and | wanted a chance to achieve the fulfillment | had never had before.
Also, | wanted to tell my father that | had found out everything, and could forgive him. | knew he
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was sick, and he might not livelong. So | came here with Mdice just sx months ago. For a
while, it worked."

"Until tonight?"

He shook hishead dowly. "I think from the beginning, she resented my happiness here. A
Minionette needs pain and rage in her husband, and shelll provokeit if she hasto. Of course, ina
sense, | needed that mysalf—some of the time. But tonight—tonight, she told me she's pregnant.”
Heturned and gave Alix asearching, intense look. "Y ou redize the implications?"

She shook her head.

"She's decided that it's time to replace me, just as she once conceived meto replace my
father before me, when sheredlized hislove made it impossible for her to stay with him."

"Oh." Alix9ghed. "l s

Aton drew adeep bresth and let it out dowly. "But none of thisisyour concern. Alix, you've
been kind to listen to me. But | should go now."

"No." She said the word firmly, and tightened her grip on hishand. "1 won't et you leave here
tonight.”

He shook hishead. "It isnt wise."

'Author's note: Asdescribed in Plasm.

She reached out with her other hand and combed her fingers through his hair, then ran them
lightly across his cheek. "I seethe anger insde you, and the urge to destroy. But that's only half of
your heritage. Y ou need love and kindness, too."

Helaughed sourly. "Y ou don't know me."

"l do." Shesad it with quiet certainty. "Y ou are aHvee farmer, are you not? Y ou nourish the
flowers with your caring emotions. And I've seen how you are with the emp that | gaveyou. It's
obviousthat you aren't al sadism and rage. But you've never known awoman who could accept
you and alow an outlet for your gentle fedings, have you?!

He was breathing heavily now, asif he wasn't sure how to cope with the emotions she was
rousing, "Dont do this" he said.

She moved closer. She bent her head to his. The touch of her fingerswasinfinitely gentle as
shecircled them behind his neck. Her lips brushed his. Her dender body pressed against him.
She kissed him gently, inggtently. "I want you to make loveto me," she whispered.

When she led him upgtairs to her bedroom, he was il reluctant to surrender his self-control
for fear of what he might do. She undressed him and drew him to her, but he was tense and
withdrawn. She embraced him and kissed him with simple affection. Thiswas an emotion he had
learned to distrus—and yet gradually he yielded to her, because she wasright: apart of him
needed to love and be loved.

Their lovemaking was uncertain and alittle clumsy. He was so used to awoman who needed
to be taken brutally that her tenderness disoriented him. Eventudly, they climaxed—at least, he
did and she seemed to—and he felt tension flow out of him that he hadn't even known wasthere.

"Thank you," hetold her deepily, hugging her close. Hisbody waswarm, and hismind felt
drugged and sated. "If I'd known, when you first came to Hvee, that it could belike this—"

"Maybe not aways, for you," she said. Her voice seemed to cometo him from far away. "But
ometimes™

He wanted to ask her how she had known what he needed, and why she had wanted him.
But he drifted into along, deep deep, nourished by her presence beside him.

12.
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When he woke, everything had changed. Jagged rock was under his back. Glowing green
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lichen provided the only light. His head was pounding, and he rolled over, groaning. The wals of
the cave seemed to pressin on him. The air was stale, and he found it hard to breathe.

Y &, at the same time, he was sexually aroused. His pulse beat strong and hard. He clutched
his crotch, not understanding why he was back here in the prison of Chthon, naked and alone.

But he was not aone. Someone was watching him. How had he not seen her before? She
was standing in the entrance to the chamber where he lay. She was broad-shouldered and almost
his height, with finely chiseled features and awide, cruel mouth. Her statuesgue body was draped
inanimal skins, and a sheathed sword hung from her belt. She stepped forward like a predator,
eyeing hisbody. Sowly, she drew her sword.

He had no weapons. He was helpless on his back, naked at her feet.

She touched the tip of her sword to his chest, and he flinched against the cold, hard rock. He
tried to cry out—but for some reason the sound was trapped in his throat. He couldn't speak.

She laughed and sguatted over him, the sword still pinning him against the curve of the
chamber where the floor met thewadll. "I know you, Aton," she said. "Do you know me?' Thetip
of the blade pressed harder, breaking the skin. Hefdlt blood starting to trickle from the wound.

He shook his head dumbly. There was a strange resonance about her, asif he had known her
in some other lifetime or another universe. But if he had once known her name, he no longer
knew it now.

She turned and glanced behind her. Men were standing there in bondage, handsin shackles,
ankleslinked with short lengths of chain. They were gaunt and bent, and their bodies were
disfigured with aterrible mosaic of bruises and lacerations. They cowered from her asshe
surveyed them.

Sheturned back to Aton, loosened the skins that clothed her, and shrugged them off. Her
body looked strong but trim, and the dim green light softened its curves. "Do you find me
desrable, Aton?"

Again hetried to spesk, but till he could not.

She grabbed hisgenitasin her free hand. "I asked aquestion. Y ou'll answer it."

His chest ached with the need to cry out. He clenched hisfists and arched his back. He
parted hislips, but no sound escaped.

"Answer!" Her grip tightened, causing him intense pain. He shuddered and gasped.

She dug in her fingernails. Her eyes widened as she stared at him. He saw the eager lust in her
face. He trembled with fear, but still he couldn't spesk.

Her face contorted in aterrible spasm of cruelty. Shetwisted her wrigt, then gave asavage
pull. His genitals came away in her hand, spraying blood.

The spell was broken. He screamed.

13.
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"What isit? What'swrong?'

Alix'sarmswere holding him. He opened his eyes and saw her face. He flinched from her,
then saw the bed he was sitting in, the bedroom furniture, morning sunlight playing on the curtains
at the window. He gasped and fell back on the mattress. His pulse was thudding. His skin was
filmed with swest.

"A dream?"' she asked.

He nodded. He swallowed hard.

"Doesthis hgppen often?”

He managed to cam himsdf enough to speak. "I started having them recently.”
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"What about?' Her brown eyes were watching him with gentle concern.

He shook his head, not wanting to remember. "The prison world | told you about. Chthon.
I'm trapped there, and—" he drew aragged breath.

She pressed her body against him. Her soft flesh waswarm and redl, wiping away the images
of horror. He hugged her close.

She moved on top of him and kissed him. He tried to respond, but then she reached down
and touched hisgroin and he pulled himself awvay from her. "I'm sorry,” he said, freeing himsdif.
"l—can't, not right now." He rubbed his hands across hisface.

"A little love might make you fed better,” she said, with awistful smile.

"It would. If | could. But—look, it must be late."

He glanced again toward the windows. "Malice will be wondering where | am. | should get
back."

Shelooked at him doubtfully. "If that'swhat you want."

Helooked a her body. It seemed infinitely desirable. Y et he was still haunted by his
nightmare of Chthon, and his emotions were till entangled with the Minionette, and guilt and
anxiety weretugging a him. "l want to stay," he said, redizing how inadequate it sounded. "But |
can't. Maybe later—"

She stood up and put on aplain white satin robe. She walked to the window and pulled the
drapesaside. "You'reright,” she said tonelesdy. "It's more than an hour after sunrise. Y ou should
get back to your wife." She turned then, and walked out of the bedroom.

He dressed quickly, made hisway downgairs, and found her waiting in thefront hal. "Y ou
were very good to melast night," he said, taking her hand. He studied her face, trying to
recapture the way she had made him fedl. But his head wasfull of confusion.

"Areyou wondering if | had ulterior motivesfor taking you in and helping you?' she asked
him.

Helooked at her blankly. "Did you?'

She amiled digantly. "Maybethe next timel seeyou I'll explain.”

Hisface darkened. "I trusted you," he said.

She stepped away from him and opened the front door. "1 know you did." She shook her
head dowly. "Goodbye, Aton."

He studied her with agrowing sense of suspicion. He was sure, now, that in someway she
had used him. Anger and resentment surged up like an old friend, and threw a momentary fantasy
into hisimagination. He saw himsdf pushing her down onto the floor and kicking her and beating
her while she sobbed and begged him to forgive her for what she had done. His pulse quickened,
and hefdt sck, ingdious|ust.

He struggled with his emotions. He could no longer tell, now, where the truth lay. In despair
he turned away from her and stumbled out of her house, unable to cope with the feelings she
roused.

When he had walked some distance he thought he heard her voice behind him, faintly caling
him to come back to her. But by then, it wastoo late. He had made his decision, and he would
not return.

14.
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He paused at the top of the hill. The earth was soft underfoot, and the fragrance of Hvee
flowerswas heavy in the air. Insects buzzed around him. The treesrustled in amomentary breath
of wind.

Inthefar distance, a the foot of the hill, he could see hishome. A vehiclewas pulling up in
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front of it. He recognized it from yesterday: it was Schenck’s car. Two figures got out of it and
waked to the front door of the farmhouse. They waited there a moment; then the door opened
and they disappeared inside.

Aton stood with the morning sun warming his naked back. One of the people who had
emerged from the car had almost certainly been Schenck. But the other? He had no idea. His
intuition told him that something new waswrong; that waiting for him at the farmhouse was more
bad news of some kind.

He moved reluctantly down the dope, picking hisway through thefield of flowers. When he
reached the house, he went around to the back.

The emp waswaiting for him in the yard. It jumped up and clutched at hislegs. "Aton!™ it
Squeded.

"Not now." He nudged it aside with hisfoot.

"Please?’ It legped onto him from behind and tried to climb his bare back. He winced asits
claws scratched his skin, and it resisted when hetried to lift it off. Finally he had to pry each of its
pawsloosein turn. Hetook thelittle animal by its scruff and dumped it.

It chittered unhappily asit watched him walk toward the rear of the house.

He opened the back door and walked into the kitchen. Schenck wasin there, Sitting at the
table, his bulk overflowing one of the wooden chairs. Maice was Sitting opposite him. A thin,
balding man was bending over her. He wasin the process of locking handcuffs on her wrists. As
he finished and straightened up, Aton recognized him: Strom Ten, the village law officer.

For amoment, no one said anything. The lawman pocketed his keys, looking embarrassed.
Aton remained by the door, watching impassively. "What's the explanation for this?*

Schenck laughed humorlesdy. "Mr. Five, surely you do not need to ask that question.”

Aton eyed him, then turned back to the lawman. " Strom, what's happening?*

The lawman was a onetime Hvee farmer whose business had fallen into bankruptcy when his
crops had failed. He had never wanted the job he now held, and didliked any kind of trouble. He
gestured awkwardly, avoiding Aton's eyes. "Mr. Schenck has sworn out awarrant.”

"What sort of warrant?' Aton'svoice was dtill quiet, but there wastenson init, and hisface
wasgrim.

The lawman coughed. "Well—"

Schenck gestured at Malice without bothering to look at her. "Thiswoman isfrom the planet
Minion. | contacted the nearest Federation office overnight on my ship's transmitter. They want
her shipped home."

Aton shook his head. "No. There must be some mistake.”

"| dready admitted everything,” Mdice said. "A blood sample would provewho | am. There
wasno pointinlying.”

"Y ou see? Theré's no mistake.” Schenck'sthick lipswidened in anasty grin. Hiseyeswere
little dark dotsamid the folds of flesh.

"Mr. Schenck isnot only atrader, but abounty hunter,” Strom Ten explained. "You
understand, Aton, if thiswasjust up to me, it wouldn't be thisway. Some of us, you know, we
wondered about your wife when you first moved back here, on account of she looked so much
like the woman your father brought back twenty-five years ago. But it seemed to me it wasn't our
business." He saw the dangerous ook in Aton's eyes and fumbled with the holster at hiship. He
took out a stunner. "Now, don't go doing anything rash. Give it time, we can work through
channels. Maybe we can get the Federation to grant her specia status.”

Schenck made anoise of disgust and lumbered to hisfeet. "Officer, we are wasting time. |
want thiswoman locked in your jail, and | want an affidavit from you so | can get my reward.”

"Shut up,” Atontold him quietly.



Schenck grimaced. He reached in his pants and pulled out agun of hisown. It wasa
gas-powered projectile weapon, far more letha than the lawman's stunner. "Farmer, do not
thresten me."

Aton shook hishead. "1 won't et you take my wife away."

"Aton!" Malice's voice was sharp.

He looked at her. Even after the way she'd acted toward him last night, the thought of losing
her seemed intolerable. He turned to the lawman. "Strom," he said, "let me just have aquiet word
withyou."

The officer nodded agreesbly. "Wdll, surdly. If thereés anything | can do—within the law, of
course—"

Aton stepped closer to the man. "Strom," he said, "1've known you since | wasaboy. I'm
sorry | haveto do this" Unhurriedly, he seized the lawman's wrist and dammed it down onto the
edge of thetable.

The lawman gasped with pain. The stunner clattered to the floor.

"No!" Mdlice shouted.

"Stop right there," said Schenck, raising hisweapon.

Aton had postioned himsdlf with the lawvman as a shied between himsalf and Schenck. While
Strom stared at him with hurt, frightened eyes, Aton picked him up by hisarms and threw him
bodily at the bounty hunter.

The impact drove Schenck backward. The table collapsed with a crash under the weight of
the two men, and they sprawled on the floor.

Aton grabbed a kitchen knife, fell down onto Schenck's chest, seized hold of hiswrist, and
stabbed the point of the blade into the soft, chubby skin. "Let it go!"

Schenck grunted and cursed as blood rose around the blade. His hand trembled. Aton
grabbed the gun and wrenched it free.

The lawman had started crawling toward the stunner. Aton got there first. He grabbed the
stunner, stood up, and stepped back. "Unlock her cuffs, Strom."

Thelawman gave him aplaintivelook. "Aton, you got to be reasonable. Please.”

"Unlock them, or I'll sunyou and do it mysdf.”

"Officer, I'm going to report you for incompetence,” Schenck said, holding his bleeding wrist.
"I'll seeyou loseyour job for this"

"Damn you!" Aton aimed the sunner and discharged it at the bounty hunter's head. Schenck
grunted and went rigid. His limbs twitched. He dumped onto the floor, groaning.

"Aton, pleasel” The lawman was near panic. "Y ou can't do this. They'll put you away. Think
of your future, here."

Aton turned the stunner on Ten, aimed, and fired. The lawman clutched his head in his hands,
doubled over, and collgpsed on the floor.

It was suddenly quiet in the kitchen. Wood crackled in the stove. A bird sang outside the
window, and a breeze ruffled the trees. Aton leaned againgt the chair where Schenck had been
gtting and looked at the two unconscious men at hisfeet. The stun charge had been set to
maximum; they'd be out for at least Six hours.

"Very good,” said Mdice. Her green eyes regarded him challengingly. "Y ou've taken abad
gtuation and made it infinitely worse." Her jaw had thetilt of defiance that he knew so well.

Angrily, Aton kicked the broken table. Boards splintered and fell on thefloor. "First my
father, then what you said to melast night, and now this. | couldn't stand it.”

"If we stay here now, both of uswill gotojail," she pointed out. "Assault of alaw officer,
ressting arrest—and | expect Schenck can come up with some other complaints aswell."

He looked at her, trying to read her expression. Was she less hogtile than before? Maybe last



night had just been an aberration caused by the trauma of Aurdiuss death. Maybe she wasn't
redly pregnant—or thought she was, but could still be wrong. Maybe—

He shook his head asif he could somehow get rid of the nervous thoughts chattering at him.
Hefdt trapped. If he could only get avay—

He turned suddenly. "Wait aminute. Schenck's from offworld—he has aship here. He said it
was on thelanding fidd just outsde the village."

"Areyou suggesting we stedl it?"

"Borrow it. If your identity ison file with the Federation, we can't use the regular transportsto
get offworld." Aton went and knedled beside the man and started going through his pockets. He
pulled out asheaf of keycards. "Look at this. Oneto the car, oneto the ship—"

"All right," Mdlice said, thoughtfully now. " So we get away. Then what?'

"I'll contact the Federation people at Luna They till owe me afavor, and they'll have the
authority to fix this."

She amiled at him, and for amoment he saw in her face the knowing, seductive look of the
woman who had lured him to the forest glade when he had been seven yearsold. "Y ou're
thinking that if we go someplace new, and we start over, thingswill be the way they aways used
to be between us.”

Her ability to seeinto him was unbearable. He reached out for her.

She pulled back and shook her head. "No."

The prohibition just made it worse. "Why not?" he demanded. He felt anguish—and anger.
He saw himsdf seizing her, shaking her, taking her violently—

She must have sensed histurmoil, yet she seemed unmoved by it. "'If we're going to do what
you suggest,” shetold him, "we haveto do it now." She held up her wrigts. "Officer Ten hasthe
key to these."

She had become a stranger to him. He tried to put aside his anger and confusion. He went
over to the law officer and searched his pocketstill he found abunch of old-fashioned metal
keys. It only took amoment to free Mdice.

She stood quickly. "Give me that." She gestured to Schenck's gun.

"l don't trust your mood. Y ou could lose your temper and kill someone.”

"l suppose you could beright." Reluctantly, he handed it over.

"Shdl wego?'

He looked around at the kitchen, so comfortable and reassuringly familiar. The clock on the
mantel shelf, the neat row of saucepans, the old cupboard full of handmade pottery, the polished
stone floor. He had grown up here. Thiswas his home.

He turned and walked toward the door. "I need something to wear. Just afew things. I'll be
right back." He walked out of the kitchen and ran updtairs.

He stripped off his pants, pulled on some other clothes, donned his sanda's, and threw some
itemsinto a canvas bag. Malice remained downgtairs, gpparently, there was nothing she wanted.

Aton pushed the stunner into his back pocket. He walked out of the bedroom, then hesitated
outsde Aureliuss door. He touched the brass handle—but couldn't bring himself to go in there
and look at the remains of the old man in the light of day. "Goodbye, Father,” he muttered, then
turned and ran down the Stairs.

His eyes were sad as he walked out of the house with Malice. He stared for amoment at the
lush fields of blossoms. "Never did bring the harvest in.”

"So now the flowerswill die" Her voice wasflat and uninterested.

"Y ou gave me a Hvee flower once. When | was too young to understand, and too young to
protect mysdif.”



Shedidinto Schenck'scar. "That'sright. I'm glad you still remember.”

Aton dung his bag into the back and got into the driver's seat. He reached to pull the door
shut—then heard small feet scuffing the dirt and saw the emp running toward him.

Malice saw it too. "No," she said sharply.

But the littleflat, furry creature had dready legped up onto Aton'slap. It dragged itsdlf
quickly up to his chest and looked from her to Aton. "Yes?' it said. 'Y es?'

"It garveif | leaveit behind," he said.

Malice paused for amoment. Abruptly, she shrugged. She turned and looked out the
window.

Aton pushed the emp up behind his shoulders and used Schenck's keycard to art the car. It
rose dowly asthe fans built up pressure, then glided forward adong the track.

Behind them, the house receded among the lush fields of green.

15.
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Thedirt road followed the contours of the land. Here and there, old farmhouses and barns
stood amid the hillsides carpeted in blossoms.

The road dipped through asmall forest, and sunlight dimmed as tree branches closed
overhead. Small animalslike large rabbits with thick, sumpy legsran for cover from the
oncoming vehicle, making little bleeting noises as they dived into the undergrowth.

The car reemerged into sunlight, and the village came into view at the bottom of anarrow
vdley directly ahead. The spire of Schenck's ship gleamed silver alittie way beyond it. The
houses of the village looked tiny by comparison.

"l hope Schenck traveled done," said Aton.

"Hedidn't mention anyone ese," Malice answered. "But even o, his ship may be fitted with
an expert system to guard against unauthorized access.”

Aton reduced speed as he reached the main village street. Unfortunately, thiswasthe only
way through to the landing field. Hrules tethered outside the generd store turned and eyed the car
asit passed. A couple of citizens stopped and stared. One of them pointed and shouted
something.

" Schenck or the law officer may have told people the news about you," Aton said. "Gossip
travelsfas.”

Malice looked back. "One of those men isgetting on hishrule. | think he's coming after us."

Aton shook his head. "Too dow." He swerved around market stalls. Other villagers here
wereturning and staring. Several seemed to recognize the vehicle.

"Just a couple of minutes now." He accelerated. Thelittle buildings passed quickly by, and the
village fell behind. Ahead was another stretch of dirt road. A little farther, on the left-hand side,
wasthelanding fidd.

Aton took the car off the road, through a gateway, and up agrassy dope. Y ears ago, this
area had been paved with hand-laid brick. Weeds had long since sprouted in the cracks. The car
wafted them asde asit sped toward the ship, itsfanswhining.

Aton reversed thrust, turned the car, and cut the power. He grabbed the emp, threw open the
door, and jumped down to the ground as the car settled dowly onitsair cushion.

"l can hear people shouting,” said Mdice, glancing back toward the village. "I think they're
coming after us™"

Aton tried thefirst of Schenck's cardsin the ship'skey reader. "Invaid code,” said asynthetic
voice.
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"Wrong way," said Mdice. "Let me." Shetook it from him.

The distant shouts were coming closer. "Quickly,” he said.

Therewas aclick and the hatch started dowly diding Sdewaysinitstrack. Immediately ingde
was asteep flight of metad stairs. Y ourethe pilot,” said Aton. "Go on up.”

Sheran up the stairs. He stopped insde the hatch and searched for the control panel. The
villagers, meanwhile, had reached the |landing field and were running toward him. Some were
waving farm implements. A couple had stunners. " Stop thief!™ one of them shouted.

Aton found the Close button and pressed it. Slowly, the hatch started edging shut. The emp
was gl dinging to Aton's shoulders. It whimpered anxioudy.

Only three inches were | eft between the hatch and its frame when the first villager ran up and
hurled an old metal hoeinto the narrowing gap. It jammed the door, and the hatch motor groaned
and sdled.

Aton swore. He grabbed the hoe and tried to pull it free. Other villagers came running up.
Hands reached for him through the gap. Someone jabbed a scythe a him, amost dicing hisarm.
One of the villagers a the back of the crowd took aim with astunner.

Aton saw what was about to happen. He ducked—too late. Pain flashed in hishead. Colors
faded to black. Hefdt hisknees give way, and hefell unconscious.

16.
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He woke to darkness and silence. Something seemed to be pressing down on hisbody, likea
heavy blanket. At the sametime, hefelt himsdlf faling. He cried out in fear and grabbed the sdes
of the bunk he was lying on. Then he realized he was weightless.

He blinked in the darkness. Therewas athin, faint line of light outlining the closed door of the
cabin hewasin, but it wasn't enough to see by.

Cautioudy, heran hisfingers across the metal wall beside the bunk. He found a button,
pressed it, and aglow pand cameto life. He squinted in the sudden white light. The cabin was
tiny, barely large enough for one bunk, a storage closet, and ahygiene cubicle.

Thething he had felt pressing down on him was an eagtic restraining web. He unclipped it
and sat up.

He found the emp lying on the bunk near hisfeet. With sudden concern he turned thelittle
animd over, unfolding itslimp body. Its eyeswere closed, but it was il breathing. Evidently it,
too, had been hit by the stunner. He had no way of knowing how severdly its nervous system
might have been affected.

Aton refastened the webbing over the emp to safeguard it from drifting up off the bed, then
swung hislegs down to the floor and steadied himsdlf againgt thewall. For amoment, he had to
fight back nauseaand vertigo. He carefully oriented himsalf on the door, then launched himsdlf
gently toward it and thumbed its open button. The panel did aside and he continued out into a
narrow hdlway.

He guided himsdlf with handgripsin thewalls, reached the centra access shaft, and kicked up
it. A moment later he emerged into asmall control room with a single acceleration couch. He saw
Madlicereclining onit, her hair tangled in the zero gravity, haf covering her face. Her eyeswere
closed, and heredized she had falen adeep.

She had trained and served as a captain for severd years, while Aton had no pilot
qudifications. Still, he knew how to read the primary data displays. Quietly, he drifted to the
control pand.

The ship had dready traveled severd light-years from Hvee and was still accdlerating in
accordance with aprogram that had been locked into the navigation computer. He didn't
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recognize the destination coordinates, so he found akeypad that seemed linked with the central
processing system, and tried to log on.

The sound of hisfingers on the keyswoke her. "It doesn't work," she said deepily. She sat
up, rubbing her eyes. "'l dready tried. It froze up when | couldn't give the password.”

Aton turned and looked at her. Maybe it was hisimagination, or maybeit was the pale
atificia light in the cabin, but she looked sickly. The color was gone from her cheeks. Her skin
seemed puffy and dack. He frowned, baffled by the sudden change.

"Why areyou garting a me?' shesad.

He shrugged uncomfortably. "No reason.” He glanced again at the readouts. "How did you
get us offworld without access to the centra processor?”

"Manudly. Not easy, but it can be done.”

"And where arewe going?'

"| keyed in somefiguresthat | remembered. It'sajungleworld | visited once. So far as|
know, there's no human outpost. It seemed like agood placeto hide." The way she spoke was
disnterested, without inflection, neither friendly nor hogtile,

Aton nodded. "All right." He steadied himself againgt the control panel. "Why isthere no
atificd gravity?'

"l couldn't get it to work. Maybe it's been disconnected. A man as heavy as Schenck might
prefer zero-G."

"l suppose.”" He thought back to hislast conscious moments and remembered the mob trying
to reach him through the hatch. "We dmost didn't makeit out of there. Did you take off with the
hatch sill open”?”

"| couldn't. Theres a safety interlock. | realized something was wrong, so | went down there.
| still had Schenck'sgun, so | used it.”

Aton looked at her sharply. "Y ou shot some of the villagers?!

"It wasthe only way. After they backed off, | closed the door.”

"My god." Heimagined her doing it; imagined the people running in panic astheir companions
fell down bleeding. "Some of those people I've known since | wasaboy," he said, haf to himself.

"Whether you knew them or not, they were alynch mob."

"Y ou could have used the stunner, couldn't you?

"It wasin your pocket, and you werelying on it. There wasn't time." She shrugged irritably.
"Why don't you go back to your cabin?1 don't fed like arguing.”

The cold, disinterested tone in her voice struck at some vulnerable part ingde him. It was so
contrary to dl hismemories of her. "Y ou know," he said, "you sound like astranger.”

"How should | sound? Adoring? Worshipful? Submissive?' Shelooked a him coldly.

His emotions grabbed at him. One part of him was hurt and baffled by her sudden
transformation, and felt there must be some way to please her and rekindle her love. The other
part—his proud, Minion side—wanted to fight back and hurt her in retdiation for the way she
was hurting him. Let her fed the pain he was fedling. Punish her, somehow, till she would submit
to hiswill and his needs. But how could he punish someone who thrived on pain? Aton repressed
hisanger. He closed his eyes and ddliberately thought of Alix and the way he had felt in the brief
time of their lovemaking, less than twenty-four hours ago. He pictured her bedroom, her warm
body, her gentle caresses. He remembered the tenderness she had coaxed into lifeingde him.

"Sopit!"

He opened his eyes and saw Madice's face close to his. She had pushed herself up off the
couch. Without warning, she drew back her arm and hit himin the face.

Her figt caught him on the cheekbone just below his|eft eye. The force of the blow knocked
him backward till he banged his head against the sted wall. He was stunned—not from the blow



she had struck, but from the fact that she had struck it. He touched his cheek and found blood on
hisfingers. He stared at her in confusion.

She settled hersdlf back on the acceleration couch. "Y our pain,” she said softly, "isdelicious.”
Sowly, ddiberatdly, she unbuttoned her shirt. She did her hand insde and started stroking her
breasts. Some of the color had returned to her face, and she was bresthing through parted lips.”|
never deliberately hurt you like that before, did 1?1t wasn't in my nature. But you know, if |
caused you enough pain, | think it might actualy make me come.”

Aton shook his head. She sounded insane. "Why are you doing this?' He started toward her.

She reached for something and pointed it a him. It was Schenck's gun. "Don't,” she warned
him.

He stopped abruptly. "What?'

"Give methe stunner. Otherwise, I'll hurt you. I'll @m for your elbow or your leg. Someplace
redly panful.

For amoment he stood immobile, trying to understand. But it was too much for him to dedl
with. He dropped the stunner, turned without aword, and pushed himself to the shaft. He dived
down it and drifted to the cubicle where he had avoken. He thrust himself insde and dammed
the door behind him.

The emp had regained consciousness. It made a deepy, questioning sound.

Aton pulled himsdlf to the bunk, removed the restraining web from thelittle animd, and lifted
it onto his chest. He was till shaking with adrendine. He didn't know what he was doing, and
didn't know what he wanted to do.

The emp clung to him and turned its head to and fro asif afraid thet it would fall. The
welghtlessness had disoriented it. Aton stroked itsfur rhythmicdly, trying to calm it ashedso
tried to calm himsdf.

"Food?' it sad, after alittlewhile,

Heredlized that he, too, was hungry. Maybe finding food would occupy his mind. He pushed
himsdlf toward the door. A man of Schenck's size would have awell-stocked kitchen
somewhere on the ship, and Aton should be able to get to it without having to face Mdlice.

But when hetried the door, it was locked.

Aton examined it. It fit closdly initsframe. There was no way to pry or bend it open, and
nothing in the cabin that could be used asalever.

In aspasm of anger he kicked out at the door with both feet. But the panel was strong;; it
showed no visble dent. "Damn you!" he shouted.

There was no other way out. He turned to the storage locker and pulled its door open. Inside
he found a stack of entertainment cartridges—usd ess without a viewer—and a couple of thin
plastic blankets. Underneath them was afirst-aid box.

He cracked its seal and flipped the lip open. In acompartment beneath the usua ampoules,
derms, and bandages was adim packet of surviva rations. He unsealed one of the chalky,
tasteless calorie-bars and gave hdlf of it to the emp.

"Bad," theanima said, handing back its share.

"You'reright," Aton agreed. "But egt it anyway."

He went to the hygiene cubicle, unfolded the washbasin, and filled a drink-bag. He floated
back and persuaded the emp to eat some of the food by aternating chunks of it with squirts of
water.

Finaly he stashed the rest, stretched the webbing over himsdlf and the emp, and lay down to
wait.

17.
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Hewaited for two days. Trapped in the tiny space, he veered between anger and despair. He
was haunted by dreams and memories, tormented by claustrophobia and a sense of dread.
Scenes of his childhood kept coming into his mind; then moments from the recent past. He
itemized everything he had logt: hisfather, hisfreedom, hishome, hisland, hisworld, and the
woman who had obsessed him ever since he was a child. He thought, then, of Alix, who had
seemingly been so kind. He wondered whether sheld really had an ulterior motive, or whether he
had misread her in his confusion and anxiety. He wished he had acted more calmly and rationdly;
yet a the sametime, he didn't see how it would have ultimately made any difference.

Heimagined killing himsdf. Heimagined killing Mdice. In the end, he did nothing; helay and
dared a the white metd ceiling while the emp lay beside him, watching with round, puzzled eyes.

The meager supply of food ran out on the second day, but the water supply remained
uninterrupted. Hisintuition told him that Mdice till wanted him dive, even though her motives
were now amystery. Evidently, he had never redly understood her. Alternatively, she had
become mentally imbal anced even by the standards of her own race. He knew so little about her
and her people; it wasimpossiblefor himto tell.

Gravity returned near the end of the second day. He was flung without warning against one
wall, andt he emp'sflat body flopped haf over hisface. It screeched in fear, and he dragged it
down beside him. Thiswas not gravity, he redlized, but G-forces. The main drive of the ship,
which affected every particle within its field and thus created a sense of weightlessness, had been
shut down. Mdice was maneuvering for orbita injection, in which case the trip must be dmost
over.

Aton grabbed hold of the bunk, hauled himsdlf over it, and lay on it facedown, holding on to
itsframe. The emp followed hisexample: it lay on Aton's back, tightly clutching him with al six
paws.

The ship lurched unpredictably as Mdice jockeyed it into position using the manua controls.
There was a period in which nothing seemed to happen, and then a distant roaring sound asthey
entered the planet's atmosphere. The ship bounced and shuddered, riding pressure waves and
thermals. The main part of the descent lasted fifteen minutes, until gradudly the turbulence started
to subside. The last minute was smooth and dmogt totdly slent. Systems hummed and whined
somewhere deep below, and there was a last-minute correction. Findly, there was ajarring thud.
The structure of the vehicle groaned as she st it down on the surface of the alien world that she
had chosen astheir destination.

Just afew minutes|ater, Aton heard ametalic click from the direction of the cabin door. He
stood up cautioudy, testing hislegs, feding his mass as aburden now that gravity had returned.
"Stay," hetold the emp, pointing to the bunk. Obediently, it huddled there, tucking its paws under
itsbody.

Aton tried the handle. It turned freely and the door sivung open. Outside, he found that the
passageway was empty. Evidently the door'slocking mechanism had been operated remotely
from the control cabin.

He considered his options. Malice possessed the stunner and the gun, and she controlled dl
of the ship's system. So long as heremained in it, he was ath er mercy. But if he ventured outside,
he had no means of surviva. The planet must have been listed in the Federation catal og of
habitable worlds; otherwise it wouldn't have been assigned navigation coordinates. So it probably
had bregthable air and edible flora. But there would be hazards, and he would need some sort of
shelter.

He saw no dternative: he would have to confront her. He walked a ong the corridor toward
the access shaft at the end. Under gravity, he would haveto climb it using recessed rungs and
handholds built into itswalls. Thiswould place him in avulnerable postion if shewasdill inthe
control room above, but there was no other way to get up there.
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He reached the shaft and paused, listening. The ship was completely silent. He peered
upward, haf expecting to see her looking down at him; but she wasn't there.

He grabbed a handhold and swung into the shaft. As he did so, he heard a sudden noise of
feet on metal plate. For amoment, he couldn't figure the direction of the sound. Then, too late, he
redlized: she had been in the passageway behind him.

Something heavy hit him between his shoulders. Aton gasped. Hisfeet lost their grip and he
fdl into the shaft, dangling from his outstretched arms.

Something sharp and hard dammed across the fingers of hisright hand. The pain was
excruciating. He released his grip on the handhold and pulled hisarm down, searching for another
rung to hang on to. Quickly, she seized his other hand and bent back hisfingers. Helost hisgrip
and fell with agtartled shout.

It was atwenty-foot drop. He bounced from one side of the shaft to the other, skinning his
knees and knuckles, before he landed painfully at the bottom. His ankle gave him afierce twinge
of pain. He clutched it, wincing and glanced upward. She was climbing down the shaft toward
him, pointing the gun at his head.

Aton lurched onto hisfeet and ssumbled down the stairs that led from the base of the access
tube to the main hatch. If he stayed in the ship, there was no way to avoid her.

Moist, warm air wafted up toward him, and he redlized that she must have aready opened
the hatch. Did that mean sheld planned to drive him out of the ship all dong?

He reached the open exit and hesitated. The world outside looked dangerous and unknown.
A huge orange sun hung low in the sky, half obscured by streamers of yellow mist. The ship had
set down in aclearing where the only plants seemed to betall brown shoots that stood like
vertica wooden stakes in the bare earth. Stickplants, he thought of them.

Beyond the clearing was dense jungle. The foliage was blue and purple, and the treeswere
festooned with flowering vines. There was athick, heavy smell of pollen, sap, and decaying
vegetation.

"Get outsde," Malice shouted at him. She was walking down the stairs toward him. "Go on.
Move away from the ship."

As she came closer to him, he saw that she had changed out of al recognition. The physica
deterioration that held noticed earlier had advanced to afrightening degree. Her skin was deathly
white. Her hair, which had once been such alustrous red, was a mess of lank, black strands that
seemed pasted to her head. Her face and body were grotesquely swollen, asif she had gained
fifty poundsin the past two days.

"If you don't do what | say," she sngpped at him, "'I'll use the gun on you right now."

He saw that she meant it, and started backing away. He moved out into the clearing, stepping
between the thick brown stemsrooted in the gravelly soil. "Youre sick,” hetold her. "Mdlice,
listen to me. Y ou need help.”

She gestured irritably. " Shut up.”

"Something's affected your brain," he perssted. "A virus, maybe the same thing that killed
Aurdius. Do you understand? The ship must have amed unit. For God's sske—"

He broke off with agasp of pain as she advanced on him and kicked him hard in the groin.
He clutched himself and stumbled backward, then tripped and fell.

She sood over him, pointing the gun at hismidsection. "Be quiet,” shetold him, "or I'll kill
you."

He weighed his chances of hooking one of her legswith hisfoot. If hetripped her, he might
have an opportunity to grab the gun out of her hand. But she was just out of hisreach, and she
waswatching him carefully.

His other dternative wasto run. Thelittle gun couldn't be very accurate. If he dodged among
the stickplants that stood four and five feet tall all acrossthe clearing—



He shouted in sudden agony. Hefelt asif asharp blade had been jammed into the back of his
neck. He clutched his hand to the source of the pain. There was something there,
sausage-shaped, aive, trying to squirm out of hisgrip.

He seized it and brought it in front of hisface. It had agray, lumpy body six incheslong, likea
fat, misshapen worm. One end tapered to a point. At the other end was a gaping mouth lined
with teeth likelittle knife blades. They gleamed red with hisblood.

Theleechwormwriggled in hisgrip. It was blind and had no legs. Evidently it burrowed
underground, in which case the soil where helay must be infested with them.

Heflung it away and started to scramble up onto his hands and knees.

Malice kicked him in the head. He gasped. The world seemed to turn under him, and he
found himsdlf lying on hisback. Darkness hovered at the edges of hisvision. His head pounded
panfully.

Shewas holding hiswrist. Dimly he redlized that she wastying it to one of the stickplants
rooted beside him in the earth. Hetried to pull away, but he was barely conscious.

Shelashed his other wrist to another of the stems, so that he was pinned on his back with his
arms stretched out either sde. Gradudly, hisvision began to clear, and the dizziness diminished,
though his head il gave him alot of pain.

"l won't bother to tie your ankles," she said. "It'll be more interesting if you can thrash around
alittle”

Groggily, he looked at one wrigt, then the other. Shed bound them with high-tensile synthetic
tape. The brown stems anchoring him were about four inchesthick at the base, and seemed
deeply rooted. There was no way to pull free.

He shuddered as heimagined more of the leechworms burrowing up undernesth his body,
eager to latch onto it and suck hisblood. He closed his eyes, willing himself to keep control.

"I'll be watching you for the next couple of days," she said. "With any luck, it'll take that long."

Hefdt sharp, stabbing pain from hisleft ankle and redlized that the torture was starting
dready. Tilting his head up as much as he could, he glimpsad another of the leechwormsfastening
itsdlf to hisflesh.

Aton kicked hisleg, hoping to shake the thing off, but its teeth clung tenacioudy. He kicked
again, and thistime he succeeded. The creature went spinning up into the air—then fell and
landed on his chest.

He squirmed in hisbonds, trying to tilt his body to roll the thing off him. It had lodged in afold
of hisclothing and was hunting around blindly. He squirmed some more, shook himself, and
finaly theleechworm tumbled onto the ground.

It was dill dive, though. Hefdt itswarm, round body wriggling dongsde hisribs, heading
toward his neck. Aton lifted his shoulder and held it off the ground, giving the leechworm timeto
wrigglealittle farther. Then he dammed his shoulder back down.

He mashed the creature into the ground. Its body burst with amuffled pop. Hefdt itsjuices
dowly seeping through his shirt, warm and wet againgt his body.

He closed his eyes. He shuddered. Thewound in his neck still hurt, and his head pulsed
painfully where she had kicked him.

When he opened his eyes again amoment later, he found Malice bending over him. She had a
haunted, demented expression, and her eyes shone with astrange intensity. "That felt good.” Her
breasts rose and fell as she breathed deeply. She reached out and trailed her fingers through the
cold sweat on hisforehead. "Y our pain gives me so much more pleasure,” she said, "than you
ever did whileyou weredive."

She turned away from him then, and walked back toward the ship. She paused when she
reached the hatch. " One thing you should know," she called to him. "I checked the records
before we landed. The original survey team counted more than athousand parasites and



predators on this planet. Most of them come out at night.” She glanced at the orange sun, hanging
low over thejungle. "1 think it should be dark in an hour or so."

She disappeared into the ship, and the hatch did shut behind her.
18.
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Within minutes, two more of the leechworms had fastened themselves to him. One of them
found away inside his shirt and sank itsteeth into hiswaist. He managed to roll onto it and
squash it. A moment later the other burrowed out of the ground beside his head and Sarted
chewing on his scalp. He banged the sde of hishead on it, and hisear filled with amixture of the
cregturés dimy indgdes and his own warm blood.

Herolled over, as much as his bonds would alow. He pulled hisknees up to his chest, curled
into afetd postion, and kicked out at the thick brown stickplant securing hisleft wrist. Hisfirst
attempt missed completely; but when he tried a second time, his heels made contact and snapped
the stem cleanly afew inches above the ground.

He discovered, though, that he was sill as helpless as before. The tape that bound hiswrist to
the stem wastight, and it was stuck fast. He strained to drag it up. The tape dug deep into his
flesh and refused to move.

A fluttering shape distracted his attention, descending toward him from the sky abovethe
setting sun. At first he thought it was abird, but asit came closer he saw that it looked morelike
an enormousinsect. It circled him warily, and he fdlt the breeze as it passed above hisface. It
had a bulbous, hemispherical body about nine inches across, and two pairs of trand ucent wings,
likeagigantic dragonfly. Tendrilstralled fromitsbely. In the dimming light, they madeit look like
alargejdlyfish—aflying Portuguese man-of-war.

Another of the leech worms surfaced under him, and he rolled over quickly, mashing it into
the ground. The flying man-of-war chose that moment to land on the bare flesh of hisarm.

It wrapped its black tendrils around his skin. He recoiled in a spasm of loathing and tried to
shakeit loose, but it held fast.

For amoment it merely clung there, beating itswings gently asif fanning itself. Then burning
pain suddenly welled up whereit clutched him. Aton felt asif his skin were being esten by
acid—and, heredlized, that was exactly what was happening. The creature was dissolving his
flesh in order to drink his blood.

He screamed and desperately shook his arm, but there was no way to get rid of it. And from
the direction of the jungle, he heard the sound of a new predator approaching. Itsfeet moved
through undergrowth, then padded softly toward him.

He turned his head, whimpering in agony asthething on itsarm drank itsfill. He saw
something the size of asmall dog creeping closer. It had ascaly body and numerouslegs, likea
giant centipede. Its head terminated in asharp, pointed snout like afoot-long beak.

Aton shouted at it, hoping a sudden noise might scare it away. The centibeak seemed
unconcerned. It sdled closer.

A new wave of agony came from hisarm. At the same time, another of the leech worms
garted drilling into hisleg. He screamed as the pain grew, hammering insgde hishead. Up inthe
ship, no doubt, Malice was savoring it as exquisite pleasure. Heimagined her watching through a
night scope, clutching herself and climaxing while helay here dowly dying. Shameesdy, he wept.

Therewas asound from the ship. The centibesk heard it too, and paused warily.

Aton turned his head. The hatch was opening. Light flooded out, and something came loping
toward him. It made a hopeful chittering sound.

"Emp!" Aton called. "Here! Quickly!"
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The emp ran over and legped onto him, and he felt the warmth of itsflat, furry body. Two
round eyes |ooked up at him expectantly. "Aton,” it said.

"Kill'it," he gasped, shaking his arm with the winged bloodsucker on it.

The emp stared at him. It was afriendly, unaggressive cregture. He had never told it to attack
anythinginitslife

Desperately, Aton bared his teeth and made alunging motion toward the man-of-war. " See?”’
hesad. "Bite! Eat!"

Now the emp understood. It scampered forward, seized the bloodsucker in itsfront paws,
and sank itsteeth into the bulbous body.

Therewas aflurry of wings. The tendrils released their grip on Aton's arm. The man-of-war
lurched up and away. Blessed relief!

The emp made alittle coughing noise and spat out the chunk that it had tried to eet. "Bad!" it
complained. Still, it had doneitsjob; the creature was fluttering up into the sky.

"Hand," Aton told the emp. He nodded toward hiswrist.

Obediently, the emp went to his hand and touched it with its own little paws. "Hand?'

Aton tried to think what to do. The tape was too tough for the emp to sever with itsteeth.
The only way to removeit wasto grab the free end and unwind it. "Bite. Pull,” hetold it.

The emp was completdly trusting. Obediently, it started gnawing &t the tape. Its teeth found
the loose end.

"Yed Pulll" Atontoldit.

It tugged on the tape.

"More! Yed"

The emp awaystried to please. It kept tugging. Aton gasped with pain; the adhesive seemed
to be ripping his skin off. He braced himself and jerked hisarm ashard as he could. Findly, his
wrist camefree.

"Good," hetold theemp. "Very good." Herolled over and quickly unwound the tape from his
other wrist.

He struggled onto hisfegt—and amogt fainted. Where the winged thing had gripped him, his
arm was covered in blood. There were painful wounds from the leechwormsall up and down his
back and sides. One of them was gtill fastened on hisleg; he plucked it off and stamped oniit.

He turned to run for cover—but the emp was scampering back toward the ship. Aton
redlized that it must have gotten lonely in the little cabin. It had gone exploring and had found the
hatch, which it remembered as the way they'd entered origindly. It had pressed buttons on the
control pand beside the hatch till one of them worked. Now it had found Aton outside, and it
was happily heading back home, expecting himto follow.

Aton swore. He ran after the emp. "Stop!" he called.

Too late. Mdice was sanding there, silhouetted against the yelow light spilling out. Theemp
went running up to her, and she casudly kicked it aside. Her eyes were watching Aton. Shewas
holding Schenck's gun.

Aton turned to the emp. "Eat! Bitel" he shouted. He pointed at her.

The emp hestated. It had never turned againgt ahuman being. Yet it wastotally loyal to Aton,
and he had praised it amoment ago when it had obeyed the same command.

It launched itself toward Mdlice, grabbed her leg, and bit.

Momentarily, she was distracted. She swore and tried to shake it off. Aton ran forwad and
smashed hisfigt into her throat.

Shefell back making choking noises. Aton's momentum carried him on top of her. They
landed together inside the hatch at the bottom of the sairs.

He gtarted prying at her hand holding the gun, but he was till dizzy, and she fought fiercely.



Also, even now, the part of him that cared for her wanted to avoid injuring her. He
hesitated—and she seized on hisindecision. She brought her knee up and kicked at him. He lost
his grip. She raised the gun and took aim.

He grabbed her wrist and wrenched it aside. The first shot went out through the open hatch,
into the gathering darkness. The second ricocheted insde the stairwell of the ship. Thethird hit
her intheface a closerange.

Blood poured out of the enormous wound and splashed over Aton's forehead. He backed
away, horrified.

Somehow shewas gtill dive. She made a guttural sound, lurched to her feet, and tottered,
clutching her hands to the cavity that the bullet had opened in the center of her face.

The bleeding suddenly stopped. The wound seemed to sedl itsalf. But her face had become
plagtic, like melting wax. Her body, too, was changing. Her legs diminished under her until they
were lumpy little sumps. Her fingers retracted, then her arms. She became an amorphous white
blob, oozing out from her clothes and absorbing them.

Theblob gradually changed color, darkening from white to black. It became asudgy puddle,
and started flowing up the stairsinto the ship.

Aton stood there clutching his head in his hands, trying to come to terms with what he had just
seen. Findly he started forward to pick up the gun whereit lay on the floor just insde the hatch.

There was amuted whine of motors, and the hatch closed in front of him, almost catching his
arm. He pulled back reflexively. He heard the ship's main systems coming to life. Its grav-drive
garted humming,and the hairsrose on Aton'sarms as an intensefield of gatic dectricity
surrounded the meta hull. Inch by inch, the ship started rising into the air.

Then the main power cut in and he watched in dismay asthe ship lifted smoothly, like an
elevator, up and out of hisreach. It gained dtitude and briefly gleamed bright yellow againgt the
dark purple sky, asit entered the last rays of the setting sun.

It diminished to apinpoint; and then it was gone.

19.
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At firgt, he consdered giving up the struggle. This uninhabited, hostile world would surely kill
him no matter how determined he wasto survive. Why fight against impossible odds?

But the thought angered him. Events of the past two days had structured themsdvesin away
that could not have been accidental. There had been a pattern in what had happened, and that
meant that someone or something had planned it, and had chosen thisworld as the place for him
to dieadow death. Very well; so beit. He would do everything he could to deprive him, her, or
it of the satisfaction of seeing the plan succeed. And more: if he did somehow manage to survive,
he vowed he would make histormentor pay dearly.

He surveyed the clearing, and the jungle around it. Many of the stickplantslay crushed and
broken where the ship had rested among them. He picked up one of the tough, hard plants and
weighed it in his pam. Stone-age man had survived with nothing better than a crude club with
which to defend himself from predators. Aton would have to do the same.

The emp came over and touched hisleg. It looked up a him hopefully. "Hug?'

Grimly, Aton lifted the emp onto his back. Its companionship could be vauableto himinthe
hours and daysto come. And thelittle anima could be useful to him, too. It had dready saved his
life; it might do so again.

Aton paused and listened. There had been anoise from the direction of thejungle. The sky
was gtill red where the sun had set, and asmal yellow moon shone overhead, shedding just
enough light to see by. Peering into the dimness, he saw that the centibeak was ill watching him,
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biding itstime.

Aton crept forward. If hewasto survive, it would be by thinking as a hunter, not asavictim.
He hefted the four-foot stickplant, holding it like a spear, then took careful aim and flung it.

The centibeak skittered to one Side, and the improvised spear landed harmlesdy on the
ground. The creature seemed unable to move very fast, however. Its many legs amost seemed to
dow it down. Maybe he could outruniit.

At firg it seemed not to see him loping toward it. Then, suddenly, it took flight. It ranina
panicky zigzag pattern across the clearing.

Aton reached the stickplant he had thrown, grabbed it, and continued chasing after the
centibeak. He caught up with it just before it had a chance to plunge into a dense thicket of
vegetation at the edge of the clearing. He siwung the stickplant savagely, and it crunched into the
Creature's head.

Thething flopped onto its Side. Itslegs waved feebly. Aton hit it again, and it made a croaking
sound and went limp.

Gingerly, he picked up the corpse by its sumpy, segmented tail. It was about as big asafox.
Helifted it in both hands, carried it to the center of the clearing, raised its body, and dammed it
down onto the spiky tip of one of the stickplants that was still rooted in the ground. Then he dug
hisfingersinto the flesh of the creature where it had been impaled and ripped it open.

"Eat," hesaid to theemp.

"Food?" It sounded puzzled.

Aton picked the emp off his shouldersand held it so that its face was dmost touching the
deed animdl.

Blood was 0ozing and dripping. "Drink," Aton said. He trusted itsingtincts more than hisown.

The emp licked the centibeak's blood tentatively. It turned its big eyestoward Aton. "Good!"

Aton repressed his own revulsion and joined the feast. He could not afford to be squeamish if
he intended to survive. He dragged the creature's entrail s out of its body and threw them aside,
then drank the rest of its blood and gnawed some of itsflesh from theinside of itsleathery skin. It
was tough and salty and pungent, but it was edible.

Any planet that had been registered by the Federation's survey corpswas amost certain to
have carbon-based life forms and a breathable atmosphere. Itswildlife might be hogtile, but it
would not betotaly dien.

Aton heard arustle of wings, looked up quickly, and saw two more of the flying men-of-war
circling around him. He saized his stickplant and waited without moving asthey came closer.
They were blind, he redized; they must be homing in on him by sensing his body heet. He waited
till they werejust afew feet aove, with their tendrils dmaost touching him, then swung his club.
He hit one, then the other. They fluttered to the ground, and he ssomped them quickly and
methodicaly.

The emp hadn't liked the taste of the one that had been fastened to hisarm earlier, so he
didn't even bother to inspect the corpses. He was thinking ahead now, and redlizing that thered
be little chance of deep tonight. Maice had implied that many of the planet's predators were
nocturna. Hed have to remain aert to defend himsaf—and he couldn't even risk resting on the
ground in case more of the leechworms burrowed up and fastened themsalvesto him. Nor did he
liketheidea of venturing into the jungle; there was no way to tell what carnivorous crestures and
poisonous plants might be lurking in the deep shadows.

Aton went back to the centibeak, ate as much more as he could, then left the rest to the emp.
He went to the area where the ship had set down, gathered more of the broken stickplants, then
located the entrails of the centibeak where he had tossed them aside. A couple of the
leechworms were dready chewing the fresh meat. Aton squashed them under his hedl, untangled
the intestines, and bit them into three-foot lengths.



Using the entrails as rope, he lashed together severd of the broken stickplants, building a
four-legged framework that stood afew feet off the ground. He laid more of the stickplants
acrossit, then hoisted himself up ontoit. It creaked ominoudy, but it took hisweight. Hewould
be safe from the leechworms on thisimprovised platform, and it would give him abetter vantage
point.

He cadled softly to the emp, and it climbed up beside him. "Cold," it complained.

"Metoo," he agreed. He spread its warm body across his chet, like a blanket. He settled
down, then, for thelong vigil that lay ahead.

It turned out to be less arduous than he had feared. Early in the night, swarms of biting flies
descended on him, and he had to make aquick foray to the edge of the jungle, where large leafy
plants grew in profusion. He used some of their leavesto wrap hisfeet and arms, and he
squeezed their sap over hisface. It congedled into athick, sticky layer that seemed to defeat the
insects. He wiped some on the emp's face, too, though it seemed less vulnerable than he was.

Asthe night wore on, more of the flying men-of-war cameto visit. He whacked them with the
longest of his stickplants, and the clearing was soon littered with their corpses. Small ratlike
creatures ventured cautioudy out of the jungle to feed on them; and then they, in turn, scuttled for
cover when alarger anima came prowling out of the undergrowth. It chased them back into the
vegetation, and the clearing became quiet.

A few hours later, his skin prickled and hefdt asif amuch moreformidable dien lifeform
was watching him. He saw nothing, and he heard nothing; but for amoment he sensed the
thoughts of another mind touching his—an intelligence that was wise and benign, and had evolved
high above the smpleminded flesh-eaters and blood-suckers that Aton had encountered so far.

But the sense of contact was fleeting, and Aton was | eft staring into the darkness, wondering
if what he had sensed wasred, or if it had been an halucination.

20.
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When the sky finally brightened with the first light of dawn, he was stiff, cold, and hungry, but
hewas il dive. He jJumped down from the platform he had built and lifted the emp to itsusud
position across his shoulders. Taking hold of the stickplant that he had used to defend himsdlf
during the night, he started purposefully toward the jungle. His plan was smple enough: he had to
explore the surrounding territory. He needed water, and he needed food.

The trees were dive with birdsong, although not the mellow, mel odic cadences he knew from
Hvee. Here, it was a cacophony of raucous shrieks. He peered up into the higher branches and
saw aprofusion of bizarre winged things, many of them with leathery skins, like bats. Some
seemed to be carnivorous; their open mouths showed pointed teeth. Others looked part insect,
part reptile, with scaly skins, antennae, and bulging compound eyes.

At ground leve the way forward was almost impenetrable. There were dense purple bushes
whose branches were curled and tangled like tumbleweed, armored with scarlet thorns. There
were mossy structures that looked like green coral but were springy to the touch. Flowering vines
dangled al around, and giant insects buzzed from one blossom to the next. The jungle was
formidable; but the challenge merdly firmed hisresolve.

Aton beat hisway forward. Birds and other flying thingsfled from the noise he made,
screaming indarm.

Something scuttled away through the undergrowth at his feet, too quickly for him to seeit or
kill it.

He paused. Already, the coldness of the night was giving way to humid heat. The sap he had
sgueezed over hisface was hot and itchy.
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He glanced around at the wall of purple vegetation, then pressed onward. He had gone about
twenty feet when the plants and trees abruptly gave way to an open space in front of him.

He found himself slanding in anarrow path that cut through the jungle. The vines had been
ripped away and the underbrush had been cleared so that bare earth was visible between small
clumps of weeds. Aton wondered what sort of animal could have crested such a seemingly
well-used track. Or could Mdice have been lying when she told him that the planet had never
been colonized?

His thoughts were interrupted when he felt the weight of the emp leave his back. He turned
quickly, dert for danger. Something that looked like athick yellow vine had wrapped itsalf
around the little animal's neck and wasllifting it into the air. The emp made muffled squealing
noises and waved itslittle pawvs helpledy.

Thevine coiled itself like aretracting spring. It wasn't avine at dl. A fat green pod, like an
enormous unripened tomato, was Sitting on an overhanging tree limb. Thevinewasitsretractable
tail. On the underside of the pod, where the tail sprouted out of its body, there was a puckered
opening like an anuslined with smdl, sharp tegth.

The tomato-pod was only ten feet above Aton's head. Asthe squealing emp was raised
upward, hetook careful aim, knowing there wouldn't be time for a second chance. He hurled his
stickplant. Its pointed tip plunged deep into the creature's puckered anus-mouth.

The tomato-pod twitched and shivered. It seemed to be trying to spit out the stickplant.
Green gooey stuff started oozing out and dripping down. The coiled tail thrashed to and fro,
yanking the unfortunate emp from sde to Sde. Then thetall stiffened and straightened in adegth
gpasm, flicking the emp out of its grasp.

The emp spread itsflat body and glided through the air, squedling in fright. It saw Aton
bel ow, whedled toward him, and flopped down onto his shoulders.

"High. Bad," it chattered, clinging to him and trembling.

He patted it. "Okay," hetold it. "It's okay."

The stickplant that had speared the tomato-pod abruptly fell down at hisfeet. He looked up
and saw the creature shriveling asit squirted galons more of the green gunk from its anus-mouth.
Evidently, Aton had speared itsvital organs.

He picked up thefalen stick. It wasrichly coated with dime. Well, if the tomato-pod had
considered the emp good to eat, maybe the reverse could aso be true. "Food," he said, and held
the stick out.

The emp sniffed the dime and promptly started licking it, making little gppreciative noises.

Aton bent down and used his cupped hands to scoop more of it off the ground. He found that
it was swest, like honey, but with anagty bitter aftertaste. Caution told him to eat only asmall
quantity, and then wait; but hunger overcame caution. He devoured severa handfuls. Soon he felt
warmth graduadly spreading from hisbelly, and new energy in histired limbs.

When he and the emp were sated, he sarted along the path. The sun was higher in the sky
now, and swarms of insects hung in the air. Aton pasted mud over his exposed skin to keep them
from feasting on him and fashioned a hat from leaves to protect himself from the hest.

Hewalked for awhile, scanning the foliage on ether sde of the path. Many small crestures
ran from him; none gpproached or attacked. The jungle foliage shimmered in the air. Sweat ran
down hisback, wheret he emp was clinging to him, and his tongue became dry in his mouth.

"Drink," said the emp.

"l know," Atontoldit. "I know."

He came to atree whose branches were covered in green growths hanging like e ongated
apples. Thelowest of them was just out of his reach, so he grasped the emp and lifted it above
hisheed. "Pull,” hetold it.

It seemed to understand what he meant, and seized the fruit in itsfront paws. It tugged—then



recoiled with ayelp of fear. The apple seemed to come dive. Legs sprouted; wings unfurled. It
was some sort of insect, like ahuge fly. Itsthorax was the green thing that Aton had mistaken for
afruit. It had been curled up insdeit likeasnail initsshell.

The snallfly released itsdf from the tree and beet itswings furioudy, circling theemp. The
insect'slegs seemed to end intiny claws. They grabbed the emp, easily penetrating itsfurry pelt.

The emp screamed asthe snailfly sank its proboscisinto thelittle animal’'s neck. The emp
legped off Aton's shoulders and started running wildly along the path, trying to shake the parasite
off. Aton swore and went after them. "Emp, stop!" he shouted.

The emp screamed again and fell down on the ground. Aton caught up and grabbed the insect
in hisbare hands. Its body was covered in giff, dimy black hairs, holding it waslike clutching a
wet hairbrush. It twisted in his grip and its proboscis came out of the emp's neck, dripping blood.

In aspasm of fury and disgust, Aton seized the insect's head and twisted. Its eyes burst warm
and gticky in hisgrip. Thewingsfluttered wildly. He pulled the thing apart and threw it aside.

A great chorus of buzzing came from behind him. He looked around and saw the whole tree
coming alive. Either the other insects had sensed the desth of the one that Aton had killed, or
they had been roused by its being plucked from the tree. The green growthss prouted wings,
dropped from the tree, and took flight, swarming toward him.

He scooped up the emp in hisarms. Its eyes were closed and its body waslimp. A large
swelling had dready formed where the insect had feasted onit.

Aton ran. The sun beat down on him and his body was soaked in sweat. Behind him, the
furious buzzing grew doser.

There was apool of mud beside the path. Its surface was dick and black, dotted with clumps
of grass.

Aton jumped. He splashed on his back in the mud. It was cool and wet, but not asthick as he
had expected. It sucked him down like quicksand. The insects closed in overhead, blotting out
the Sky. He shifted his grip so that his hand clutched the emp by itsface, covering its mouth and
nose. He dunked the unconscious creature, then joined it beneath the surface. He felt himsdlf
bump down onto the gravelly bottom of the mud pool and forced himsdlf to liethere totally
submerged, while hislungs cried out for air.

He stayed under till he fet himself growing dizzy and the unconscious emp started to twitch in
hisgrip. Then helevered himsdlf up till hisface broke the surface.

Theinsectswere il there. A couple of them landed on him, but his coating of mud seemed
to offer some protection from them. He took great gulps of air and prepared to submerge himsdlf
agai n—then noticed something new. A huge gossamer bird was floating down out of the sky. Its
wings rippled and caught rainbows, they looked like spiderweb that had been woven into sheets
twenty feet across. Its body was athin tube terminating in asmall spherica head with along,
dender besk.

The bird settled like aleaf. Theinsects saw it—too late. Itswings enclosed them like a
shroud.

Within moments, most of the insects were stuck fast to the spiderbird's wings, and the rest
werefleeing. It gathered itswings around itself and touched down on the path beside the swamp.
Camly and methodically, it used its beak like agiant pair of tweezersto pick off the trapped
insects one by one. It cracked them open and sucked their juices before tossing the husks aside.

Now that immediate danger was gone, Aton started struggling back to the path. He watched
the huge spiderbird warily, but it showed no interest in him. Clearly, snailflieswere the only food
it cared for.

The emp was stirring feebly in Aton'sarms. Itsfur was ill covered in thick mud. He wiped
the sticky stuff out of the little animd's face and eyes, and it whimpered softly.

He rested amoment when he reached the path. He saw his stickplant lying where he had



dropped it afew moments earlier and picked it up. He leaned on it, fedling exhausted.

But his sdlf-pity turned quickly to anger. The hopelessness of his Situation once again roused
his spirit of rebellion. If this planet was going to kill him in accordance with aplan laid down by
the person or entity that had arranged for him to be stranded here, he would not surrender
gracefully.
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He continued aong the track more cautioudy than before. His coating of mud quickly driedin
the sun and started to crack and drop off. He managed to pull some of it off the emp, also; but
thelittle anima remained limp and unconscious, breething feghly.

After an hour he heard atrickling sound that seemed to come from the undergrowth at the
sde of the path. He paused and listened intently. By now he was dizzy with thirst and his sweat
had become athick, gummy residue. Tentatively, he stepped into the tangle of bushes and vines.
The ground was firm underfoot, and he saw nothing that seerned to offer any danger. He took
another step and found rocks under the carpet of vegetation. Flowing among the rockswas a
gnd| sream.

He stooped, cupped his handsin the water, and splashed it over himself and the emp, cooling
his skin and washing away the mud. Then, cautioudy, hetook asip. It tasted of mineralsand
weeds, but it seemed drinkable. He swalowed it in thankful gulps.

The emp's body was hot to the touch. Aton gently laid it in the stream, hoping to reduceits
fever and reviveit. He sat on arock, tempted to drink more, but aware of the unpleasant
consequencesif hedid. Already, hefet an urgeto vomit. As he sat and waited patiently, the
cramps began—merely as aftereffects of his chronic thirst. He doubled over, clutching his
stomach and grunting with the pain.

It took fifteen minutesfor the crampsto subsde. Only then did he alow himsdlf to take more
of thewater.

The emp made acoughing noise. It sat up in the stream and wiped itseyes. "Cold," it
complained in aweak voice.

Aton bent and lifted it into hisarms. He brushed water off itsfur.

Theemp blinked. "Seepy."

"Your turnto drink." He lowered the emp to the stream. Moving duggishly, it bent its head
and lapped the water.

They rested together for awhile. The emp seemed to regain its strength bit by bit, and the
swelling inits neck arted to diminish. Aton, meanwhile, wastrying to plan ahead. If he could
follow the stream, it should lead to apool or ariver. That, in turn, would attract wildlife. He could
make abow and arrow and build arefuge. If he built it well, it should be proof against most of
the small parasites and predators he had encountered so far. He would recover more of his
srength—

His thoughts broke off as he heard footsteps. Something was coming aong the path, screened
from him by thefoliage. By the sound of it, it was a cresture far larger than anything he had seen
o far.

"Quiet," he whispered to the emp. He hunkered down among the rocks and waited, listening.

Lessthan aminute later he saw the animd. It wasthe size of abear and was carrying alarge
gray sack strgpped to aleather harness on its back. It had massively muscled legsterminating in
huge serrated claws. Its hide was pure black, leathery, and hairless. Its heavy, tapering tail waved
dowly from sideto side as it walked; from the tip of the tail sprouted wicked spineslike dagger
blades. There was ahorny caragpace around its neck, and its head was like that of awolf but
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twice aslarge, with protruding, interlocking teeth. It was a grotesque combination of saurian and
mammal, and it seemed to have evolved for one purpose only: to dash, rip, and kill.

Aton remained motionless, praying silently for the beast to passby.

It reached a point opposite his hiding place, ambled onward a couple more paces, then
paused and raised its head, sniffing the air. Tentatively, then, it took a step toward Aton. Itsfeet
crushed the undergrowth.

"Stay!" the voice came from back along the track. Aton heard more footsteps
approaching—footsteps of aman.

The big black beast turned and eyed the figure striding toward it. He was heavily muscled and
deeply tanned, clad in a patchwork of anima skins and hand-woven cloth. A sword hung
shesthed & his hip, and he carried a heavy wooden club inset with sharp flintsthat gleamed in the
sun. His hair and beard had been roughly trimmed within an inch of hishead and face. He had the
mesan, fera eyes of abarbarian.

The beast growled again and turned its head back toward Aton's hiding place. Once again it
took astep into thejungle.

The man came up and dammed hisfigt into the anima’s hide. It was ablow that |ooked
powerful enough to kill, but the big animal seemed only dimly aware of it. "Ho, dorg," he shouted.
"Say."

Theanima paused. The hunter drew his sword. He parted the screen of leaveswith itsblade
and peered into the tangle of vegetation.

"Wait," Aton whispered to the emp. Then, boldly, he stood up. He was going to be
discovered anyway; it would be best to behave asif he had no reason to hide.

The black beast saw him and let out aterribleroar. I1ts master gave the anima another savage
blow with hisfigt. "Stay!" he shouted again. Then he turned back toward Aton. " Show yoursdlf.
Comeon."

Aton stepped cautioudly forward. Taking care to make no sudden movements, he emerged
into the sunlight. The yellow eyes of the black beast watched him intently, and again it growled,
Spraying spittle onto the soil at itsfeet. It lashed itstail, and the protruding blades scythed the
grass.

"Who areyou?"' the man demanded, hefting his sword. He squinted at Aton suspicioudy. His
face was horribly scarred and disfigured, asif he had survived some terrible accident in which the
flesh had been both ripped and burned. He wore a pack on his back and shiny white boneson a
thong around his neck.

"| was abandoned on this planet,” Aton said, Saring straight into the warrior's hostile eyes.
"I've been trying to survive."

The man eyed Aton's mud-streaked skin spotted with wounds and insect bites. He grinned
and weighed hissword in his hand. " Abandoned? By who?'

"An—enemy of mineleft mehereto die”

The man squinted at him. He shook his head dowly. With his free hand he opened a pouch at
his hip and pulled out acoil of rope woven from some kind of fibrousvine. "Turn around,” he
sad. "Put your wrigts behind you."

Aton paused. Hismusclestightened. "No," he said.

The man gave ashort, sharp laugh. "You do what | say, mest. Elsel kill you now. Maybe
dow, to makeit interesting.”

Aton shook hishead. "I'll come with you of my freewill. But | won't surrender.”

Thewarrior stared at him. "Mest, | say oneword to my dorg here, and you're dead."

"I understand that you can kill me," said Aton. Deliberately, he avoided looking at the dorg.
"But if you want me dive, asyour prisoner, that may bealittle more difficult.”



"What isit, you want afight?* The warrior sounded incredulous.

"If itsafar one" sad Aton.

"Fair?' The man laughed. He turned to the fearsome creature beside him. "Down," he shouted
at it, and pointed to the ground. Grudgingly, the beasts lumped onto itsbelly. "Stay," he shouted
again, and thumped its shoulder.

He turned back to Aton, sheathed his sword, and laid it carefully on the ground. He shrugged
off hisbackpack, but kept hold of hisclub. "Thisfair enough for you?'

"1 have no weapon," Aton pointed out.

"That'syour problem, meat." Suddenly, savagdly, the warrior sivung his club toward Aton's
gomach.

Aton legped backward. He wasjust fast enough to evade the blow, but he lost his balance,
flaled hisarms, and fell.

Thewarrior closed on him and aimed akick at hishead. Aton dodged, rolled aside, seized
the man's ankle, and tried to topple him.

Thewarrior swung hisclub again. It hit Aton'sarm, and the pain wasingtant and parayzing.
He gasped, clutching hiselbow.

Thewarrior dropped his club, fell onto Aton's chest, and grabbed him by the throat. He
squeezed hard.

Aton flailed helplesdy. He tried to pry the man's hands away, but his adversary wastoo
strong. Hetried to pull up hiskneesto kick the warrior off him, but the man foresaw that and
shifted quickly, evading the move. Still he kept hisgrip on Aton'sthroat.

Aton felt himself starting to black out. The warrior's face was just inches away, leering down.
The man was panting, and his eyeswere wide. His skin was flushed asiif the violence was
arousng him sexudly.

In desperation, Aton brought his head up and seized the warrior's nosein histeeth. He bit
with al his strength and hung on. Blood ran out over hisface.

Thewarrior let out aroar of pain and rage. His grip relaxed. Aton drew on hislast remaining
strength, reared up, and threw the man off. He groped around, dizzy from lack of oxygen, and
seized the warrior's club whereit lay on the ground.

The warrior was stumbling backward, his face running red. He stooped, seized his sword
where hehad laid it aside, and drew it from its sheath. He wiped blood out of his eyes, then ran
at Aton.

Aton tried to knock the blade aside, but the club was too heavy in hiswounded arm. It
twisted out of hisgrip, and once again he landed on his back. The warrior planted one booted
foot on Aton's chest and pressed thetip of his sword to Aton's throat.

For amoment neither man moved. Aton lay gasping for breeth, staring up into the warrior's
face. Thewarrior glared down a him, holding hisfree hand to hisface in an effort to staunch the
bleeding. "Bastard,” he swore. "Ought to kill you right now.”

Aton said nothing. He waited.

Thewarrior scowled. "All right, turn over, meat."

Sowly, carefully, Aton did so. Hisarm hurt terribly; he feared the blow from the warrior's
club might have broken it.

"Hands behind you. Come on!”

The point of the sword was now nudging Aton's back, between hisribs. He did ashe was
told.

Thewarrior fell down on him, grabbed hiswrists, forced them together, and bound them
quickly with the rough rope. Then the man drew back. " Stand up.”

Aton did so. Hisarm sent fierce twinges of pain, but heforced himsdlf toignoreit.



Thewarrior was gtill bleeding from his nose. He went to the dorg, opened a pouch oniits
harness, and pulled out adirty rag. Hetilted his head back and squeezed the rag to hisfacefor a
while. Aton lay on the ground, waiting.

Eventudly the warrior stashed the bloodsoaked rag and turned to hisdorg. "Up!™ he shouted,
kicking it in theribs. Then heturned back to Aton. "All right, we got amile to cover, maybe
more."

"Wait," said Aton. "l haveafriend.”

Thewarrior squinted a him. ™Y ou what?"

"Emp!" Aton caled.

Cautioudy, the emp emerged from the undergrowth, parting the long grass and bushes with its
little paws. Itsaw Aton and ran to him, chittering nervoudy. It clung to his chest, then looked
over itsshoulder at thewarrior.

"What'sthat?' the man demanded.

"A pet,” said Aton.

"Yeah?' Thewarrior peered a the emp, then nodded dowly to himsdlf. " Sure, bring it dong.”
He shouldered his pack. "Y eah, well take care of it, sure enough.”

22,

Contents - Prev / Next

Thetrail waslittered with fragments of deadwood. The ground was stony underfoot. With his
handstied behind him and the weight of the emp on his back, Aton had difficulty keeping his
balance. But the warrior showed little interest in Aton's problems. He followed close behind,
curang and smacking the backs of Aton'slegswith hiswooden club whenever the pace fatered.

Atonwaked in silence, grimly repressing his anger. The flints embedded in the warrior's
wegpon jabbed his skin painfully, but he knew that if he complained, the man would merely
mistreat him more. Eventualy, perhaps, there would be an opportunity to equa the score; but
now was not the time.

Thejungle was atangled wall of purple and green on either sde of the path. Birds screeched
and insects buzzed, and smdll things rustled through the undergrowth. For the most part, though,
the presence of the warrior'sfierce black dorg seemed to scare the predators and parasites
avay.

After they'd been walking for an hour, the trail became steep and the foliage began to thin out.
Through gapsin the trees Aton glimpsed a bare hilltop where some sort of primitive fort had been
built. Evidently, thiswastheir destination.

They finally emerged from the jungle onto awide strip of blackened earth where dl the trees
had been felled and | vegetation had been burned to ash. Beyond it was atrench filled with
plantslike giant

Venussflytraps, their jaws gaping wide, spines dripping with poison. Beyond the trench was
astonewall, and beyond that a stockade.

Thewall was gill under construction. Gangs of ragged men were hauling boulders and
gtacking them to form abarrier twenty feet high. The men worked in grim slence, grunting and
sweating under the sun. Black-uniformed guards rode among them on dorgs. screaming orders
and jabbing the workers with long pointed sticks.

All of the guards appeared to be women. All of the workers were men.

Thewarrior nudged Aton to the edge of the trench, and the plantsin it twitched and turned
dowly toward him, sensing his body heat. He looked down and saw bones and scraps of
partidly digested flesh lodged in some of their wet, pink vegetable mouths,

"Wait there," thewarrior told him. "Hey! Huro!"
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Thetalest of the guardsturned her dorg. "That you, Baz?' She shaded her eyes. "What
happened to your face?"

He rubbed some of the dry blood off his nose. "Nothing," he said. The word was a surly
grunt.

"Who'stha with you?'

"Garvin, inthe bag here." He dapped the sack draped across the back of the dorg. "Thisone
| found in the jungle. Says hesfrom offworld.”

The woman turned in her saddle. "Y ou," she shouted, pointing to the two men nearest her.
"L ower the bridge."

They dropped the stones they had been carrying, ran to awooden winch, and started turning
it. A catwak made from logs swung down and thumped into position across the trench.

"Wak," said thewarrior, thwacking Aton with his club.

Aton started forward. He didn't doubt that if he refused, he would die.

The warrior and the dorg followed him across. As soon asthey reached the other side, the
bridge was raised behind them.

Aton stood camly with the emp still clinging to hisback, peering nervoudy over his shoulder.
The woman named Huro walked her dorg around him, looking him over. She had athin, boyish
body and a pae face with dark, glittering eyes. She wore her black hair in a crewcut.

She pointed to the emp and looked at Baz. "What's that on his back?'

"Some sort of anima. Maybe from offworld, like him. He saysit's his pet.”

Huro threw her head back and laughed. It was asharp, ugly sound. "All right, let's take
him—"

She broke off, distracted by a disturbance among the workers on the wall. One of them had
collapsed. He was on his hands and kneesin the dirt, gasping for breath. Sweat was dripping off
hisface, and he was shaking with exhaustion.

"Get up, scum!” the nearest guard screamed at him, dismounting from her dorg. She uncoiled
awhip that hung at her belt, swung it in awide arc, and brought it down savagely acrossthe
man's naked back. "If you don't work, mest, I'll kill you."

The man dumped onto his belly and moaned.

"Get up!" the guard screamed again. She tarted whipping him in asavage frenzy, and blood
sprayed where the leather diced hisskin.

"Wait here," Huro snapped at Baz and Aton. She stepped down from her mount, walked
over, and took the woman's arm, restraining her. "What's the problem? Spinks wants specid
treatment?'

The woman with the whip paused, breathing heavily from her exertions. "What shdl we do
with him, Huro? Every day, trouble. Lazy scum. Gut him? Or dump him?' Shejerked her head
toward the trench.

The man on the ground rolled over. "No!" he moaned. He crawled toward Huro and clutched
at her booted feet. "Please!”

"Get your hands off her." The guard raised her whip again.

"No need for that,” Huro said calmly. "It looksto me asif Spinkswantsalittlerest. He's
tired. Wdll, | can understand that." She gave him acrud smile.

Spinks clutched his face between his hands. "Huro, please!™

Huro raised awhistle that hung on achain around her neck and blew three short blasts. The
rest of the men stopped what they were doing, set down their burdens, and turned toward her.

"Y ou four." Huro pointed to agroup standing at the bottom of aflight of big stone stairsthat
led to the top of thewall. "Pull that dab out a couple of feet." She pointed to abig rock at the
base of the sairs.



They went to it, bent down, and heaved at it, grunting and straining. Gradualy, they edged it
toonesde.

"Now take Spinks here and sit him on the bottom step.”

The men grabbed Spinksslimp, bleeding body, lifted him under the arms, and pulled him
back. "Please," he kept moaning. "Pleasa!”

"It's all right, Spinks," Huro assured him. "Y ou're going to spend the rest of the day Sitting
down. Maybe tomorrow, aswell. Well make sure of that." She turned to the men. "Now pull
that stone back."

Spinks suddenly realized what was going to happen to him. If it was dragged back to its
origina position, the rock would crush hislegs below hisknees, pinning him. "No!" he screamed.

"Hold him!" Huro snapped. Several men hurried to obey.

"No!" Spinks screamed again, trying to fight them off.

"Shut up, scum,” snapped one of the men.

"It'syour own fault,” said another. "Y ou should've pulled your weight.”

Meanwhile, the other four were dragging the big stone back. Its surface was rough and
granular. Thousands of sharp, tiny facets gleamed wickedly in the sun.

"You there" Huro turned to three others. "Help them lift it. Tilt it up and let it drop.”

They did as she sad. It crunched down onto Spinks shins, splintering them. Helet out a
terrible scream. Hisfingers scrabbled desperately, hopelessly at the rock, leaving fragments of
skin and blood on its rough surface. He writhed and screamed again.

Huro blew along blast on her whistle. Thework crew returned quickly to their places and
picked up where they had left off. Those who were carrying bouldersto the top of thewall had
to wak right past Spinks, treading on the dab that pinned hislegs, so that their weight mashed its
jagged surface more deeply into hisflesh. He wept and clutched futilely at them asthey passed,
but they ignored him.

Huro walked back to where Aton was waiting with Baz. She eyed Aton asif wondering how
long it would take to reduce him to the same kind of mindless obedience that the rest of the men
showed her. Then she gave him atwisted smile.

"Welcometo Chthon," she said.

23.
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Huro rode her dorg through agap in the ssonewall. Aton and Baz followed, with Baz'sdorg
trailing behind. Just inside the wall was the stockade, built from tree trunks hammered into the
ground. Aton wasled through a gateway and found himself in abig, square compound with guard
towers at each corner. Half adozen buildings constructed from logs were ranged around a
centra yard of packed earth. It looked like amilitary parade ground.

Two more black-uniformed femal e guards came running over. One of them removed the
heavy gray sack from the back of Baz's dorg and dumped it on the ground. She threw arope
around the anima's neck, then led it away toward a building that |ooked like abarn. The other
woman waited for indructions.

Huro gestured at the sack on the ground. "Pick that up.”

The woman stooped and pulled the sack across her shoulders. She stood up shakily, grunting
with the effort. "Well go to the guardhouse,”" said Huro, turning her dorg and leading the way
without glancing back.

They followed her acrossthe yard to asmall cabin with barred windows. She dismounted
and waited while Baz, Aton, and the woman carrying the sack walked in ahead of her.

Insgde were acouple of wooden stools, acrudely made table, and a series of jail cellswith
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thick wooden bars. The place smelled of unwashed flesh, urine, and wet straw. A couple of the
cells were occupied, but the bars were so thick and spaced so closely that Aton couldn't seethe
prisoners. An ingstent moaning was coming from acell at the end.

"Quiet," Huro said in a conversationd tone of voice.

The moaning immediately ceased.

"Dump it on thefloor," shetold the woman holding the sack. "Y es, there. Good. Now go get
Quentain.”

Thewoman in black turned and ran out of the building.

Huro pointed to the sack. "Open it," she snapped at Baz.

He knedled down, loosened athong at the neck of the sack, and rolled it back. A man was
insde, naked and smeared with blood. His body was grotesquely swollen from insect bites, and
there were ugly festering wounds on his chest and arms.

Huro kneeled down and peered at the man. "Ishe dlive?'

"Yeah, just about." Baz kicked the sack, hard. The man groaned and mumbled something,
but his eyes stayed shut.

Huro prodded the unconscious man "Quentain's going to take care of you, Garvin," shesad
in the same conversationd tone. " Then, when you're feding better, she's going to show everyone
what happens to aman who thought he could run out on us."

"Y ou wanted to see me, Huro?' A woman was standing in the doorway.

Huro straightened up. "Y es, Quentain. Comeonin.”

The woman who walked into the fetid little room had long wavy blond hair, a heart-shaped
face, full lips, and clear blue eyes. She could have been aglamour model ; even without makeup,
her face seemed to glow. She wore leather sandal's, a ssimple cotton jacket, and pants bleached
pure white. Her body |ooked generous and feminine under the smple clothes.

"Baz found Garvin for us" said Huro. "He needs some of your tender loving care.”

She touched dender fingers to the unconscious man's face and neck. She smiled strangely, as
if Garvin's condition gave her adevious kind of pleasure. She pressed one of the swellingson his
chest, and it oozed pus stresked with red. She rubbed the discharge dowly between her finger
and thumb.

"Canyou handleit?' Huro asked.

Quentain hestated, asif reluctant to look away from thevictim in front of her. "Oh, yes." Her
voice sounded lascivious. "Hell be fine." She stood up, findly, and nodded to Huro. "I'll seeto
that." She noticed Aton then. "Whao's he?!

"Baz found himin thewoods™"

Quentain gpproached Aton and ran the palm of her hand over his shoulders and chest. She
walked around him, and squeezed one of his buttocks, then histhigh, asif he were cattle up for
auction.

With hiswrigtstied behind him, there was little that Aton could do. He watched her as she
walked back in front of him. Her soft beauty was an illusion; she had a cold, sadistic detachment.
She finished szing him up and nodded to hersdlf, satisfied.

"Shouldn't you seeto Garvin here?' said Huro. There was adeferentid tonein her voice. She
sounded asif she was uncomfortable dealing with Quentain.

"I'll send someoneto get him," said Quentain. She gave Aton another 100k, then tossed her
long blond hair and walked out.

Huro turned to Aton and Baz. Her expression was unreadable. "All right, you two. I'd better
turn you over to Oris."

24,
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She led them to the only two-story building in the compound. Itslower level was built from
boulders, its upper level from logs. Two huge dorgs guarded its entrance, supervised by half a
dozen brawny black-uniformed women armed with swords, maces, and spears.

Two of these guards escorted Aton, Baz, and Huro through a pair of massive doorsand up a
narrow wooden spiral staircase. When Aton emerged at the top he found himself in along room
with atable a one end. Dim light filtered through arrow-dits at intervas around the walls,
illumineting an array of torture devices.

He walked with his captors past arack, a pillory, awhipping post, acoffin lined with spikes,
and across. Thumbscrews, fingernail pincers, leg spreaders, hoods, castration pliers, sudded
paddles, lashes, and whips hung from hooks on the wals. Almost every implement was stained
dark with blood. Aton assumed that they were arrayed ddliberately to intimidate prisoners, but
the display was effective, nonetheless.

A woman was Sitting behind atable at the end of the room. Her long, straight black hair was
pulled back from her face, reveding high cheekbones and awide, proud mouth. She was heavily
built and he guessed that if she stood up, she would be dmost his height. Aton stopped and
stared at her supidly. He recognized her from his dream—his nightmare a Alix's house, on
Hvee. It wasimpossible; but the redlity of it was before him.

"Show some respect, meat,” snapped the burly guard behind him. She whacked the backs of
Aton'slegswith her sheathed sword, making him fall down onto hisknees. Baz, he redlized, had
aready kneded beside him.

"Baz found Garvin and brought himin," Huro was explaining to the woman behind the table.
"He found this one, too." She gestured at Aton. " Says he's an offworlder.”

Thewoman Stting behind the table nodded. "Baz, you did well. Y ou'll get your reward.”

Thewarrior inclined his head. "Thank you, Oris"

"What happened to your face?"

He looked uncomfortable. He jerked hishead at Aton. "He put up afight."

"He did?' Her voice showed interest. She stood up. "Y ou can go, Baz. And you, Huro."

Aton was aware of them leaving, but his atention was till on the woman in front of him. He
fdt asif redity had shifted around him—asif space had twisted, somehow.

She waked around the table and sat on the corner, looking down at him. "So, you're a
fighter. Tell me your name, where you're from, and how you cameto be here." Her voice
sounded calm and competent, asif there was no question he would tell her whatever she wanted
to know.

"Aton Five" hesaid. "From the planet Hvee. | was—traveling with someone who abandoned
me here" He hesitated. "Isit true that thisis Chthon?”"

Shelaughed derisively. "Y ou ask aquestion without my permisson? Hurt him." She gavethe
order without bothering to look up.

One of the heavily muscled women stepped forward quickly, seized Aton by hishair, and
punched him in the face. Ingtinctively, he tried to bring up his handsto defend himsaf—but they
were dtill tied behind hisback. He lost hisbaance and fell on hisside. The emp squedled in fright
and jumped off his back.

"What'sthat?' Orisasked sharply. "Vermin?Kill it."

"No!" Aton shouted. He squirmed around and threw himsdlf over the emp, covering its body
with hisown.

The guard had raised her spear. She paused uncertainly.

Orisgestured for her to lower her weapon. She looked at Aton curioudly. "Y ou'd sacrifice
your lifefor ananima?"
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Helay therefor amoment with histhoughtsin turmoil. He had acted out of pureingtinct.
Sowly, herolled away from the emp. "It's more than an animd. It'sintelligent and it's been my
companion.”

Oriswalked over and looked down at the emp. She prodded it with her toe, and it backed
away, chittering nervoudy. She gestured dismissvely. "All right, well take care of it." She turned
to her guard. "Put it in one of the empty jail cells. Feed it the same asthe prisoners get.”

"No!" Aton shouted again. He tried to struggle up onto hisfeet, but the guard kicked him
casualy aside and grabbed hold of the emp. She bundled it under her arm, ignoring its cries of
surprise and fear, and carried it away.

Aton turned to the woman named Oris. He was suddenly palewith rage. "Y ou kill that
anima," he said, finding it hard to spesk through thetightnessin hischest, "and I'll kill you. |
Sweer it."

She shook her head like a schoolteacher regretting the stupidity of anew student. "Normally,”
shetold him, "I'd have you disemboweled for threatening me. But | think we can make use of
your anger and your hate:" She gestured to the guard. "Pick him up.”

Strong hands lifted Aton to hisfeet and held him. He stood, il glaring at Oris, and said
nathing.

"There are four thingsthat every man in this camp understands,” Oris continued, walking
closer to him. "1 will tell them to you now. See that you remember them. Firgt, you are now my
property, and you will never, ever befree" Her dark eyes stared into his. " Second, you will do
exactly what | say, and what my servants say, or you will suffer the most terrible punishments that
you canimagine. Third, if you obey fully, you will befed and clothed and possibly even
rewarded. Fourth, you will discover that | never lie. If | tell you something, it isso.” Sheturned to
the remaining guard. "Put him in the room downgtairs. Once he'sin there, you can untie and feed
him."

Aton struggled and kicked, but with his arms pinned, he was hel pless. The guard started
hustling him out of the room.

"One other thing," Oris caled ashewas dragged away. "Y ou will seeyour animd again, dive,
s0 long asyou do asyou'retold. And yes, thisis an undevel oped area on the planet Chthon. We
used to be convicts, condemned to the prison underground. But as you can see'—she gestured
at the room and the camp beyond it—"that Stuation has changed.”

25.
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They put him in aroom with log walls, awooden celling, and afloor of hand-planed boards.
There was alarge bed with a soft straw mattress. A bowl and a pitcher of water stood in one
corner. A small barred window |looked out onto the open yard at the center of the compound.

The room was larger than he expected, and it was clean. Aton lay on the bed and tried to
massage the stiffness out of hiswrists, now that they were no longer tied behind him. Then he
rested for awhile with hiseyes closed, trying to look insde himself for the strength that he
needed.

Escape was obvioudy out of the question. Even if he managed to evade his captors—which
seemed unlikely—there was nowhere to run to in the hostile wilderness outside, and they would
track him and bring him back as easily asthey had brought back Garvin.

In any case, before he could turn his back on Oris and her sadistic female guards, he needed
answersto more of his questions. How had he dreamed of her face and name, days before
meeting her? Wasit pre-cognition, or had someone or something planted the vison in hisdeeping
mind? Had she somehow played arole with Malice, abandoning him here on Chthon? That
seemed unlikely; Oris had inspected him asif he were atota stranger.
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But if thiswasthe planet Chthon, what had happened to it in the past months? He
remembered aworld whose surface had been devel oped as a pleasure resort named Idyllia—a
place for therich to relax among soft meadows and open, rolling hills. The notorious prison of
Chthon had been restricted to caves beneath the planet's crust.

Six months ago, the tourists had been evacuated and the plasmaintelligence at the heart of
Chthon had been annihilated, largely thanksto Aton's efforts. He had freed the prisonersto take
over ldyllias verdant paradise, where they could create a society of their own. That had been his
grand, compassi onate gesture. What had gone wrong, he couldn't imagine—assuming that Oris
spoke the truth and thiswas, in fact, the surface of Chthon.

He sat up quickly as he heard aheavy bar being shifted outside his cell door. One of Oriss
beefy female guards camein carrying atray laden with bowls of food. A second guard stood
behind her, armed and ready.

"Smelsgood," Aton said cautioudy, as she set the tray at the end of his bed.

"Too good for you, scum.”

"Y ou mean |I'm getting specia treatment?”’

The big woman laughed. "L ater tonight, that's when you get the trestment.”

"Shut it," said the one near the door. "Dontt talk to the prisoner.”

When Aton was alone again, he sampled the food. There was arich meat sew, some pink
root vegetables that tasted like boiled potatoes, and dices of junglefruit. He could see no point in
not eating; he would have to, sooner or later, and they could poison him then as easily as now.
So he dug into the food greedily, wondering why he was being treated so well.

After the medl hetried again to relax, emptying hismind of al questions and fears. Through
the window, he heard distant shouts from the guards supervising the men building thewall. A
whip cracked and a man screamed.

Aton buried hishead in hisarmsto shut out the sounds. All too soon, he guessed, hewould
be out there with the rest of them. Best to rest; he would need his strength.

But why was this primitive fortress being built, and how had it cometo be established in the
fird place?

Wearinessfinaly dowed histhoughts, and he dept.

26.
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He woke to new sounds. There were marching feet, jingling harnesses, and men shouting.

Aton stood on his bed and peered out of the window. Thelight in the sky had dimmed, and
shadows had grown long. A band of warriors, larger and fiercer-looking than the davesworking
on thewall outsde, were waking into the compound through the main gate. Behind them came
harnessed dorgs with bulging sacks strapped to their backs.

Orisand severd of her guards were standing on a platform at one end of theyard. The
warriors pulled the sacks off the backs of their dorgs and unpacked arich assortment of dead
wildlife that had been culled from the surrounding jungle. Then the men kneded respectfully while
Orisingpected their plunder.

Aton saw now where his meat stew had come from. A camp asbig asthiswould need a
regular food supply; evidently, some of the men were trusted sufficiently to be alowed out in
hunting parties.

After theingpection, the dead meat was hauled avay and the warriors and their dorgs
disappeared in the direction of alarge building that looked like abarracks.

Next, into the yard came the work gang that Aton had seen building the wall. Few of them
managed to stand straight; some were so exhausted they could barely stand at dll.
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Their guards, mounted on dorgs, drove them into the center of theyard. A cart appeared,
loaded with bones and scraps of raw mesat. The sight roused new energy in some of the men, and
they stumbled forward with outstretched arms.

A woman climbed up to the cart and started tossing food into the crowd. The men fought
savagely, literdly ripping morsasfrom each other's mouths. On the platform at the end of the
yard, Oris made herself comfortable in alarge chair and watched, idly chatting to her
companions. Occasondly she pointed to one man or another, asif comparing their viciousness
and cruelty in stealing from one another.

Thewoman on the cart threw the last of the scraps among the men, then turned away with no
gpparent interest. Aton saw that the weakest members of the group had been left with virtualy
nothing. They were dready scrawny and hollow-eyed; at thisrate, they would soon starve. This
was surviva of thefittest reduced to its crudest, most brutdl level.

Aton turned suddenly as he heard the door of hisroom open. Hisjailer was bringing in abowl
of soup that smelled rich and strong. She et it on the floor, then turned and |eft without aword.

Wasthis some sort of atet, to seeif he would cheerfully eat the soup after watching starving
men battling for scraps of rotten meat? Aton shrugged and picked up the bowl. The camp
seemed designed so that only the strong would survive. There was no way he could help his
fellow prisoners. Thisbeing so, it was pointless to concern himsalf with their suffering.

The soup was delicious. He ate heartily.

27,
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Someone wasin the room with him. Hands touched his naked body, and awoman laughed
softly. For amoment he thought he was back in hishome on Hvee, in bed with Malice; then he
remembered where he was, and felt fear.

The room was dmost totally dark. Two black silhouettes were bending over him. Hetried to
St up—hut discovered that he had been tied to the bed. Hismind felt fuzzy; hetried to think
back. He'd become drowsy half an hour after eating the soup. That wasthe last thing he
remembered. Evidently it had been drugged.

"What—" he began, peering up a the shadowy figures.

"Quiet." A hand gripped his chin, and something was pushed into his mouth. 1t was awad of
leather, a plug about three incheslong and dightly less than two inchesin diameter. Sirong hands
buckled a strap around behind his neck, holding it in hismouth, filling it so that he couldn't speak.

He turned his head from side to side and made angry smothered noises.

A hand grabbed his genitas. "Behave yoursdlf!" It sounded like Orissvoice. The hand
queezed him warningly.

Aton shuddered. He remembered his dream of Oris standing over him in the caves of Chthon,
ripping his genitals out of his body.

"Just be quiet,”" said another voice. Quentain; hewas sureit was her. "You'll fed no pain." She
dtarted rubbing perfumed ail into his body, beginning at his shoulders and working dowly
downward. Her hands moved in an easy, hypnotic rhythm. A couple of times she bent closeto
him and he felt her nipples brush across his chest. Then she got up onto the bed and sat on his
thighs, her naked buttocks like awarm, soft cushion pressing against him.

Atonwas dtill dizzy from the drug. Even though he had no intention of cooperating with his
captors, his body was beginning to respond of its own accord. Warm oil waswiped around his
genitals, and knowing hands caressed him there. He felt atension growing, and he squirmed in his
bonds, angry that he couldn't ress.

"He'sready," said Quentain'svoice. She traced fleeting, tantalizing patterns with her fingertips,
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then withdrew.

"Good." Orisswung her leg over and sank onto Aton, engulfing him. Shewriggled her hips,
then leaned forward, bracing hersalf with her hands on his chest. She moved methodicdly, asif to
satisfy hersdf asefficiently as possible. Within moments, she climaxed.

Quentain took her place. She waslighter and moved on him cautioudy &t firt, touching all
around the junction between their bodies asif examining him there. Aton felt himsalf becoming
more aroused—~but she felt it too, and withdrew for aminute. Sowly, then, she leaned forward
so that her bare breasts pressed againgt him. He groaned, tantaized by her flesh, and she grunted
with satisfaction asif historment pleased her.

Soon she, too, climaxed, and Oris returned for more. The two women used him for their
pleasure for the whole of the next hour. They never allowed Aton to lose his erection, but they
never dlowed him any chance of orgasm, either. By the end of it hisgroin felt swollen, and his
whole body was glowing and tingling with aneed for release.

"It dmost seemsapity,” Quentain murmured, when they findly finished and stood over his
naked body.

"No." Oriss voice was matter-of-fact. "He deserveswhat he gets." She walked away from
his bed toward the door, and he heard arustle of fabric as she put on her clothes. "Guard!" she
cdled.

Aton strained helplessy in his bonds, and his rage mounted. He imagined what he would do if
the positions were reversed so that Oris and Quentain were lying naked in bondage and he was
standing over them, freeto inflict as much pleasure or pain on them as he chose. The thought was
intoxicating—which madeit al the more frustrating.

The door to hisroom was opened by the guard. "Untie him, Oris?'

There was amoment's hesitation. "No. Some self-restraint will be good for him. Removethe
gag, but leave theropes.” And sheleft, with Quentain following her.

The guard walked in, undid the strap behind Aton's head, and pulled the fat leather plug out
of hismouth. The muscles of hisjaw ached, and hislipswere numb and bruised.

The guard left and locked the door, and Aton found himsdlf lying wide awake with no way to
vent hisfrugtration. Hetried to turn his thoughts away from his hel plessness, back to smpler
times. He thought of his childhood on Hvee—buit that in turn brought back memories of Mdice,
and the way she had seduced and captivated him.

He twisted and tugged at the ropes holding him to the bed. Was hiswhole time to be spent as
avictim, unableto contral hislife?

A grange cold prickling sensation swept over him, and he shivered. Hefdt asif aninvisble
hand had brushed across his body. He remembered when he had spent the night outsidein the
clearing. He had fdlt, then, another mind touching his. Thiswas the same sensation, but far more
intense.

"Weareligening. Wewill try to help." The thoughts formed themsdlvesinsde his head, and
he sensed a creature that was enormous and diffuse, like agalaxy of sars.

"Who areyou?' he muttered, wondering if he was merdly talking to a hdlucination that he had
crested ingde his own head.

"We are watching. Try to be patient.”

The presencein hismind vanished as quickly asit had come, like acat legping away into the
jungle, disappearing into the night.
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in bright sunlight as cool morning air raised goosebumps on his bare body. The guards handled
him roughly, and no onewould tell him anything. Hefet arisng sense of dread.

The guards marched him to the infirmary, threw him onto arough wooden table, and buckled
heavy leather straps across hiswrists, elbows, ankles, thighs, throat, chest, and abdomen. By the
time they finished, he was unable to move and could barely even bregthe. The guards till refused
to say anything. They stamped out of the room and dammed the door behind them.

Hewas till ableto turn his head. He looked to the left and saw aboard on which had been
laid out ascalpd, pliers, several rusty clamps and tweezers, needles, thread, and a
wooden-handled dagger.

He shuddered and looked to the right. Three beds stood against the wall. One of them was
occupied. "Garvin," Aton called, recognizing the man.

He was sitting on the bed with his eyes closed, his head resting againgt the wall. At the sound
of hisown name he half-opened his eyes and looked dully at Aton. He said nothing.

"What are they going to do to me?" Aton heard the panic in his own voice. Fear was gnawing
hard at him now, and he didn't know how to control it.

"Cut you," said Garvin. Sowly, hiseyesfdl shut again.

"Help me! Come and undo these straps!™

Sowly, Garvin shook hishead, ill with hiseyesclosed. "Paradyzed," he sad. "Quentain cut
my spine”

"My god. Can't you moveat dl?'

Garvin shook hishead again. "No." He paused. "Youll live," hesaid. "l won't."

"Get mefreeand I'll help you,” said Aton.

Garvin amiled dreamily. "Only thing that'd help me, man, isif you killed me."

A door behind Aton's head creaked open and footsteps approached. Quentain's face
gppeared above him. She eyed him coolly. "Y ou weren't given permisson to talk.”

Aton stared up at her, breathing fast, fedling his heart thudding painfully.

She picked up the dagger from the board beside him. Slowly, thoughtfully, she pressed just
thetip of it into his chest. Aton flinched from the pain. "Why?" he gasped. "Why are you doing
this?'

"Quiet!" Sheraised her hand and stabbed the blade into his shoulder, then started twigting it.
Her eyes widened and her lips pulled back from her teeth as she saw his face contort with pain.

Aton struggled not to scream. His shoulder throbbed and blood started trickling down.

Shewithdrew the blade, then walked dowly around him, trailing her fingers across his body.
She breathed deeply, and pulled her shoulders back, so that her breasts were clearly outlined
under the tight white uniform. The violence against him had obvioudy aroused her. She kneaded
his flesh with her hand, and he remembered how she had massaged him during the night before
having sex with him. "I can do whatever | want to you, here," she said, trailing thetip of the blade
down one of histhighs and watching intently as Aton shuddered and made little groaning noises.
"Y ou do understand that, don't you?"

"Yes" hesad.

"Did | giveyou permission to speak?' She jammed the blade savagdly into the sole of his
foot. "Did I?"

He clenched histeeth againgt the pain. Tears sprang from the corners of hiseyes. Mutely, he
shook his head.

She was breathing very heavily now. Sheloosened the waistband of her pants, thrust her free
hand ingde them, and started touching hersdf. "Very good, Aton. Y ou've learned something." He
gave histhigh alittlejab and watched hisflesh quiver as hetried helplesdy to pull away from her.
"Fear excitesme, did you know that?" She moved up aongside hisface and stared down into his



eyes. She held the blade where he could seeit, then lowered it out of hisfield of vison. She
lightly pricked histhroat, then his sternum, still watching hisface intently. She pricked his chest,
his belly, then trailed the blade till lower, down across his abdomen, moving it dowly, inexorably
toward his crotch.

Aton lost dl sdf-control. "No!" he screamed.

The blade clattered harmlesdy onto the table and Quentain clutched herself, moaning and
jerking her hips as she reached an intense climax. She closed her eyes and grimaced. "Ah yes,"
she murmured, as the spasms subsided. She leaned againgt the table, breathing deeply.

After along moment she recovered her saf-control. She brushed her hair back from her face,
closed the waistband of her pants, and turned her attention back to him. "Y ou're here," shetold
Aton, "for asmple operation.” She picked up awad of rags, mopped up some of the blood
flowing from the wounds that she had inflicted, then tossed the rags aside. "Have you ever heard
of the dorsal nerves?' She touched the areaimmediately above his penis. "Right here under the
pudendal bone. They transmit sensation from your genitalsto your brain.”

Aton shook his head. His pulse was still hammering, and he was bathed in nervous swest.

"If those nerves are damaged—if they are crushed, for example—you can no longer fed
anything from your genitas. Undersgand?’ She watched him, obvioudy enjoying the effects that
her words were having.

Aton's somach heaved, and he felt a sudden urge to vomit.

"A man can gl get erect, of course, by indirect stimulation—thinking about sex, or maybe
looking at awoman's body. But without that nerve, he can't fed any direct sensationsfrom his
penis. And if you don't have those sensations, you can't come. Isn't that right?’ Sheraised an
eyebrow.

Aton could remain slent no more. "Youresick,” hesaid in ashaky voice. "If | ever get my
hands on you, you'll suffer. | swear to god." He broke off, trembling with fear and rage.

"Good, Aton. Very good." She moved closer and patted his cheek. "Y ou want revenge, don't
you?'Y ou want to hurt people. Y ou want to make them pay for dl the suffering you've endured. |
can see now you'll be very useful to us." She drew back from him and shook her head. "Still, the
operation does need to be done.”

She picked up abottle of colorlessliquid, pulled out its stopper, and moistened awad of
gauze. Aton smelled raw acohoal, then felt acold caress as she wiped it across hislower
abdomen.

"Ohgod," he moaned.

"There'sno god to help you here, Aton. Don't you remember what Oristold you? Y ou
belong to us now. We are your god. Y ou must worship us, love us, and obey us, for thereis
none other." She picked up ascalpel. "Try not to move. Thisisadelicate procedure and | don't
want to damage you more than necessary.”

Helay rigid, knowing there was no way to prevent what she was going to do. He closed his
eyes. The blade diced cleanly into hisflesh. Then hefdt instruments prick and probeinsde him,
and there was a sudden flash of overwhelming, stabbing agony. He let out adespairing cry.
Mercifully, hefanted.

29.
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He regained consciousness as she was sewing the wound. "Hurts," he mumbled. Forgetting
where hewas, hetried to move—but the Straps till held him down.
She knotted the thread and cut it, then replaced her surgica tools on the shelf beside him. Her
fingers were wet with blood.
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"Youdidittome" hesad, redizing theterrible redity of what had just happened.

"Yes." Sheturned avay. "Y ou can rest now." She wiped her hands and walked out of the
room.

He lay on the table feding pain throbbing from the incision that she had made. He Stared at
the rough-hewn wooden ceiling. Should he fed horror and anguish at what had happened? For
some reason, he felt only a sense of dull despair. He was drained, weak, and thankful that for the
time being, the torture was over.

"l told you," Garvin's voice came from the bed opposte. "l said youd live."

Aton didn't bother to reply.

Later, one of the guards came in with abowl of grud. The straps holding Aton were
becoming painful, cutting off circulation to hislegs and arms, and hisbody chafed where it
pressed againgt the rough table beneath him. But when he asked the woman if he could Sit up to
drink the soup, she said nothing. She spooned it into his mouth mechanicaly, then walked away.

"They ain't finished with you yet," said Garvin.

Aton turned and looked at the man. "What do you mean?"

The door of theinfirmary opened and four guards marched in. They took hold of the corners
of the table where Aton lay and lifted it off the frame beneeth. Holding it like a stretcher, with
Aton il strapped to it on his back, they carried it outside.

He winced and blinked in the bright sunlight. "What's hgppening?* His voice sounding wesk
and hoarse. "Where are you taking me?"'

They carried him into along building lined with tiers of wooden bunks. Warriors stood in two
lines on either sde. All of them had hideoudy scarred, ravaged faces. They stared down at him
impassively as he was carried past them. No one spoke.

Hefelt arenewed sense of dread as the board tilted under him. The guards rested the bottom
end of it on thefloor and leaned the top end againgt the wall. Aton found himself held upright,
facing back the way he had come. He turned his head and found Oris standing to hisright,
Quentain to hisleft. Besde her was abig ceramic bowl full of glowing cods. Meta implements,
likesmal branding irons, wererestinginiit.

Aton shut his eyes. He moaned.

"Today this man becomes one of us," Orissaid. Her voice wasloud; it seemed to fill thelong
room. "Hislinkswith his pagt life have been cut. We will mark him now as one of our own. Baz,
youfirg."

"No!" Aton shouted.

The warrior stepped forward. His ruined face twisted in alittle rictus of contempt ashe
looked at Aton.

"The marking stone," said Oris. She held out alarge wedge-shaped flint that had one sharp,
jagged edge. Baz took it from her.

"Proceed,” said Oris.

Baz grimaced with smple, vicious bloodlust. He drew back hisarm, then smashed the
sharpened edge of theflint into Aton'sface.

Blood welled up and started flowing. Quentain grabbed Aton's hair to hold his head steady,
picked up one of the irons, and pressed its red-hot tip into the wound. There was a Sizzling sound
followed by astench of burning flesh. Aton writhed in his bonds. He heard himsdlf screaming; his
wholeworld was turning black with pain.

"Next," said Oris,

Another warrior walked in front of Aton. The marking stone was passed to him. He gouged it
into Aton's chest. Again, Quentain cauterized the wound to staunch the flow of blood.

“Next."



Altogether, there were more than two hundred warriors.
Aton was unconscious long before they finished with him.
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For awhile hewasin shock. They strapped him loosdly to abed in the infirmary, and he lay
there shivering, muffled in blankets. Later, he became feverish. He screamed and mumbled and
cried, then pissed with fear when Quentain cameto examine him.

On the second day the fever broke. He became fully conscious, and one of the guards came
to feed him. He managed to swallow some soup, but felt frighteningly week. The burnsal over
hisface and chest were hideoudy painful.

Gavinwasdill lyinginthe next bed. "Like | said before, you'll live," hetold Aton after the
guard had |eft. "Y ou been through the worst, now."

Aton gtared at the man, no longer knowing who, if anyone, he should trust.

Garvin laughed. "That'sright, mesat, don't believeit. Don't believe nothing anyone says. 'Cause
no one's got friends here. None."

"None?' Aton repeated dumbly.

"Me and Baz, we was sort of buddies. That'swhy they sent him out to bring mein. They turn
guys against each other. That's the way they work."

Aton closed his eyes. He didn't want to hear any more.

"Just don't dowhat | did," said Garvin. "Don't think you can get away with something. ‘Cause
you can't. If the women don't get you, the dorgswill."

Aton subsided into deep. He dreamed formlessly of torture and pain, and wokein acold
sweat to find another of the guards bending over him. He shouted in fear and cringed away from
her—but she was merdly bringing him something moreto eat. Thistime, she freed one of hisarms
and he was able to consume solid food.

"Garvin?' he asked, turning toward the man.

But the next bed was empty.

"He'soutsde," said the guard, taking the empty bowl out of Aton's hands. "Take alook.”

Aton blinked. "Outsde?’

"Come on." She unstrapped his other arm. Slowly, shakily, he swung hislegs out of bed and
managed to stand. She helped him to the window, and he rested there. It provided him with an
unobstructed view of the yard.

Everyonein the camp had gathered in abig circle. Warriors stood shoulder to shoulder with
their armsfolded. Men from the work gang sat in front of them in the dirt. Guards and their dorgs
occupied strategic positions around the perimeter.

At the center of the circle, amassive stake had been driven into the ground. Garvin'swrists
had been tied together and secured to ameta ring above his head. His ankles, too, weretied. He
had been stripped naked.

Quentain was standing in front of him holding aleather sack. It seemed to writhe with alife of
itsown. As Aton watched, she reached into it, pulled out asmall, wriggling object, and attached
it to Garvin's body.

Aton recognized it as one of the leechworms that had fastened themsalvesto him when
Malice had first abandoned him out in the jungle clearing. He turned away as Garvin Sarted to
scream. "That'sdl thereishere" he muttered, dumping back into bed. "Pain.”

The woman secured hiswrists to the bedframe. "Y ou do what you're told, you don't get hurt.
Y ou break the rules, we bresk you."
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Shetook the empty bowl and |eft.
31.
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Over the next two days, Aton dowly regained his strength. Meanwhile, out in theyard,
Garvin dowly died. For hours at a stretch he would be [eft unmolested. Sometimes they would
even force-feed him and pick off afew of the parasites covering hisbody. But then Quentain
would vist him with some new, devioudy crud torture, and his scresmswould start again.

Onthethird day, when Garvin findly died, Baz cameto vist Atonintheinfirmary. Thebig
warrior walked in unannounced, stopped at the foot of Aton's bed, and stood there studying him.

Aton said nothing. He waited, feding renewed fear.

"You're ugly asme, now, meat," Baz said finaly. "Maybe worse.”

Still Atonwaited.

Baz laughed. It was a scornful, ugly sound. "All right, megt. | cometo take you out of here."

Aton jerked back from the man. "Why? What for?'

"The rough stuff isdl over." Baz unbuckled the straps holding Aton'swrigts. ™Y ou're one of us
now, meset."

Aton stood up. He still had only half his strength, and the wounds on his face and chest were
amess of pusand mucus. "Theres no more torture?"

"Not unless you go looking for it, like Garvin did." Baz shook hishead and spat on the floor.
"Stupid bastard. Listen, Five, I'm the commander, understand? Y ou do what | say, you keep out
of trouble. But you don't call me'sir." None of that shit. Thisain't likeanorma kind of army.”

"Thenwhat isit?'

"Oriscantdl it to you better than me. Come on.” He grabbed Aton's arm and hustled him out
of the building.

They walked across the center of the yard. Aton felt dizzy and disoriented to be out in the
open. Two guards were cutting the ropesthat still supported Garvin'slifeless body. Aton averted
his eyes, but he heard the furious buzzing of flies covering the corpse, and there was no way he
could avoid the stench of Garvin's excrement and hisrotting flesh.

Baz led Aton to the barracks where the initiation ceremony had been conducted. No men
werein it now; the bunks stood in empty lines. There was till a sense of violence there, though,
and Aton had to fight hisingtinct to turn and run.

"Thisonesyours," said Baz, pointing to abunk near the door. He pulled asack out from
under it, untied the neck, and emptied it onto the mattress. "Blanket. Bowl. Spoon. Rope.
Gloves. Leather breeches, jacket. Sandals. Dagger, club, sword and sheath.”

Aton stared at the items, then looked up at the warrior uncomprehendingly. ™Y ou're giving me
wegpons?'

Baz moved closer, till hisface waslessthan afoot away. "Y ou saw what happened to
Garvin. That's nothing compared to what would happen to you, mest, if you tried to do harm to
one of thewomen. Or me, for that matter."

Aton looked back at the wegpons. He said nothing.

"Y ou're thinking maybe you wouldn't get caught?* Baz laughed. "The dorgsis smarter than
you think. Even thewomen is scared of 'em.”

Aton absorbed the information slently.

Baz shook hishead. "I don't like a man who don't say much, Five. What's on your mind?
Revenge, isit?'

Aton drew adow bresth. "After what they did to me, it'sonly natura, isn't it?"
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"All right," said Baz. Herested hisknuckles on his hips. "Let'sthink about it. Supposing you
get past the guards to Oris somehow, and kill her. Assuming you am to stay dive, you got to get
the hell out, right? So, where you gonnago? We're in the middle of athousand miles of jungle.
But even supposing you get through to some sort of civilization, who's gonnawant to know you?
Y our face looks like shit, and when it's healed up, it won't look much better. And Quentain diced
you up S0 you can't fuck. You're different now, get it? There's no going back. Y ou're one of us,
meat, and thisisyour wholelife, herein thiscamp.”

"l see™ Aton'sface remained blank.

Baz laughed. He punched Aton's shoulder. "Five, you're astubborn son of abitch, and you
got alot of hate locked up in there. We can use that. We got al kinds of waysto get it out of
your system. But do it my way, eh?'Y ou want to kill something, you want to hear something
scream, it can be arranged. Just ask mefirg.”

Aton shook his head, disturbed by the emotions that Baz's words evoked. He was appalled
by theideathat he should inflict the kind of pain on othersthat had been inflicted on him. But—if
Orisor Quentain were heplessin front of him right now, would he show them any mercy?
Likewise, the warriors who had scarred him. They, too, should pay for what they had done.
Including Baz. And asfor outsiders... heredized he didn't carefor their well-being, either. He
hated them for not being muitilated as he had been.

He picked up the sword and hefted it. He imagined thrusting the blade into soft, warm flesh.
The thought made him shudder—with revulsion, and with lust.

"All right, Five." Baz pointed hisfinger in Aton'sface. "Just remember two things. Number
one: watch your ass. Y ou drop your guard, you're ligble to get hurt. Some of the guysis
kill-crazy, understand? Which brings me to point two: don't trust nobody. Nobody, understand?
And that includes me." He gave Aton ahideous grin.

Aton was dill holding the sword. For amoment, heimagined turning it on himsdlf. After dl,
what Baz said was true: there was no other life now outside of this camp. And that barely
seemed worth living.

Still, there was unfinished business. He had no intention of dying so long as Oris, Quentain,
and his other enemieswere dill dive.

"Stow it," Baz said, nodding toward the sword, "and pack your stuff back under the bed."

Sowly, Aton did so.

"Right. Now, Oriswantsto see you. She got some stuff to tell you. Y ou know where her
cabinis. | got to go check on adorg that they been training for you." He nodded to Aton. "See
youinabhit."

Aton stood and watched dumbly as Baz walked out and |eft him aonein the barracks. To be
suddenly unsupervised was disorienting. He glanced around, almost expecting to find someone
watching him; but the big room was completely empty.

Aton walked out into the sunlight and surveyed the yard. Garvin's body had been dragged
away, and none of the guards was currently visible. He looked toward the gate. It was
open—but just beyond it, he knew, were the guards with their dorgs. Beyond them, the pit of
poisonous, carnivorous plants, and beyond that, the jungle. His sense of sudden freedom was an
illuson. Hewas till aprisoner, and hisonly rationa option wasto obey his masters.
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One of Oriss guards escorted him up to her room. It was exactly as he remembered it, with a

single exception—one of the torture devices was now occupied. A naked figure lay stretched out
flat on awooden table. The victim's head was covered with a canvas hood. On top of the body
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was along, wide plank of wood studded with long spikes that pointed downward. Rocks had
been piled onto the plank to increase the pressure. Blood trickled across the victim's skin from
the dozens of deep puncture wounds and dripped onto the floor below.

Aton hestated, staring at the tableau and fegling a confused mixture of emotions. The guard
grabbed hisarm impatiently and hustled him past. "Kned," she reminded him as he reached the
table where Oris sat.

Atonfdl to hisknees. The sight of Orisnow triggered areflex of unthinking fear, in the
knowledge of her power to inflict torture upon him. But at the sametime, following on the hedls
of thefear, hefdt hate and atwisted, hungry lust for revenge. The emotions surged in him,
making him tremble as he kneeled before her.

Orissurveryed him briefly. "Here, Five." She picked up something from the desk and held it
out to him.

Clumsly, hetook it from her. It wasamirror. For thefirst time, he saw the damageto his
face.

"Hold him," Oris snapped to the guard, as Aton Started to sway.

"No." He pulled back, not wanting the guard to touch him. "I'm al right." Quickly, he placed
the mirror back on thetable.

Oris nodded dowly. "Y ou've been marked, Five. Y ou are now one of us. Soon you will
break your last link with your past life. And after that, you will beawarrior.”

Aton waited. He said nothing.

"Y ou're come to see me now," shewent on, "to learn about the camp here. There are no
secrets, now that you've been initiated, you can know the facts."

She spoke casudly, conversationally. He listened, and he understood. But thiswas the
woman who had defiled his body. How could shetalk to him so casudly? How could he knedl
passvely and listen? He saw himself gouging her face with his bare fingernailsand ripping at her
breasts.

"| expect you've wondered about the underlying purpose of this camp,” Oriswas saying.

Dumbly, Aton nodded.

She leaned back in her chair and clasped her hands on the table in front of her. "We are
creating the ultimate warrior." Her dark eyes stared broodingly a him, and her face was intensdly
serious. " Other armies, throughout history, have tried to pretend they could remain civilized while
killing their enemies. They invented codes of military honor, rules of combat, proceduresfor the
care of prisoners.” She grimaced and gestured dismissvely. "To kill isnot civilized. Anyone who
pretendsit can beisahypocrite, trying to save his own conscience. No, war is barbaric, and the
more barbaric warriors are, the more effective they will be." She scrutinized Aton. "Doesthe
concept bother you, Five? Y ou may speak. There are no restrictions in this meeting.”

He drew adow, shaky breath. "Without some limits or some codeto live by," hesaid, "a
soldier ceasesto be human.”

"Precisaly.” Orislooked quietly, crudly pleased. "Our warriors are not human. They are
fanatics driven by frustration and hate. Frustration, because dl their sexual energiesmust be
sublimated into violence. Hate, because they hate themsalves for being deformed, and they hate
the enemy for being whole."

Aton felt himsdlf trembling again. He closed his eyesfor amoment, struggling for control. The
rage and fear threatened to overwhelm him. Hefdlt terror at what she had done. He longed to
ruin thiswoman as she had ruined him.

Oris nodded knowingly. "Y es, Aton, you have been brutdized. | have been crud and
inhuman. | have ruined you. But that ismy right. You are my possession, do you understand?
When you walked into this camp, you surrendered to me and became my dave. | will continueto
do anything | want to you. Anything. Remember that.”



He nodded wordlessly. One day, one day, he would have the power over her that she now
had over him. He clung to that thought, no matter how impossible it seemed.

"Do you want to know what happens next?" she asked.

He nodded again, not trusting himsalf to spesk.

"Y ou will betrained. And then you will fight. No, not here on Chthon; when the time comes,
you'll be transported offworld. Don't be deceived by the primitive conditions here; we have
accessto interstellar trangport. Thiscamp isfor training; it serves no other purpose.” She paused,
alowing Aton timeto assmilate everything she had said. "All right, Five. If you have any
questions, you may ask them."

Hewas glent for along moment, trying to organize histhoughts. "Thisredly is Chthon?' he
asked.

"Yes. We are in the undevel oped hemisphere. Origindly, as| told you, we were imprisoned
underground. We emerged into Idyllia, on the other Sde of the planet. Some of usthen choseto
retreat here. Otherswere... persuaded to join us."

"l see” It sounded asif it wastrue. He decided he might aswell be truthful with her, in turn.
"There are some things you may not know about me," he said. "I was part of the Federation
force that liberated your people.”

"Yes. | discovered that recently. We do have communications equipment here. | checked on
you, Five, after you werefirst brought in. Y our nameislisted in Federation records. | know your
role." She shrugged. "If you think you deserve specid treatment because you gave us our
freedom, you'rewrong. | owe you nothing. Y ou were stupid to release us. Now you are paying
for your supidity. You are adave here, like any other. Y ou will serve me, or you will suffer.”

He stared at her. Her cruel face seemed to resonate in his memories. Herecalled his
nightmare, which in retrospect seemed o horribly predictive. "l haveasense” he said, "that we
met once before.”

She shook her head. "No. Isthat dl, Five?'

He dghed. "Thereis one other thing. Last time | was here, you said you'd look after the emp.
The creature that | had with me. | suppose there's no chance—"

"| told you that | dways speak the truth." She stood up. "'l said you would see that anima
again, dive, and you will. We can take care of that right now. Come with me."

33.
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They took him to the guardhouse. It was just as he remembered it, except that the prisoner
who had been moaning the last time he had been here was now silent. Therewas arancid, acrid
smell. Aton wondered if the man had died in his cell and been left to rot.

Oriswaited while one of her guards went to the first of the cells and unlocked its massive
wooden door. The woman disappeared insde, then emerged carrying asmall bundle of fur.

"Givethat to him." Oris pointed to Aton.

At the sight of the animal, Aton felt a surge of sweet emaotion. Concern, affection, and smple
pleasure—it was a sudden, unexpected antidote to al the fear and hate. He reached out. "Here,
emp!”

Theball of fur stirred duggishly. A small black face blinked up a him. It looked feeble and
ligless. "Aton," it said inasmdl voice.

"Here. Comeon.” Helifted it onto his chest.

Contact with him seemed to reviveit. "Aton," it said again. It clung to him and nuzzled him.

He stroked it. Its body felt thin, and its fur was dry and dull. "1t's okay now," he said. "Y oull
be okay."
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"You will agreethat | kept my word,” Orissaid.

He turned toward her. "Yes. You did."

"All right, we have one more thing to take care of. Come with me."

He hesitated. "1 can bring the emp?’

She shrugged. "It ssems margindly intelligent; it might actualy be useful.” Sheturned and
walked out of the guardhouse.

Aton followed her acrossthe central yard, with her guards walking either side of him. "Fedl
better now?" Aton asked the emp.

"Happy." It climbed higher and moved around to his shoulders. Itslittle face turned one way,
then the other, blinking inthe sunlight.

Orisled theway to the far corner of the camp. There was an area here enclosed by ahigh
wall of logs stacked one upon another. Narrow gaps had been cut hafway up thewall, forming
crude windows into the enclosure.

Baz was standing there. He beckoned to Aton. "Hey, been waiting for you." He gestured to
the nearest of the windows. "Got something to show you."

Cautioudly, Aton peered in. He saw awide, deep pit containing a half-dozen dorgsthat were
not yet fully grown. They were growling and pouncing, lashing one another with their spiked talls,
seizing each other's headsin their fearsome jaws. At firgt it looked asif they weretrying torip
each other to pieces. Then Aton redlized that thiswastheir idea of play.

The emp moved nervoudly on Aton's shoulders. "Bad," it said.

"Seethe big onethere?' Baz said. "That one's gonna be yours. | been checking onit. It
comes out the day after tomorrow. It's amean son of abitch.”

"l see" Aton stepped back. He stroked the emp, trying to camit.

Baz put hisfingersin his mouth and whistled. The biggest dorg turned and stared in his
direction, then came bounding across. It got up on its hind legs and pressed its nose against the
gap in the wal where Baz was standing. It made snuffling noises and growled softly, staring out
with ditted yellow eyes.

"A warrior'sdorg ishisonly truefriend,” said Oris. "It'shighly inteligent, and it will dieto
defend him.

Atthesametime, if it seesits master behaving in away thet isingppropriate, it will turn onhim
indantly.”

Aton looked at Oris. "What do you mean by ‘inappropriate'?'

"If you show weakness. If you desert your comrades. If you disobey my orders. If you
attempt to escape. The dorg will not kill you; more usudly, it will seize you by your legsand drag
you to mefor proper discipline.”

"The only way Garvin got out was on account of hisdorg got hurt,” Baz explained. "Dorg
brokeitsleg, so Garvin was on his own acouple days." He squinted at the emp, which was
hiding behind Aton's shoulder from the dorg and making little whimpering noises. "That'sthe
critter you had when | found you, right?"

"Right," said Aton.

"Give him to me aminute, So's you can get closer to the dorg there. He needs to sniff you,
see? Get familiar with you."

Aton hestated.

"Do asBaz says," said Oris. She spokeflatly and firmly, leaving no doubt that thiswasa
commeand.

Aton disengaged the emp from his back and handed it to Baz. The emp chittered uncertainly,
looking from one man to the other.

Baz bundled its thin body so he could hold it in one hand. Quickly, before Aton could



intervene, he drew back hisarm and threw the emp up and over the wooden rail, into the dorgs
compound.

Aton gared transfixed. The emp screeched in fear. It flattened itsalf and tried to glide beyond
the fence at the opposite Sde of the compound. But the fence wastoo high. Theemp hit it and
fdl, scrabbling with itslittle claws. Hafway down, it got a grip and hung there. But the dorgs had
seen it. One of them legped up and grabbed it in its front paws. Savage, serrated claws
skewered the emp's small body. It wailed in pain and terror as the dorg dragged it down. There
was achorus of growls and the dorgs scuffled in the dirt, ripping the emp apart and devouring it
with awful ripping, crunching sounds. Within moments, nothing was left but afew tufts of fur and
gpatters of blood.

"Hold him!" Oris shouted to her guards as Aton threw himsdf a Baz. They seized him by the
arms, but he was hardly aware of them. He flung one off, kicked the other in the groin, and
grabbed Baz by the throat.

"l said hold him!"

Thistimefour of her guards caught Aton and dragged him back. He kicked and writhed,
possessed by afit of rage so intense he could hardly see.

Orisstepped in front of him. " Stop struggling.” Quickly, she dapped hisface. "l sad stopl”

The order cut through hisanger. Slowly, as he redlized there was no way to free himsdlf, his
tantrum subsided. He gasped for breath, his heart pounding. Once more he saw thelittle emp
being shredded by the black beastsin their pen. "Y ou bastard." He looked at Baz with aterrible
mixture of rage and grief. "Why?Why did you do that?'

Baz shrugged. "1 got my orders, iswhy. | told you, mest, don't trust nobody. Not even me.”

"Every man cares about something or someone,” Oris explained quietly. "Maybe he's devoted
to afriend or aperson in hisfamily. Maybe he loves aspecia place where helikesto go, or he
has something he likesto do that gives him specid pleasure. Unfortunately, we cannot permit
love, devotion, or pleasure here. Those emotions give too much comfort, and they link aman to
his civilized past. They inhibit hisneed to kill. So we make it our businessto find that one most
special thing which aman cares about, and when we find it, we destroy it, so that he can never
haveit agan."

"l hate you," Aton sobbed. "God, | hate you."

"Good, Aton. Very good. Y ou have lost everything now, and hateisal you haveleft." She
smiled crudly. "Y ou have become awarrior.”
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During the next month, they trained him.

Hewas aready strong from growing up on the high-gravity world of Hvee. He dready
possessed martid-arts skills that he had learned in his youth. He dready had anatura tendency
toward aggression, thanksto his Minion blood.

They subjected him to tests of strength and stamina, and punished him when hefailed. They
sharpened hisreflexes by making him fight to survive, and they showed him al the waysto kil
with ablade, aclub, or even afist. Mogt of al, they taught him the pure pleasure that could come
not merely from causing pain, but from causing degth.

The training period was amosaic of chalenges and confrontations, bruises and blood. Each
day began with aching muscles and adull loathing for himself and his new life. Each day ended
with weary satisfaction at his growing ability to conquer his environment and his adversaries.

Some menin the barracks tried to befriend him. He was not deceived; they al had ulterior
motives, for they were dl as grim and mean ashewas.
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Otherstried to intimidate him. These he would fight without hesitation, regardless of hisown
safety. If hewas ableto inflict even asmdl wound, he was quite willing to sustain admost any
degree of physical damage himself. Nothing could be worse than the pain he had areedy
experienced. By comparison, the satisfaction of revenge wasinfinite.

At theend of thefirst month, he was|eft with ajumble of memories...

His dorg was securely muzzled, and they blunted its claws and the spinesoniitstall. Aton was
fitted with leather body armor and thrown into a pit with the anima, which now weighed more
than he did and was twice as strong. The pit was only ten feet across and contained no tools or
wespons. Aton wastold that he would not be allowed out until either he was unconscious or the
dorg was besten into submission.

The beast hit him savagdy with itsforearms, lashed him withitstail, and ripped pieces off his
armor with its blunted claws. He head-butted it, to no avail. Hetried to seizeits genitas, but
found they were protected in apouch that retracted into its body. Findly, dazed and desperate,
he rammed a piece of his broken armor through the mesh of its muzzle and wedged itsjaws
open. Hethen thrust hisarm into the creature's mouth and mauled itsthroat with hisfingernails. It
writhed in pain, retched, and dmost choked to death on its vomit.

After that, the dorg treated him with guarded respect. He, meanwhile, dreamed of finding a
way to immobilize it somehow, so that he could torture it dowly to death. He would never forget
what it and its kin had done to the emp.

A warrior named Knize was the undisputed expert with abroadsword. He and Aton sparred
with swords wrapped in cloth, their points enclosed in protective wooden tips to prevent serious
injuries. Aton soon redlized that he would never equal Knize's technique; the man had spent a
lifetime perfecting his skills and had a unique taent, which Aton respected.

His bragging, however, and the way he openly despised his opponents were intolerable.
Before one of their matches, Aton secretly removed most of the nails securing the hed of Knize's
boot to its sole. He suggested then that they fight in astony area of the compound, where the
footing was uneven. Always willing to accept achdlenge, Knize agreed.

When the hed twisted off hisboot and he fell, Aton was ready. He dashed his blunted sword
across the front of Knize'sthroat.

Hislarynx was permanently damaged. He never bragged again.

Aton later explained to Baz that the whole thing had been aregrettable accident.

Thewarriors ate together in the barracks. During hisfirgt week with the group, Aton found
himsdalf Stting between Tyson and Ormar, two of the largest, meanest men. Tyson, on the left,
elbowed him sharply in theribs. Aton turned; Tyson grinned and apologized. Aton |ooked back
a hisplate and found one chunk of meat missing.

Heturned to Ormar, on hisright. The man's mouth wasfull, athough his own plate hadn't
been touched.

Aton spat into the remaining food on his plate and pushed it acrossin front of Ormar. "Here,"
he said. "Have some more.”

Ormar scowled at him. He knocked Aton's plate aside and made a gruff warning sound.

"Maybe you'd prefer something to drink,” said Aton. A mug of hot teawasin front of him. He
picked it up and threw it in the big man'sface, scalding him.

A few minutes | ater, when Baz broke up the brawl, Ormar was methodically punching Atonin
the ribswhile Tyson held hisarms behind him. Aton refused to explain how the fight had Started.

Any gratuitous violence between warriors was discouraged. For his attack on Ormar, Aton
was sentenced to aday with the work gang.

The labor wasintolerably hard. Worse, he was tormented by knowing that it was amost
certainly unnecessary. If the warriors were going to fight their battles offworld, there was no need
to fortify the camp. The job, he suspected, existed purely as a punishment and as atest of



endurance.

He hated the rocks that he was forced to haul, hated the guards who supervised him and
whipped his naked back, and hated the men he worked with. Some of them were warriorslike
himsalf, being punished for petty crimes. Most, however, were too weak or timid to be admitted
to thewarrior class. They werein the gang asafind test of survival. If thework didn't bresk
them, they might yet earn warrior status. Otherwise, they would be discarded.

Aton felt degraded to be surrounded by these men. They disgusted him.

He found a pebble that was dmost perfectly round and hid it in the waistband of his breeches
till none of the guards was looking hisway. Surreptitioudy, herolled it under the foot of aman
climbing to the top of thewall, carrying amassive rock on his shoulders.

Theman'sfoot dipped from under him. Hefell twenty feet to the ground, and the rock that he
had been carrying landed on top of him, breaking his back. He lay there screaming in agony.

Aton volunteered to ded with the problem, and the guard agreed. Aton threw the man into
the trench of carnivorous plants. It took two hours for their acidsto kill him, and he continued to
scream for most of that time. Occasionally Aton would glance down and see him trapped in the
plant's mouth, struggling feebly.

Aton was sent outside the camp to hunt game under the supervison of Baz and their two
dorgs. Baz rluctantly told Aton al he knew about the wildlife of Chthon—reluctantly, because
he would have probably derived some quiet satisfaction from seeing Aton injured or killed by the
plants and predators of thejungle.

Hunting was easy with the dorgsto help. The massive black creatures—part cat, part wolf,
part lizard— were indefatigable killing machines. Sometimes, though, they seemed to hold back
deliberately so that the men would haveto usetheir fighting skills.

Baz cornered a creature the size and shape of asmall dligator with four short, sumpy legs
and along, thin body. The body was pink, and the head was round with large, pale eyes.

The creature seemed timid. It tried to run for cover in anearby swamp. Baz used hisrope as
alasso and dragged it out by the neck. Rather than kill it straightaway, however, hetiedittoa
nearby tree. "Ligento this" he said, drawing his dagger.

For the next half hour he made small cutsin the creature's plump, pink body, torturing it to
death. Its screams were eerily human. When Aton closed his eyes, he could amost imagine that it
was awoman crying out in pain—or ecstasy.

Asthe animal cried and writhed and bled, Baz's breathing became labored. Hisface turned
red and his hands started to shake. Findly hefell upon the animal in incoherent fury, rubbing his
body againgt it while he stabbed it repeatedly in the belly.

He groaned, stiffened, then dumped against the creature, gasping for bresth. When he pulled
back, there was awet stain in the front of his breeches. "It ain't much,” he said to Aton, shaking
his head and grimacing. "But it's better than nothing.”

On Aton'snext trip into the jungle it was histurn to hunt and kill one of the screaming
creatures. Like Baz, hefound it gave him satisfaction which he could no longer achieve any other
way. Unfortunately, however, it dso left him craving more.

All of thewarriors had suffered Quentain's operation on their dorsa nerves. They could
become aroused by sexua fantasies, and their organs could become erect, but when they
touched themsdvesthey felt nothing.

Sex was aconstant obsession, al the more because it was unavailable. Barracks-room gossip
often centered on the femae guards and what the warriors would do to them if, somehow, they
ever had the chance. It was pure fantasy, of course; during the day, the women had their dorgsto
protect them, and each night one of the huge black animals was stationed inside the barracks
building, lying just ingde the door to keep watch on the warriors while they dept.

Baz said it was pointless even to think about having sex with the women at the camp. He



claimed that with the exception of Oris and Quentain, they weren't cgpable of it. He said he had
once seen one of the female guards naked, and her chest had been flat, she/d had no pubic hair,
nor any genitals, so far ashe could tell.

Aton was interested in Baz's story—not because he thought it was true, but because the
inhumanity of the guards puzzled him. Their only emotions seemed to be anger and hate, and
unlike Oris and Quentain, they never showed any kind of physicality toward their prisoners or
each other. He decided to find out for himself what they looked like under their clothes, and
garted to evolve aplan. The more he thought about it, the more ambitiousit became.

It wasimpossible, though, unless he could evade the dorg that stood guard each night. Aton
imagined various ways of killing it—then remembered the soup that had made him drowsy on the
night when Oris and Quentain had used him sexudly. Everything that the warriors ate was
harvested from the jungle of Chthon, so the herb that had sedated him was probably no
exception. On hisnext hunting trip he quietly gathered avariety of plants. Over the next few days
he sampled them till he found one that had soporific effects.

He waited till there was a moonless night, then mixed the herb into food that was fed to the
barracks dorg. After an hour, the animal seemed to fall adeep. Aton alowed another hour to be
sure, then crept past it and waited outside the barracks in the darkness.

There were regular guard patrols. He seized the first woman who came by, wrapped alength
of rope around her neck, and throttled her till she was unconscious. Quickly, then, he used his
dagger to cut her clothes off.

Aton stopped and stared in wonder at the woman's body. Baz had been right: her chest was
asflat asaman's, with nipplesthat were little more than pimples. The skin between her legswas
completely smooth, with no Sgn of avagina opening. Either she had undergone some operation,
or she was the product of some perverse gene splice. Either way, she was the female equivaent
of aeunuch.

Aton felt a sudden spasm of anger. Touching and stripping her had aroused him to an dmost
unbearable degree—and now he had no outlet for hislust. Crazed with frustration, he raped her
andly, even though his own genitals were dead to al sensation. She regained consciousness
during the act and started to struggle. When he looked down at her, he imagined he saw Oris's
face. Helost his sanity and stabbed her in the ssomach with his dagger. Her death throeswere
erotic to him. He came asshe died.

Slowly, heregained his senses. He realized that the next guard patrol would soon be due, and
would discover what had happened. His clothes were stained with the woman's blood.

He crept back into the barracks past the drugged dorg, and quietly roused Baz while the
warriors nearby dept undisturbed. The commander was suspicious, but when Aton told him that
the dorg seemed sickly and awoman guard was dead outside, he had to investigate.

Aton waited till Baz was bending over the guard, then dew him with his sword. He crept
back into the barracks, transferred hisincriminating collection of herbsto Baz's kit bag, then
hurried back outside and shouted for help.

Oris commended him, and he was promoted: he took the place of the dead commander.

One morning Aton found a dozen strangers lying unconsciousin the yard outside. They were
bound hand and foot and seemed to have been drugged. Guards were carrying them away on
gretchers.

Rumor had it that dl of the newcomers had been abducted from Idyllia. Aton redized there
was only oneway they could have been brought from there to the camp unobtrusively during the
night: by atrangit vehiclewith agrav-drive.

Thefirst of the men died from shock on Quentain's operating table. The second was
considered too physically weak to be awarrior and was thrown into the work gang.

The third was a man named Peck. He had a body like aweightlifter, broad-shoul dered,



heavily muscled, and deeply tanned. His face was handsome and boyish, with clear blue eyes and
curly blond har.

After Quentain had operated on him he was brought into the barracks for the initiation
ceremony. Aton, asthe new commander, stood first in line. He stepped forward, took the
marking stone from Oris, and weighed it in hishand for amoment, studying the handsome
golden-haired man in front of him. Meditatively, he pinched the man's cheek and pulled,
gretching it outward from hisface. The handsome one whimpered and tried to pull free, but Aton
tightened his grip, digging in his nails. With cold satisfaction, he raised the marking stone and used
its sharp edge to saw dl the way through the extended web of skin. The man screamed, blood
gtarted flowing fredy, and Quentain raised her iron to cauterize the wound. Aton turned camly
and passed the stone to the next man in line. He examined the fragment of skin he dill held
between finger and thumb, and then tossed it idly aside.

Near the end of hisfirst month asawarrior, Aton woke suddenly in the middle of the night.
He was unsure what had roused him. The only sound in the barracks was the snoring of the men
inther bunks.

Then hefdt something touch hismind: the same wise, gentle intelligence that he had sensed
twice before. "We are concerned,” the voice seemed to say. "Y ou have suffered. Y ou are sick.

Y ou need help.”

Something about theinvasion of his deep by this patronizing intelligence angered him. WWho
are you and where are you? he thought.

Therewas apause, asif the entity was disconcerted by the hodtility it sensedin him. "We are
minerd entities beyond your gaaxy. Once we collaborated with the plasma intelligence of
Chthon. That wasin another timeline, another universe.* Later, weredlized our error, and
worked to undo what had been done** We saved you, then, from degth in that timeline, brought
you to this one, and helped you to destroy Chthon's evil core. But now we see our debt till
remains unpad. Chthon'smind sill lives. Again we must try to help.”

If you have the power to help me, why didn't you do anything before? Why did you let
them capture me here?

Another pause, asthey assmilated hisresponse. "Wetried to warn you, in your dreams,
when you were on Hvee, We showed you the death of Maice. We showed you your future with
Oris"

You put those dreams in my head?

"Asawaning—"

Get out of my mind and |eave me alone, Aton thought savagely. Stay the fuck away from
me, do you understand?

The entity seemed to recail in distress. He felt its presence diminish. Then it was gone, as
slently asit had come, and he was aone again with his own thoughts of anger and revenge.

* Author's note: Asdescribed in Phthor .** Author's note: As described in Plasm.
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Aton was swegting under the patchwork of hisleather armor, and his dorg was panting in the
hest. As he passed benesth some overhanging branches atomato-pod dropped its feeding
tentacle toward him. He sensed it before he saw it, and dashed it with his sword. Killing theloca
wildlife had long Since become areflex.

The severed tentacle fell to the ground and writhed like a snake with its head cut off. He
picked it up and stowed it in one of the heavy sacks draped acrossthe dorg's back. Asatest of
hisskills, he had been sent out hunting alone today, to kill as many different life forms as he could
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and bring back asmall piece of each one. Already his dorg was moving duggishly under the
cumulative load of amputated body parts.

Aton paused, listening. There was the usua endless cacophony of jungle sounds. Hadn't he
heard something dse, dmost logt inthe din?

Heturned his head dowly, trying to focus his hearing. Everything seemed norma now. He
tried to recdl the faint noise that had derted him. It had been a clicking sound, like atongue
againg the roof of amouth. He couldn't think of a Chthonic creature that would make that sound.
Then he redlized what should have been obvious al aong: the noise had not come from an
animd. It had been mechanical. It wasthe sort of click that might come from the latch of the
hatch on asmall trangt vehicle.

He scanned the jungle, dl his senses dert now. He studied the birdsin the treetops. Severa
were moving hisway, screeching and hopping from branch to branch. What had disturbed them?

Aton dashed his sword into the undergrowth and forced hisway through athorn thicket. His
dorg made agrumbling noise asit followed him, obvioudy not understanding the need for this
excurson.

A little farther on, he found what he was looking for. He saw agleam of slver through the
foliage ahead: sunlight reflecting from curved metd.

He pushed through the undergrowth more cautioudy, bending it aside instead of hacking a
path. Insects buzzed around him; heignored them. The ship was asurvey vehicle, gandingina
clearing just ahead.

He dropped down behind some bushes. Someone was standing outside the vehicle's exit
hatch, encased in afilmy biohazard suit. The person was holding asmall black ovoid, turning it to
and fro. "Can't get aclean reading.” It was awoman'svoice. The words were muffled by the suit
and diminished by distance, but Aton heard them clearly. "So much wildlife... thought | picked
him up amoment ago, but now I'm not so sure.”

Aton's skin prickled. The voice sounded eerily familiar. It stirred echoes from apast that he
seldom allowed himsdlf to think about anymore. For amoment he hesitated, unsure of what he
should do.

Sheturned the gadget in her hands again. "Wait aminute. Now theré's areading.” It was
pointing directly toward him.

Aton reached adecision and stood up. Boldly, he walked toward her. He snapped his
fingers, and the dorg followed.

The woman saw him emerging from the jungle and gave alittle cry of surprise. She dropped
the gadget she had been holding. "Aton!"

He paused, feding disconcerted by the way that she spoke his name. "Who areyou?' he
demanded. Ref lectionsin the vizor of her suit made it hard for him to see her face. "Take your
helmet off."

"No. No, I'd rather not." She sounded diffident, and yet he sensed a steadfast strength as
well. The combination was esrily familiar.

"Takeit off!" He gestured, and the dorg padded forward, growling softly.

She flinched back from the beast, and quickly raised her handsto the helmet. "It'sme. It's
Alix." She fumbled with alatch and pulled the helmet over her head. " See?"

"Stay," Aton shouted to the dorg. Obediently, it dumped down onto its haunches. Aton
walked past it till hewasjust afew feet from thewoman. "Alix," he said, asif testing the word
and remembering how it sounded.

Her eyes moved quickly, taking in the details of his mutilated face. "Areyou dl right?*

Shewaslooking at him asif hewas some sort of cripple. Hisgrip tightened angrily on his
sword. "Of course.”

She glanced away, asif his defiance embarrassed her. "We were—I was concerned about



you. We knew you were here, and—"

"How did you know?" heinterrupted sharply.

She shook her head. "That's not important. Look, we can get you out of here right now." She
gestured at the vehicle behind her, and forced hersalf to look back at hisface. "I came hereto
rescue you, Aton. Do you understand?’

He eyed the ship, then turned his attention back to her. "Take me where?"

Sheforced an uneasy smile. "Just about anywhere you want. Y ou see, I—I work for the
Federation. Infact, | dwaysdid." Thewords spilled out quickly, now, asif she hoped somehow
that by confessing, she might win histrugt. "They posted meto Hvee, shortly after you moved
therewith Mdice. | wastold to watch over you, just in case. Even though you seemed to have
killed the plasmainteligence in Chthon, there was still apossibility—"

"Y ou mean you weren't who you said you were," Aton interjected. "Y ou were spying on me.”

Shetook a cautious step backward toward the ship's open hatch. One hand crept down to
theleg of her suit and fumbled with a pocket flap. "I wastrying to protect you," shesaid. "l cared
about you, didn't | make that obvious? Look, | redize terrible things have happened to you, here,
and—and maybe we should have come for you earlier. But whatever you've been through, Aton,
it'sover now. Just get in the ship, and well take you out of here."

He hardly heard her. He was remembering his past life on Hvee. 'Y ou gave me the emp,” he
sad, half to himsalf. The memories were strange and painful, and somehow seemed dien, asif
the events hadn't really happened to him at al. He had been different, then; another person
entirely.

"Yes, | gave you the emp. That's how we knew where to find you. Wefitted it with
bioel ectronic survelllance equipment. It transmitted everything back to us, including itslocation.
But when they locked it up, and then killed it, we no longer knew what was happening. We don't
know who Orisis, or exactly what she did to you, or whether the plasmaintelligenceisredly
involved. Some of my people didn't want to interfere. They didn't want to tip off anyone that we
were monitoring the Situation. But | finaly convinced them to let me come and take you out of
here." Her voice sounded plaintive and sincere. "For god's sake, Aton, don't you believe me?
Don't you want to get out of this place?’

Sowly, he shook his head. "Thisiswhere | belong, now."

"No, that'sjust the way they want you to think, don't you see? We can repair the physica
damage they did to you, we have biolabs—"

"Y ou deceived me before. There's no reason | should trust you now.”

She blinked, obvioudy having trouble understanding him. "Aton, | risked my life coming here
to rescue you!"

He moved toward her. "Lying bitch."

She tugged something out of the pocket of her suit. A stunner. She was nervous and
confused, fumbling with the safety. He kicked the weagpon out of her hand. She gavealittle
scream and backed away from him.

He pulled out his dagger, seized the neck of her suit, and dit it open. Heripped it off her and
threw her onto the ground. He searched through her suit for the transceiver sheld been speaking
into earlier, and smashed it. Then he tossed the garment aside.

"Stop, Aton! Why don't you believe me?

"Because you lied to me and used me like everyone else." He kicked her onto her back, then
sat on her and started methodically shredding the rest of her clothes.

She writhed under him, seized hiswrigts, and tried to throw him off. She struck out at his
face, and one of her fingernails drew blood. Aton swore. He dapped her head from sideto side,
then punched her hard in the somach. "Lie ill!" he snapped.

She coughed and gasped, staring at him with amixture of fear and disbelief. He tore her



undergarments off, tossed them aside, then stared at her body. The sight of her naked and at his
mercy made Aton intensaly aroused. Breathing heavily, he seized her neck between his hands
and started to strangle her. Now she struggled harder. He enjoyed the way her muscles rippled
as she thrashed under him, and he liked the desperate gargling noises she made at the back of her
throat.

He played with her for awhile. Each time she lost consciousness he relaxed hisgrip and
alowed her to take afew frantic gulps of air. Then he put the pressure on again.

Finaly, when he was on the verge of reaching his climax, he picked up his dagger. He
stabbed her body repeatedly, plunging the blade savagely into her chest and abdomen. Blood
pulsed out, and as she went into death spasms, he came.

He stood up, breathing heavily. He eyed her white flesh spattered with blood, then gave her
lifeless body a savage kick and turned away. He wished, now, he had taken longer and inflicted
more pain. But thiswould not be hislast kill. There would be many other opportunities.

Hewaked into the ship. It wastiny, just built for two. He methodicaly smashed the
communications equipment, then walked back outside.

His dorg was il there, watching and waiting. Aton drew his sword, raised it high, and
brought it down with al his strength across Alix's neck. The blade cut cleanly in asingle stroke.
He picked up her severed head, walked to the dorg, opened the sack, and threw the head inside
with the other wildlife trophies he had gathered that day. Then he turned and started back toward
the camp.
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At firg, Orisreceived hisreport impassvely. As he described the details of his encounter with
Alix, however, her posture changed. She sat forward in her chair and her eyes became more
dert. She watched him carefully as he described murdering the woman, and she glanced at the
sack lying on the floor beside him. "Show me," she said.

He rummaged among thetails, ears, limbs, and tentacles 0ozing blood and dime. He dragged
her head out and held it up by the hair. The eyes were gill staring wide, and the tongue was
swollen and protruding.

"All right." Oris gestured dismissvely. Evidently she had no interest in the dead woman's
identity; she merely wanted to be sure that Aton had been telling the truth.

He dumped the head back in the sack.

"I'm not sure | understand why you didn't go with her," Orissaid. "Evenif you still wanted to
avenge yourself, you could have escaped with her and killed her later.”

Aton dowly shook hishead. "No."

"Why not?'

Hewas silent for along moment. "Y ou told me yourself, | am part of the camp now. | ana
warrior. Thisiswhere| belong. And—I ill have some thingsthat | must do.” He stared at her
levelly. Heimagined her tied to the stake in the yard, screaming and begging while he peded her
skin off with hishunting knife. He imagined her locked in one of the torture devicesin her own
room, pierced by rusty spikes and bleeding dowly to death. He imagined immersing her dowly,
inch by inch, in acadron of boiling water, while helistened to her cries.

His steady stare seemed to bother her. For afleeting moment she actually seemed unsure of
hersdf, like a scientist whose experiment has been so successful that it threastensto break out of
the controlled conditions of the laboratory.

Then the moment of uncertainty was gone. She siood up. "Y ou did the right thing, Five. | may
aswdll tdl you, now: we were planning to pull out of the camp in just afew more days. | can see
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that that schedule will have to be accelerated. Thetraining period is over; it'stimeto apply those
fighting skills. Order your men to clean and sharpen their wegpons tonight, and have their armor
ingood repair.”

He nodded. "Yes, Oris."

She waited, obvioudy expecting him to leave.

He remained knedling before her, saying nothing.

"What isit?' she asked finaly. Her face twitched in alittle tic of impatience.

"l need permission to ask aquestion.”

v

"Isthe plasmaintelligence of Chthon ill dive?"

She blinked. "How should | know?" She paused. "And why should it matter to you?"

"l just want to know," he said carefully, "who or what is ultimately in control."

She scowled at him. " So far as you're concerned, Five, it makes no difference.” She dapped
her hand on thetable. "' I'm your master; remember that. You live or dieas| seefit. | can have
you killed, maimed, disemboweled, or whatever else | choosg, if | ever suspect you of
disobeying me." She walked around her desk and stopped close in front of him. She grabbed his
hair and jerked his head back so that he stared up at her. "Understand?’

Thiswasthe closest he had been to her since hisinitiation ceremony, when she had passed
the marking stone to the men who had disfigured hisface and body. He till felt afear reflex when
he remembered that scene. At the sametime, knedling in front of her, heimagined reaching
quickly for the knife a hiship and thrusting it deep into her belly. The impulse was so strong he
hed to fight it back. Inevitably, her guard would retdiate againgt him. Thiswas ill not thetime.

"l anyour dave, Oris" hesad dutifully.

"Good. Take your trophies’—she nodded toward the sack—"put your dorg in the stables,
and go back to your men."

"Yes, Oris." He backed away obediently, and her guard escorted him out of the building.

His dorg was waiting in the yard. He walked with the animal to the stablesand led it to its
gall. "Specid treet for you today,” hetold it.

It eyed him enigmatically. He could never tell how much human speech it understood.

Aton opened his sack and emptied it into the dorg's food bowl. The huge black animal
eagerly snuffed the miscellaneous anima parts. Itstongue lapped the curdled juices. Theniit
seized hold of Alix's head and crunched it in its massive jaws, like asquirrel cracking anuit.

As Aton watched, heimagined how it would fed if he werefour or fivetimeshisnorma size,
so that he would dwarf the dorg. Then, maybe, he could crush the dorg's head in his jaws, and
smile asits blood trickled down histhroat.

37.
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Hewokein the night to find the barracks it with dazzling white light. It was coming from
outside, high in the sky, and therewas a fizzing, crackling sound like radio static. Aton ran to the
window and looked out. A large interstellar passenger transport was descending, bathed in
electrostatic discharge that flicked acrossits smooth hull like summer lightning. The glare of its
landing lightsilluminated the yard below and the whole compound around it, bleaching the colors
and throwing stark shadows.

The ship descended dowly, its grav-drive emitting adeep, bone-rattling droning sound. The
ground shook asit touched down, its bulk filling the yard.

The door of the barracks opened with a crash. "Everybody out!" shouted one of the guards.
"Ten minutes, you men. Bring your kit bags. Do it!"
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Already, hatches were opening and entry ramps were being lowered. Dorgs were being
brought from the stables and led toward the ship. Figures hurried to and fro againgt the fierce
glare of thefloodlights.

Aton supervised the warriors as they struggled into their clothes and shouldered their bags.
The men were herded across the compound by guards and their dorgs. "Up the ramp, you men.
Quickly, now. Grab abunk and strap down. Lift-off in fifteen minutes."

Food supplies were being brought from the kitchens. Extra weapons were winched in through
an upper hatch. Aton glimpsed Oris directing operations, with Quentain beside her, and another
figure whose features were invisible againgt the glaring light. The captain of the ship? Therewas
no time for peculation.

The ship had been a pleasure cruiser. Aton and his men found themselvesin pastel-colored
metal corridorswith concedled lighting and animated holo-mura's depicting landscapes of worlds
scattered across the galaxy. Aton had worked in ships like thiswhen he had been younger,
searching for Mdice, but to many of the men it was anew experience. Their mutilated faces
showed amazement and confusion as they ingpected the luxury cabins.

"Where we headed, Five?' one of the men asked him. "What isthis?’

"Just find yoursdlf acabin and strap down like they told you," Aton said.

"Where arewe going?'

"Some other planet. | don't know where."

"What the hdll for?*

Helaughed. "Did you think they were teaching usto fight just for fun?’

He went back down to the main hatch and looked out. Guards were checking every building
in the compound. The men in thework gang had been herded into one corner, guarded by a
dozen dorgs.

"What are you doing down here, Five?' said avoice. ™Y ou should be up with your men.”

Aton turned and found Oris standing beside him with one of her guards. "Just looking," he
sad defensively.

"Fine. You look. You're going to see something instructive." Oristurned and shouted an order
to one of the guards still in the yard.

The woman went to the dorgs guarding the work gang. She dapped their flanks and gave
them acommand. They sprang forward at once and started savaging the crowd of fifty ragged
figures

Some of the men tried to climb the twenty-foot stockade behind them. They were dragged
down. Otherstried to run past the dorgs. They were tripped and mauled. The creatures seemed
everywhere at once: their jawsripped out men'sthroats and bit their heads off, their barbed tails
lacerated men'slegs, and their clawsripped and disemboweled at will.

The massacre lasted only amatter of seconds. The bloodsoaked dorgs were left wandering
among the bodies, sniffing and nudging them in case any wereleft dive.

"That'swhat | do with possessonsthat are no longer of any useto me," Orissaid calmly.
"Undergand?'

"Yes, Oris"

"Then go to your quarters.”

He did as she said. Images of the massacre, lit by the ship'sglaring lights, still swamin his
eyes. Hefelt no pity for the men who had died. His only regret was that his enemies could not
have been among them, and that he had not been the one to order the dorgs to attack.

From the viewpoint of his cabin afew minuteslater, he watched asthe last guards and dorgs
came aboard. Almost at once, the ship's drive started and it lifted off, edging cautioudy upward.
Therewas abrief flicker of ablue particle beam, and one of the wooden buildings below burst



into flame. Asthe ship ascended into the sky, the whole camp caught fire. The last Aton saw of
it, it was burning like abeacon on its hilltop, illuminating the surrounding jungle with aflickering
ydlow glare.
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"We are heading for Xerva, aplanet recently discovered near the end of one of the spira
arms." Oriswas addressing the warriorsin what had once been the ship's ballroom. The mean,
ugly men douched on chairs upholstered in gold and crimson beneath a dozen glittering plastic
chanddiers. The ceiling showed a perpetualy shifting replica of the Milky Way seen from apoint
above the ecliptic. The walls were ornamented with pseudo-antique heradic crests and
decorative scrollwork.

"Xervaisrichin metal deposits,” shewent on. "So rich, according to our data, the ores are
lying on the surface for the taking. We need those metalsin order to become amodern fighting
force. Well use them to build weapons.”

Aton glanced at the faces of the warriors listening to her speech. He guessed that most of the
men were uninterested in the details. What mattered to them was where their next meal would
come from, and who they would get achance to daughter.

"On Chthon," Oriswent on, "we had very few resources. This ship was stolen from Idyllia
The rest of our equipment we made ourselves. Fortunately, Xervaisanew colony, ill prepared
to defend itsdlf. There are only afew hundred men there, with few weapons. We will attack them
with the two energy-beam emplacements on this ship. Then we will send you and the dorgs down
to kill anyonewho is il left dive. If we get them before they have a chance to send an SOSto
the Federation, we should be able to take over and stay there without any interference for severa
months. By then well be ready to move on.”

She paused, surveying thewarriors. "We had to leave Chthon before we were completely
ready. Asaresult, we have lessfood than we planned. Weve got enough for three days of
norma rations. Well reach Xervaon thethird day. If you men don't win this battle and seize the
enemy's supplies, well dl sarve. You will kill, or youwill die”

Sheturned to Aton. "If any of your warriors aren't clear about what |'ve said, you'll explain it
to them." Sheturned and headed for the exit.

As soon asthe men redlized that the meeting was over, most of them went back to the cabins
that they had commandeered. There was no group spirit in thisarmy, no esprit de corps. They
were more interested in sampling the ship's entertainments—the sense tapes and adventure
videos available in the persondized units in each room. When those became boring, the men
would roam the corridors, exploring the confines of the ship, defacing the luxury decor and
smashing anything they fdt like smashing.

The time passed dowly. The ship'slights were on congtantly, as a security measure, and
guards with dorgs patrolled the corridors. After thefirst twenty-four hours the transport began to
seem likeameta prison to men who were accustomed to alife outdoors, sparring with one
another and hunting in the jungle of Chthon. Fights started breaking out increasingly often, and
Atonwondered if afull-scderiot might beimminent.

Aton himsdlf spent most of histime aonein his cabin. He seldom thought of the past now.
Most often, he lay on hisbed imagining new kinds of torture devices and the effects they would
have upon hisvictims. These fantasies were obsessvely detailed, and occupied him for hours. In
the end, though, they would madden him with sexud frustration. At such timeshewould leave his
cabin and head for the main lounge, which the warriors had turned into agames area. Here they
sparred with padded swords and wooden daggers. Alas, the pleasure of forcing one's opponent
to submit was meager and brief. Sometimes it even seemed to make the frustration worse.
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Many of the ship'swallswere paneled with mirrorsto create an illusion of greater space. In
the camp on Chthon, the warriors had seldom had any opportunity to see themselves. Here there
was no way to escape the sight of their own ruined faces.

Mogt of the mirrors were smashed to fragments and ground to powder in thefirst day, but
Aton deliberatdly kept the onein his cabin intact. Hewould stare at his own mutilated festures
and fed hisragerise. Often it would be so intense that the only way he could release it was by
taking hisknife and pressing the tip of the blade into his own flesh. The pain blotted out his
anger—and it helped him to visudize the agony histormentorswould fed when thetime cameto
inflict hisrevenge on them.

39.
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When they werejust afew hoursfrom Xerva, Oris summoned Aton to the control room. It
was awide, circular, low-ceilinged space with white consoles ranged around the perimeter of a
slver metd floor. Three dorgs were sitting there, dwarfing the screens and keyboards. Oris stood
with Quentain by asix-foot starcube. There was no one €l se present.

Aton looked from one of the women to the other. Back at the camp, after hisinitiation, he
had seldom seen Quentain. She had now taken advantage of the ship's supplies and had outfitted
hersdlf in atight white jJumpsuit that clung to the shape of her body. She wore white suede boots
and platinum jewery, like afashionable socidite who would make afitting escort for a
businessman or adiplomat. As Aton dropped to his knees before the two women, he looked at
the ample swelling of Quentain's breasts under the tight elastic fabric. The outlines of her nipples
wereclearly visble. Heimagined himsdlf stabbing, dicing, burning, and biting the soft flesh.

She saw him gtaring at her and straightened her shoulders, making the fabric tighten. She gave
him aknowing, contemptuous smile, asif she understood exactly what wasin hismind, and
relished hisimpotence. One of the dorgs stood up and wandered over to her. She patted it with
one hand and shifted her hips provocatively, asif inviting Aton to try to make amove toward her.

Oris, meanwhile, had activated the tarcube. A planet hung in the display, turning dowly. She
typed a code on the control pand and the surface zoomed closer. Soon the image was highly
magnified, showing asmall group of buildings at the base of arange of mountains. Aton forced
himsdlf to turn away from Quentain. He studied the evolving 3-D images.

"Thisisthe colony,” Oriswas saying. "The mountains are where the metds are: iron,
auminum, zinc, other ores, ninety percent pure. In the valey below, theré's vegetation. That's
where their food comes from. So far aswe know, amost dl their equipment is automated. Right
now, according to Federation data, they're establishing intelligent systems that will be
sf-replicating. Y ou understand?’ Shelooked at Aton asif she doubted his ability to grasp the
concept.

"They have machines building machines," he sad.

She nodded. "It should be a smple matter to reprogram their production lines to produce the
weapons we need."

Helooked a her doubtfully.

"We do have the capability,” shetold him firmly. "Anyway, that group of buildingsiswhere
the colonigts live. They have some defenses, but mainly againgt local wildlife. Well spray them
with energy beams, then send your warriors down in lifeboats. Y our job isto kill anything that
lives, but don't damage any equipment.”

Aton nodded. Helooked at the buildingsin the cube and imagined the people who lived
there. Familiesfull of ambition, opening up awhole new world. Smart young men and women
made beautiful by cosmetic surgery, planning families, fulfilling dl their dreams. He hated them for
everything they had that was now denied him. It would give him grim satisfaction to educate them
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inthe red nature of the universe: deprivation and degth.
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Air roared past the lifeboat hull, and it lurched sickeningly asit plummeted toward the face of
the planet. There was a control panel, but it was dead. The boat was under remote command
from the mother ship—the transport vehicle now in geosynchronous orbit high above.

Twenty men and twenty dorgs were squeezed into the boat. It stank of sweat. No one said
anything. Everyone was watching the viewscreen. The colony buildings were growing larger: little
white cubesin afield of green. They looked untouched and immeacul ate.

Then, asthelifeboat started decelerating to make landfal, the picture changed. A pde blue
beam from the mother ship danced among the houses like a pencil-thin searchlight. Everything it
touched burst into flames.

Thelifeboat fell through billowing smoke. It shook and shuddered at maximum G-forces, then
hit the ground.

It opened like aclamshell. Aton threw himsalf onto the back of his dorg, and the other
warriors did the same. He shouted and pointed, but the creature aready seemed to know what
to do. It bounded forward. Aton clung to the harness. His sword dapped against histhigh.
Smoke from the burning buildings stung his eyes.

A dozen more lifeboats were dropping out of the sky. One of them hit and burst open nearby,
warriors on their dorgs pouring out like black ants. Aton felt adrenaline coursing through him. He
felt excited, frightened but full of lust, like aman confronted with avirgin bride.

A woman ran out from the smoke directly in front of hisdorg. "Get her!" Aton shouted. The
dog pounced, closed its jaws around her neck, and shook her body like adoll. Blood spouted
from her carotid artery, drenching Aton and his beast. The dorg threw her body aside and |eaped
forward through the front door into one of the colonists homes.

Aton dismounted, afraid that as the dorg ran from room to room he might be crushed
between it and a doorframe or awall. The house was burning at one side, but was otherwise
intact. Aton ran into the kitchen and found aman stumbling around, blinded by blood running into
his eyesfrom a cut on hisforehead. "Here," Aton shouted. He grabbed a napkin from atable that
was st for lunch, seized the man by his shoulder, and wiped the blood away.

Theman blinked at Aton. His eyeswere wide with confuson. He saw Aton's ravaged face
and backed away.

Aton grabbed the man by the front of his shirt. He shook him angrily. "Watch me," he said.
"Look inmy eyes."

He unshesthed his sword with his free hand and jabbed it into the man's ssomach. Sowly,
then, he eased it in, relishing the man's expression as he felt himsdf skewered on the blade. As
the colonist let out an awful fractured scream and started vomiting blood, Aton felt himself come.
He dropped the man and staggered back, gasping.

Therewas aroar from the dorg in the living room. Aton swallowed hard and shook his head,
trying to clear it. He stumbled in the direction of the sound.

He found the dorg backed into a corner by atwelve-year-old boy holding ahunting rifle. The
kid was shaking so hard he could barely hold the gun. It wastrained on the dorg's head,
however, and the animd obvioudy knew what it was. The boy clenched hisjaw and winced as if
afraid of what was about to happen when he pulled the trigger.

Aton flung hisdagger. It hit the boy in the neck asthe gun went off. The shot blasted aholein
the ceiling, and debris rained down. The dorg legped forward with another mighty roar and
pawed the boy with its outstretched claws, ripping his clothes off and gouging hisbody. Aton
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grabbed the kid's rifle and ran outside.

He saw aten-year-old girl running across the grass outside the house, heading for some
freshly planted bushes. She was screaming and clutching ateddy bear.

Aton raised the gun and sighted on her head. Then he changed hismind and aimed lower. He
pulled the trigger, and the weapon kicked hard against his shoulder. He saw the girl fall down,
one of her legs blown off below the knee,

Heran forward, seized the kid, and picked her up. Her body was limp and her face was pale.
Shewasin shock. He held her body as blood pulsed out of her thigh. He watched her, waiting
for the precise moment when life would give way to degth. Her eyelidsflickered. Thetiny
muscles beside her mouth spasmed briefly. Then shewasalimp, dead weight in hisarms.

He dropped her body and |ooked around, fedling light-headed and dizzy. Buildings were il
burning, but al the colonists nearby had been killed. In the distance, acouple of dorgs were
chasing men who were fleeing toward the fieldsin the valley below. There was no cover, and the
men couldn't possibly outrun their pursuers.

Screams and sounds of breaking glass came from alarge factory building that stood below
the foothills of the mountains that towered over the little colony. There were two gunshots, and a
dorg bellowed in pain and fury. More of the animas swarmed into the building, with warriors
right behind them. Moments later, four colonists were dragged out. Aton ran toward them, but
they were ripped to pieces long before he could reach the scene.

A shadow passed across the sun. He looked up and saw the big converted pleasure cruiser
floating overhead, dropping cautioudy toward alanding field at the edge of the settlement. He
redized with confusion that the battle was already over. The colonists had been caught entirely by
surprise, and had put up virtualy no resistance. It had been amassacre.

Aton looked around him at the landscape. The mountains glowed silver, green, and yelow in
the pure white sunlight. They looked asif they had been cast from aswirl of metalsand minerd
sdts. Their dopeswere festooned with glittering growths of crystd, like metdlic trees. By
contragt, the valley below was arich green-brown, itsfertile soil divided into squares, each
growing adifferent crop. Machines were tending to the farmland, oblivious of the daughter that
had occurred close by.

Aton sheathed his sword and wiped his bloody hands on his breeches. Thisworld was
beautiful and rich in every resource, but it looked tame compared with the seething jungle of
Chthon, and the battle had been tantdizingly brief. He hoped he wouldn't have to wait here too
long. The smdl amount of killing he had done made him redlize how much he wanted more.
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Months passed. While Oris and her guards started reprogramming the automated factories
and remodeling the mother ship, the warriors and their dorgs were released into the wilderness of
Xerva. Out among the metal mountains and crystd treesthey were free to roam—pending atime
when the new wesgpons would be completed and the men's fighting skillswould once again bein
demand.

Aton lay on ahigh ledge overlooking agulch layered in silver and gold. The grit under his
palmslooked like shards transplanted from a kaleidoscope: green chippings of copper, red iron
oxides, white titanium and manganese sdts, yelow chromium, blue compounds of cobdt. The
rocks around him, too, were speckled with metallic hues, but the landscape had become so
familiar to him that he hardly noticed the colors anymore.

Hisdorg lay beside him, panting in the thin air. Aton edged forward. At the bottom of the
gulchwasapool of mercury that gleamed likeamirror. A twisted tree grew besideit, its
branches formed from mosaics of red octahedral crystals. High in the tree sat abird with the
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wingspan of an eagle and the plumage of amacaw. It preened itsdlf, and its feathers shimmered
magentaand purplein the clear white sunshine. Most cregtures in the mountains were garishly
pigmented. The hueswere anaturd result of the metal sdltsthat they consumed in their natural
diet.

Aton drew back the arrow in his homemade longbow, dowly, silently. He sighted down the
shaft. He had stalked this beautiful bird for most of the morning. They were rare—and thanksto
him, they were becoming rarer. The rainbow-hued tailfegthers of the last five he had killed
dready ornamented hislong, matted mane of hair.

The light dimmed suddenly. The bird squawked in surprise, flapped its great wings, and took
off from its perch. Aton glanced up and saw acircular object hanging silently in the sky,
silhouetted black againgt the blue. He shaded his eyes, frowning, as the object descended toward
him.

It waslarge, |lozenge-shaped, perhapsfifty feet in diameter. It drifted down until it hovered
over the gulch on aleve with his high vantage point. The upper surface of itstitanium hull
gleamed white. It showed no windows or externd markings.

It edged toward him till it hovered close enough to touch. A hatich hummed open. "Aton
Five?' Thevoice was harsh, cold, and female. Insde the vehicle Aton saw the shadowy form of
one of Orissguards.

He sat saring at the vehicle asif unsure how to respond. Beside him, hisdorg stirred
restledy.

"Five, come aboard."

The dorg nudged Aton with its snout and gave alow growl. Reluctantly, he stood up,
shouldering hislongbow and stowing the arrow in his quiver. He took onelast look around him at
the glittering cliffs and escarpments, then stepped across the metd rim of the open hatch. The
dorg followed him, and the door hummed shut, cutting out the light.

He was led through a corridor to acircular central control room. In the pilot's chair sat Oris,
flanked by two more dorgs and four of her guards. The walls of the room displayed a
video-synthesized panorama of the landscape outside. Oris touched a control and the mountain
peeks dropped away asthe craft lifted smoothly and silently through the air.

Oristurned toward him. "Welcome back to civilization, Five."

The guard who had brought him in gave him a sharp nudge, and Aton dropped down onto his
knees. It had been so long, he had amost forgotten the old reflexes.

"Traveling done out there?' she asked.

"Yes, Oris." Hisvoice sounded dry. Many days had passed since he had had any need to
Speak.

She eyed his feathered headdress and his clothes made from reptile skins. Their metallic
scalesglowed dully inthe dim interior lighting. "Not eating the mountain wildlife, are you? |
warned you and your peopl e three months ago about heavy-meta poisoning.”

"We go down to thevaley for game," he said. " And sometimes, when we pass by the colony,
wetakefruit from thefid dsthat your machines are cultivating.”

She nodded. "I've noticed.” She scanned the video imagein front of her. The landscape was
drifting past, mountain peaks flashing yelow and crimson in the sun. An overlay of whitelines
appeared, plotting a course to an X-shaped marker. "Y our men are scattered al over,” Oris
murmured to hersdif.

"Y ou said we were free to disperse—" Aton began.

"Not free," she corrected him sharply. "Never free. | fill ownyou, Five. | fill do whatever |
want with you. Y ou're my dave. I'm sure you remember that.”

Helooked down at the plagtic floor in front of him. "Y es, Oris."

Orismade alittle noise of disgust. She gave aquick sgnd with her hand. Aton's dorg turned



toward him. Before he had timeto react, it seized hisarm in its teeth—not hard enough to
puncture the skin, but hard enough to prevent him from pulling away. "I didn't hear what you just
sad, Five" shetold him matter-of-factly. ™Y ou'd better say it again.”

He took a deep breath. "Yes, Origl"

"What are you, Five?' Another hand signa, and the dorg's jaws closed moretightly.

Aton winced as he felt the creature crushing hisarm. "l am your dave."

"| il didn't hear, Five." She made another little hand sgnd. Thistimethe creature's teeth dug
deep.

Aton gasped with pain. "I am your davel"

"Much better." She gestured, and the dorg released him.

Aton clutched hiswounded arm. He felt blood oozing where the teeth had penetrated his
deeve and punctured his flesh beneath. He forced himself to take deep, dow bregths. It had been
awhile since hisrage had been roused like this. He had never stopped dreaming of revenge, but
it had begun to seem adightly less urgent obsession. The solitary life of ahunter had been a
digraction. Hewas glad, in away, that Oris had come and found him, to remind him of hisneed
for vengeance.

She turned back to theflier's controls. "1 alowed you and your men to spread out into the
wilderness," she sad, "because | didn't want warriors hanging around at the colony whilewe
were reprogramming the factories. Y ou and your men were trained to be undisciplined,
uncontrollable killers, not computer operators. Now, however, it'stimeto bring you back. Weve
produced the weapons and the vehicles we need, as you can see for yoursdlf.” She gestured at
the control room of the ship. "It remains to be seen whether your barbarians can be trained to use
them.”

Thefloor tilted under Aton astheflier turned, till following its course toward the marker on
the screen. A man was down there, sitting beside asmall campfire on arust-brown plateau. Like
Aton, hewas dressed in animal skins. Hisravaged face was half hidden by long hair and an
unkempt beard. His dorg sat beside him, wearing a necklace of shrunken animal heads.

"I'm glad to see that your warriors are still in the business of killing," said Oris. "It would have
been easier to find them, though, if they'd stayed in agroup.”

"They distrust human company,” said Aton. "If they had stayed in agroup, they would have
ended up attacking each other."

"Yes" Shegave himadtrange, crud amile, "l redizethat.”

Sheturned, then, to one of her guards. "Bring in that man out there. Throw him in the cargo
bay." She glanced a Aton. "Y ou can go down there, too, Five. I've finished with you for now."

"Yes, Oris" He bowed and withdrew.
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They cut hisbeard and cropped his hair short, threw away his headdress of fegthers, but let
him keep his clothes fashioned from metdlic hide. The clothes were warm, light, and tough;, they
were good body armor, and they had the primitive look that Oris seemed to think was
appropriate for awarrior.

Back at the colony, Aton decided to move into the ruined home of the family he had
massacred. Half of it had burned to the ground, and the remaining haf till smelled of soot and
wood smoke. The kitchen was ashambles, itswalls and floor stained with enormous dark
blotches of blood. Hewould St there with his dorg each morning, esting packs of bland
processed food that came from thefiddsin the valley, while he sharpened his hunting knife and
remembered the look in the eyes of the man he had skewered with his sword.
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During the daytime, he and his men were put to work learning the new military hardware.
They were supplied with hand-held heat gunsthat would fry an enemy regardiess of any armor he
waswearing. They were taught to drive dl-terrain personne carriers armed with particle-beam
weapons, with room insde for four warriors and their dorgs. They were not alowed to control
fliers of the type that Oris had been piloting, however. These were reserved exclusively for the
women.

The colony had been fortified during the past three months. Oris and her guards had moved
into the factory buildings, which were now shielded with defense fid dsthat would repel anything
from abullet to a high-powered beam wegpon. The women were thus protected not only from
offworld forces, but from the warriors who camped in the land around them.

It was now four weeks since hisreturn to the colony, and histraining was amost complete.
For the last few days, Oris had paired Aton with Peck, thetall, blond, handsome man whose
cheek he had defaced with the marking stone. Peck was one of the few warriors whom Aton
genuinely feared. The man was seemingly easygoing, seemingly relaxed; he didn't pick fightsand
he didn't make trouble. His eyes seemed to miss nothing, though, and his violent impulses might
even be comparable to Aton's own.

Clearly, Oris had an ulterior motive for pairing them. He guessed she might betesting his
authority as commander of the warriors, since Peck was one of the few who might be strong
enough, physically and mentaly, to thresten him. Alternatively, it might smply be an idle pleasure
for her to put men together who were most likely to clash.

Aton was up a dawn. It was his habit, these days, to work at alittle bench he had set up in
the bedroom on top of what had once been adressing table. Cosmetics and jewelry lay in aheap
on the floor where hed dumped them three weeks previoudy. A vise had been bolted into the
wood, and he had acquired an old-fashioned power hacksaw, metd files, taps and dies, and a
drill press.

He was screwing anew three-inch length of square-sectioned stedl bar into the vise when he
saw Peck walking across the grass toward the house, a dorg pacing aong beside him. Aton
paused and watched the man. He and hisanimal both moved with the same hunter's poise.

Peck disgppeared from view. A moment later, he was knocking on the door downdtairs.
"Rve?'

Aton'sdorg, lying on the bedroom floor, growled and turned its head in the direction of the
sound. Aton said nothing.

He heard Peck's footsteps on the stairs, and the clicking of dorg claws. Peck paused in the
doorway. "Ready when you are, Five." His pale eyes moved quickly, taking in the room.

"One minute." Aton switched on the power saw and made adiagona cut down the side of the
steel bar. He loosened the vise, rotated the bar, tightened the vise, and made a second cut. He
repested the process twice more, creating afour-sided spike.

"What'sthat?" said Peck, as Aton switched off the saw and its noise died away.

He clamped the spike, drilled into one end of it, threaded the hole he had made, then picked
up hisarmor of meta-hide. A large area down the front of it had been embellished with a
profusion of metal points and blades. Aton placed the newly-cut spike among the rest, and
guided aretaining screw into the base of it from the back of the cloth. He tightened the screw
carefully, then held the assemblage up, checking his handiwork.

"Not bad," said Peck. He attempted to grin but some of hisfacia muscles had been severed
during hisinitiation, and the best he could manage, now, was an ugly grimace.

Aton thrugt his arms through two holesin the armor and pulled it on. It covered his chest and
hips, and fastened at the rear. The metal spikes and serrated knife blades bristled like erect
porcupine quills, confronting any attacker who might face him.

" Should stop anyone getting too close," said Peck.



"Yes," Aton said camly, "it should."” He removed the armor and laid it aside, then turned and
walked to the bed. His sword was there, thrust into the mattress up to its hilt. Sometimes during
the night, in fits of rage, he would dash and stab at the bed, imagining the couple who had once
deptinit. He himsdf dways dept on thefloor.

Aton seized the handle of the sword, pulled it out of the bed, and sheathed it.

Peck shook hishead. "Y ou won't need that. | got your heat gun back from the shop.” He
handed the wegpon to Aton inits holster.

Aton weighed it in hishand, checked it, and buckled it around hiswaist. He didn't discard the
sword, however. He adjusted it so that its handle easily cleared the heat gun's grip, then strode
across the room, walked past Peck, and started down the gtairs.

One of the dl-terrain personnel carrierswas parked in what had once been asmall flower
garden at the front of the house. The carrier's cleated meta tracks had reduced the areato a
mess of churned mud.

"Anything new today?" said Peck, as he followed Aton out of the house and climbed into the
vehidle

"Exercises. Like yesterday.” Aton waited for the two dorgsto get in, then closed the hatch
and started the carrier's power unit. He didiked sharing its smdll interior. Peck's style was
low-key, but he had an intengity that was hard to ignore.

Aton activated the energy shield, then engaged the drive and moved the vehicle forward. He
took along, curving path across what had once been alandscaped area dotted with colonists
homes. The armored vehicle mashed flowersinto the mud. 1ts wedge-shaped front end uprooted
bushes and severed small trees. There was the distant sound of splintering wood, and debris
scraped under the carrier's belly. The rear viewscreen showed a swathe of destruction carved
across the landscape.

The main factory buildings cameinto view on the right, moving dowly past. "There they are,”
said Peck. "Armed and protected. Safe and sound.”

Aton didn't bother to answer.

"No home-defense screensfor us," said Peck. "But then, were expendable, isn't that right?’

Aton gave him acold, steady stare. "Y ou should check your scope,” he said.

Peck nodded dowly. "Yes, sr." Histone was sardonic. He switched on the target-finder in
front of him and peered into the eyepiece. "Nothing," he said. He sat back and glanced up at the
rear viewscreen as the factory buildings receded behind the carrier. " Something I've wondered,
Five, iswhy the colonists who were here before didn't put in defenses the way we've done.™

Aton guided the vehicle up thefirst of thefoothills at the base of the metal mountains. To his
left he saw robot mining equipment at work, carving ores out of the ground. "Piracy isasmall
rik," hesaid. "The gdaxy isfull of planetsthat haven't been developed yet. Thereswedth for
everyone. And they were probably intending to arm themselves once their factory became
operationa.” He stopped speaking abruptly, redizing that Peck had prompted him to talk more
than he intended.

"Lucky, wasn't it, hitting this place when we did," said Peck. "Just when they got their gear set
up, but not so far aong that they were ableto put up afight.”

Aton glanced across at him. "Lucky?"

Peck shrugged. "Either that, or the women had accessto some very good intelligence. And a
wholelot of knowledge about reprogramming manufacturing equipment.”

"What are you getting at?' said Aton. He reduced speed as the carrier approached the
summit of the hill.

"Nothing." Peck's expression was unreadable.

"Scope," Aton reminded him.



He peered into the finder. "Still no sign. Maybe the next hill over.”

"And maybe not." Aton turned the vehicle, detouring around the summit.

For awhilethere was sllence in the cabin, broken only by the whine of the carrier's motors
and the rumble of itstracks across the hard terrain.

"You know," Peck said after aminute, "I've heard some of the men talking about what we
should do now we've got the wegpons.”

"Taking?' Aton kept hiseyeson theterrain.

" figured maybe you aready knew about it, seeing that you're the commander. I've heard
men say that we could have this planet dl to ourselves. Without anyone telling uswhat to do.”

Aton brought the personnd carrier to adow hat. He turned and looked hard at Peck. "Are
you redly suggesting we could wipe out dl the women, and the dorgs?'

Peck's eyes stared steadily back. "I'm not suggesting anything, friend. Just telling you what
I've heard."

Aton sad nothing.

"Of course," Peck went on, "if it happened, alot of men would be wondering whose side
you'd beon."

"My own," Aton said without hesitation. He upped the carrier's power and moved it forward
again, edging around amesa of layered zinc and copper ores. A tiny point of light caught his
atention, high on aridge at the opposite Sde of avalley just ahead. "Check that," he said.

Peck peered into the target finder. "Ah, yes. Target in view." He adjusted controls beside the
finder. "Lookslike Wingrove's carrier.”

Aton switched to reverse gear. He edged back behind the mesa. "They see us?"

There was amuffled explosion from outside the vehicle. Part of the mesa vaporized, spitting
fragments of metal ore. "Seemsto methey did," said Peck.

"Hit them." Aton'sfist clenched reflexively. The carriers were shielded, of course, so that no
damage could be done with these war games, which were nothing more than harmless target
practice. At the sametime, heliked to imagine the particle beam melting the opposing vehicle and
fryingthemeninddeit.

"Lining up." Peck made quick hand movements. "They're taking evasive action, but—" He
pressed the fire button. "Hit."

"Good," Aton said quietly. He engaged forward gear and took his own vehicle out from the
shadow of the mesa. It moved afew feet, then shuddered. A grinding sound came from the | eft
sde. Quickly, he disengaged power.

"Sounds like aclest bolt," said Peck.

Aton nodded. He paused. He didn't like working with machinery; at the sametime, he didn't
trust Peck to do the job. "I'll have to go out there. Announceit.” He waited, watching Peck.

The man picked up acommunications unit and thumbed the transmit button. "All units, thisis
Unit One. We're dropping our shield. Repeat, dropping our shield. Making repairs. Confirm."

Aton waited while the other units called back their confirmations one by one. Then he
powered down the defense field and opened the hatch.

Chunks of orelay scattered on the ground, still semimolten from the other vehiclesbeam
attack. Thear samelled metdlic. Aton glanced around, feding vulnerable. Still, with the shidld
down, Peck was equally undefended. The thin metd shell of the carrier provided no beam
protection.

Aton inspected the | eft track and found that one of the boltsthat linked the cleats had worked
halfway out and was scraping the body of the vehicle. He searched around, found a smdll rock,
and started hammering the bolt back into place.

"Tool kit?' Peck cdled from ingdethevehicle.



"No," said Aton.

"We don't want it to work loose again. Maybe you can bend the end of the bolt over, or
flatenit.”

Aton inspected the part. It was hard to see why its head had fractured off.

"Y ou could use your heat gun,” Peck suggested. "That ought to soften it enough for you to
mashit.”

"All right." Aton drew the wegpon—then paused with hisfinger on thetrigger. Hewaited a
long moment.

"Isit working?' Peck called. His voice sounded tense; wrong, somehow.

Aton holstered the weapon. "No. | changed my mind.” He climbed back into the carrier and
dammed the hatch behind him. He revved the motor and turned back toward the colony.

"What are you doing?" Peck looked surprised and unsure of himself.

"Taking it back for proper repairs,” said Aton. "The bolt took thislong to work loose, it'll last
the same distance back to base."

"Well lose our score," Peck pointed out.

Aton didn't bother to answer. Unobtrusively, he dropped one hand to the hilt of his sword,
keeping his other on the steering lever.

Peck eyed him warily for amoment, then shrugged and sat back in his seat, folding hisarms.
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There were adozen guards and as many dorgs waiting when the carrier reached the main
entrance to the factory buildings. "Leave your vehicle" an amplified voicetold them. "Get out and
stand besideit. Do not make any sudden movements.”

Peck |ooked questioningly at Aton. "What—"

"Wed better do what they say." Aton swung out of the vehicle into the sunlight. Hisdorg
joined him, its ears pricked up, itseyes dert.

Peck and his dorg climbed down to the ground. A dozen guards ran out from the main gate
and seized him. His weapon was taken. Handcuffs were dgpped on hiswrigts. The last Aton saw
of hisface, his eyeswere wide with surprise. He shouted protests as they dragged him away.

"Oriswantsto see you," another of the guards said to Aton. Shetook his sword and heat
gun. "Comethisway."

He was led through corridors hed never been alowed to enter before. Finaly, at the door to
her room, his guide passed his wegponsto one of Oris's honor guards, and he was admitted.

It was alarge, bare space with astainless-stee! floor and awhite desk at the center. Screens
on the walls showed views of the factory complex: snaking conduits, catwalks, ducts, machine
toolsranged in rows. Almost dl the production lines seemed to have been shut down.

She stood behind her desk. He knedled. "Did you realize my people were monitoring your
conversation with Peck?' she asked without preliminaries.

Aton paused. "That hadn't occurred to me," he said.

"Wedo it routingly. The technology here makesit easy enough.” She examined him
skepticaly. "Did you know before about the rebellion he was planning?”

“No."

"Y ou hadn't heard any of thistak hereferred to?

"Most of the men are scared of me. Like Peck, they aren't surewhose side I'mon. | prefer it
that way. They leave medone.”

Shethrew hersdf back into her chair and folded her arms, giving him abrooding look.
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"Y ou're too smart for your own good, Five, that'swhat | don't like about you. Peck, | knew from
the start what he was planning. | paired him with you to see which way you'd go." She drummed
her fingers on the desk. "What happened out there, anyway?'

"l think hetried to kill me. When he told me to use my heat gun on the cleat bolt—it sounded
wrong."

"Take Five's wegpon down the hall and haveit inspected,” Oris snapped to one of her
guards. She waited while the woman |eft the room. "Not that it makes much difference,” she went
on. "Hell betortured to death tonight anyway, as amessage to the men who were stupid enough
to take hisideas serioudy. And tomorrow, were gone.”

Aton knew better than to ask a question. He waited in silence, kegping his expression, as
adways, carefully neutrd.

"Wereready," Orisexplained. "Our battleground's been chosen. A planet named Minion.”

Thistime Aton was not quite able to conced hisreaction. He tensed as he heard the name.
Hefdt anervoustic pull at his cheek.

She gmiled faintly. " The name means something to you.”

"Yes, Oris," he said through the tightnessin his chest.

"l know it does, Five. Y our escape from Hvee, with your Minion bride, isin Federation
records. She was the one who abandoned you on Chthon—isthat right?'

"Yes, Oris" Agan hefdt hismusclestug at himin little spasms.

Her strong, cruel mouth widened fractiondly. " So do you have sentimenta attachment to
Minion?Isit going to bother you when we go in there and burn it down?"

Aton remembered the cloned Minionettes—replicas of Malice, every one. He saw himself
daughtering them, incinerating them with his heat gun, ddicately dicing their pure white skin with
hissword. "It will beaprivilege" hesad dowly.

Orislaughed shortly. "Sometimes| think we did the job too well on you, Five. All right, our
planisto spend just afew hoursinflicting as much damage as we can. It's a Proscribed world, so
they have no trade, therefore no technology, therefore no firepower, which makes our job that
much easier. Well move on before the Federation hastime to respond.” She clasped her hands
in front of her. "Are you wondering why we're fighting this baitle?'

In fact, the thought hadn't occurred to him. He had come to see bloodshed as an end in itsdlf.

She shrugged. "It'snone of your business. I'll tell you, though, you and your warriors can look
forward to alot of killing. Therell be awhole series of hit-and-run attacks. I'm sure that makes
you happy.”

Hewondered, briefly, if anything would actualy make him happy. Happiness was something
he hadn't thought about &t dl in the past months. Avenging himsalf on hisenemieswould give him
satisfaction, when the time came; but he doubted he would ever fed actua happiness again.

The guard returned with his weapon disassembled in her hands. "The coil has been reversed,
Oris." Shelad it on the desk and stepped back.

Shelooked at it sharply, then back at Aton. "Y ou put thisin for repairs?’

"Yes, Oris"" Aton said.

"If you'd used this weapon, the beam would have been inverted. It would have fried you
ingtantly. Peck would probably have blamed it on amistake in the repair shop.”

Aton fet apasm of overwheming rage—thistime not at Orisbut at Peck, for trying to kill
him.
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srut driven into the ground outside the factory buildings, much as Garvin had been tied to astake
in the compound back on Chthon. His naked body till looked impressively powerful, even with
his arms stretched up above his head. His tanned skin was mottled with bruises where the guards
had routinely beaten him, and his mouth was bloody. He breathed in short, painful gasps. His
pale blue eyes stared straight ahead, asif he were focusing on some source of strength that only
he could see.

"Some of you know what this scum was hoping to do," Oris addressed the men. "He actudly
thought he had achanceto rebel againg us." She grinned humorlesdy, turning dowly, scrutinizing
eechmaninturn.

Peck still stared straight ahead. Hislegs, though, were starting to tremble. Aton wondered,
with detachment, how he must feel, knowing he was about to be tortured dowly to death.

"Thisscum,” Oriswent on calmly, "thought he could organize you. Some of you believed him.
| know who you are." Again, she dowly scanned the crowd. "I monitored your conversations.
Nothing will happen to you at thistime. Remember, though, | know your names, and | know
what you said. | can do the same thing to you that I'm going to do to Peck here, if you show the
dightest Sgn of didoyalty."

Aton glanced at the warriorsin the crowd. Some seemed nervous. He carefully noted which
onesthey were.

"All right, sart killing him," Orissaid. Sheturned and walked away.

Quentain stepped forward. Aton hadn't seen her in the past three months, but she was exactly
the way he remembered her. The nubile body was tightly wrapped in alavender-blue jumpsuit.
Thelong blond hair caught the mellow rays of the sunset as shelooked Peck dowly up and down
like an artist examining ablank canvas. A guard brought forward atray of tools, and Aton
remembered, with apang of ingtinctive fear, the primitive implements shed used on him when
he'd been strapped on her operating table. The tools she had at her disposal now, however,
looked technologically sophisticated.

"Lights," she said. FHoodlights cameto life, bathing the area. Peck squinted into the glare.

Quentain picked up asmdl meta cylinder and thumbed aswitch. A bright yellow triangle, like
atightly focused lightbeam, sorang from one end. "Thisisan industria cutting tool,” she explained
to Peck. "We useit to shape high-carbon sted.” She watched him intently with her clear blue
eyes. Shewas no longer an artist; she was asadigtic child with amagnifying glass, preparing to
roast ants one by one and watch them wriggle asthey died.

Peck closed his eyes. He started shaking uncontrollably. He lost control of hisbowes, and
the smdl| of his shit drifted on thewarm evening air.

Quentain used thetoal to carve aone-inch chunk out of his heavily muscled thigh. The plasma
blade cauterized the wound asit cut the flesh, so there was no blood—only pain.

Thewarriors stared in brooding silence as Peck screamed and struggled. The warriors eyes
wereintense and unblinking. Many of them were beginning to bresthe heavily.

Quentain set aside her blade for amoment and picked up a bottle of acid. She squirted some
into Peck's|eft eye.

Aton turned away. Discreetly, heleft the crowd. Hefelt angry and frustrated—angry that
Peck wasn't suffering more, and frustrated that he wasn't the torturer. He, after al, had been
Peck'sintended victim. The least he deserved was a chance to take revenge in his own fashion.
The way Quentain was going about things, Peck would be dead in amatter of hours. If Aton had
hisway, it would take weeks.

Back at his makeshift home, he heated afood pack and carried it up to the bedroom so that
he could work while he ate. He unrolled the lesther gpron and carefully laid out histools. As
darkness gathered outside the windows, and Peck's screams of agony sounded faintly in the
distance, Aton started sharpening each pyramid-shaped four-inch stedl spiketo apinpoint and



mounting them carefully in the body armor.

Now that he knew that the battle was to be fought on Minion, it was dl the more important to
finish thislittle congtruction project ahead of time.
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It was claustrophobic in the personnel carrier. Theair stank of animals and flesh. Four
warriors were strapped into their seats, with four dorgs crammed into asmall padded area at the
back. Aton'sarmor was heavy across his chest. He shifted uncomfortably, feding himself
Swedting under it.

All the viewscreens were blank, because the vehicle was sedled ingde the dark cargo bay of
aflier, with seven other personnd carriers. Theflier, in turn, was stowed with five otherslike it
ing de the mother ship, whose luxury amenitiesfor interstellar travelers had been ripped out during
renovations on Xerva. Its sole purpose now was to transport the warriorsin their killing machines
from oneworld to another.

Gravity seemed to shift, and thefloor turned. "Orbitd injection,” said avoicefrom a
loudspesker in Aton's communication unit. "We are now orbiting planet Minion."

Hetried to visudize the landscape of amplelittle villages two hundred miles below. Beautiful
verdant country, primitive wooden dwellings. Hed been there less than a standard year ago, but
in hisimagination it now seemed as unred as a scene from an entertainment tape.

"What'staking so long?' complained the warrior Stting beside him. His name was Rovin; he
was a big, bearded bear of aman with a shaven head and a stedl-mesh waistcoat that hung open
to expose his chest. Metd rings had been set in hisears, nose, and nipples.

"They haveto get into the right position before we can drop,” Aton said. "Therésawhole
planet down there. Some parts aren't even inhabited.”

Rovin took hisknife from its sheath, ran histhumb aong its blade, then restlesdy stowed it
agan. "Still ssemsto me we been waiting long enough. | want to get me one of them Minion
women. Theway | hear it—"

He broke off with agrunt asthe carrier seemed to fal from under them. For amoment they
were completely weightless. "Fliersreleased,” said the voice over the loudspeaker. "Five minutes
to landfdl.”

Aton rehearsed it in hishead. Theflier would hit the ground. The doors of its cargo bay
would open. He'd up the power and take the personnel carrier roaring out onto the planet's
surface. After that, search and destroy; kill and burn.

His seat swayed and rocked astheflier carrying them fell through pockets of air turbulence.
One of the dorgs made an unhappy whining noise, and the warrior sitting behind Aton suddenly
threw up. His vomit spattered onto the steel floor, and the smdll of it quickly spread through the
vehicle. No one said anything now; they were tense and ready, watching the viewscreens.

Moreair turbulence. Then severe G-forces. Findly, the thud of contact.

The screenslit up asthe cargo doors opened. Daylight flooded in. Aton took the carrier
down asted ramp and out onto afield of tall grassand wild blossoms. A line of blue-gray trees
was close by; beyond them, acultivated field. The crop looked like barley, rippling in the wind.
A peasant holding a scythe was staring open-mouthed at the silvery ovoid of the flier with
tracked vehicles swarming out of it.

"Kill him," Aton told Rovin.

The big man did target acquisition and pressed the fire button. The farmer burst into flames,
aongwith alarge area of hisfield and the treesthat bordered it. Rovin grinned. "Y eah!" he

whooped. "All right!"
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"Turn ninety right, Unit One," said the voice over the comm unit. "Y oull cometo adirt road.
Proceed |€eft to thefirg village.™

Aton acknowledged and followed the directions. He saw the other personnel carriersfanning
out in different directions. In the distance, beyond the row of flaming trees, was awooden castle
at thetop of alow hill. Aton recognized it: the so-called pal ace of the salf-styled King of Minion.
Aton remembered his night as a prisoner there, when held come to Minion with Mdice and his
offworld status had been discovered. He remembered the humiliation of being trapped in a
ginking jail cdl with straw on the floor. Too bad his orders were now taking him in the opposite
direction; hed enjoy burning that building to the ground.

Asif in answer to hiswishes, apae blue beam flickered from above and danced briefly
acrossthe hilltop. The palace exploded in afirebal. Moments later, the personnel carrier rocked
asthe pressurewave hit it.

He turned the vehicle onto the dirt road. A horse and cart were just ahead. The driver wasa
typica Minion man: scrawny, bearded, with amean, ugly little face. His beautiful red-haired wife
sat behind him, demurely veiled.

Aton glanced a Rovin. "What are you waiting for?"

"Looking, that'sal. Figuring maybe to blow off that vell without taking her facewithit." He
fumbled with his controls.

Thedriver of the cart saw the personnd carrier coming a him and stood up, preparing to
jump for the ditch. Rovin hit the fire button. The blast from the beam blew the Minion man's
head, arms, and legs off and sent historso spiraing away, spraying blood like a decapitated lawn
sprinkler. The animal that had been pulling the cart exploded. The cart itself wasturned on its
sde, throwing the woman onto the ground. Shelay there unconscious, oozing blood.

Aton accelerated. The carrier's tracks bumped over her, mashing her body into the mud.

Thevillagewasvishle at thetop of the next hill. Tiny figureswere running acrossthefidds,
fleeing asthe vehicle approached. "Pick them off,” said Aton.

"All right, al right, man, I'm taking care of it." Rovin tapped the fire button, and one by one
the running figures popped like balloonsin a shooting gdlery, leaving splashes of pink and red on
thegreenfidds.

"Want meto do the village?' said Rovin.

"Y es, but use minimum power. People could be hiding in cellars. We don't want to bury them.
That'd make it harder to get them out and kill them."

"Gotcha" Rovin made adjustments. Asthe carrier rumbled into the village Street, he swung
the beam down one line of houses, then ancther, blasting their walsasde in aflurry of planks and
beams.

Aton stopped the carrier in alittle square at the center of thevillage. "Timeout,” hesaid. "Ten
minutes, no more, understood?' He opened the hatch.

In truth, the whole job could have been taken care of from inside the carrier; but he wanted
persona contact, and he knew the other warriors wanted it too.

Small fireswere crackling al around. Smoke was hillowing up into the sky. WWomen were
screaming. Animaswere running wildly to and fro.

Aton was high on adrenaline and blood lust. He hardly fdlt the weight of his spiked metd
armor. He ran toward a hesgp of timbers that had once been an inn, and drew his heat gun. A
man was climbing out from the debriswith blood running from a scap wound. "Hey," said Aton.

The man looked up, dartled. Aton shot him in the face with aminimum charge—just enough
to burn the skin off, set hishair on fire, and burgt his eyebdls. The man tumbled backward, blood
choking his screams.

Another man was emerging. He seemed virtually unhurt. He looked at his screaming
companion, saw Aton, and drew his sword.



Aton played the gun briefly over the blade, heeting it till it glowed red. The man dropped it
with aydll asthe heat reached the handle and seared his hand.

Aton switched the gun's beam briefly to the man's crotch, setting histrousers on fire and
burning his genitals off. But he was dready losng interest. "Kill," he said, and pointed. Hisdorg
loped forward, fell on the writhing body, and quickly ripped it to pieces.

Aton glanced around. His three companions were working their way around the square,
incinerating every man, woman, child, and anima they encountered. Aton watched for amoment.
The wholesde butchery stirred him briefly; but he needed more.

He ran past flaming huts and cabinsto one that was still basicaly intact. A peasant was
standing in the doorway, peering out, pale with fear. He tried to dam the door as Aton
approached, but wasn't quick enough. Aton hot-beamed the peasant's legs, and hefell down
screaming.

Aton stepped over him and found himself in atiny dirt-floored room. A woman was cowering
in one corner. Aton stared at her for amoment, confused by her exact resemblanceto Malice.
Then hefet hisragerise up. "Out," he shouted at her, and gestured with hisgun.

She'd seen what the weapon had done to her husband. She obeyed quickly and silently,
diding around the edge of the room with her back to the wall, till she reached the little doorway.
"Into the Street,” Aton snapped at her. She backed away, stepping over her husband lying
writhing in agony.

"Does his pain make you fedl good?' Aton asked, following the woman into the sireet. "Does
it? Or how about theway | fed?"

She gtared at him blankly, her face deathly pale and her chest heaving.

'‘Come on, woman!" he shouted at her. "Tell me!"

'I—fed dizzy," she gasped, asif the ondaught of emotions was overloading her telepathic
sengtivity.

"Leave her done," her hushand shouted from behind Aton. He started dragging himself out
into the street on hisbdly, trailing his ruined legs behind him.

Aton turned, amed carefully, and burned the man's fingers off.

Thewoman screamed in rage and seized Aton from behind, where he was rdlatively
unprotected by hisarmor. Her fingers curled around his head and ripped at hisface. Then she
grabbed hisgun arm and tried to Sink her teeth into it. She was abundle of fury, red hair swirling,
hands clutching feverishly.

Aton's dorg bounded forward. It bit into the woman'slegs. Its massive jaws closed with full
force, crunching her bones asit pulled her away from him.

Aton redlized he had forgotten the strength and ferocity of Minionettes. He cursed hisown
complacency. "Let her go," hetold the dorg.

Obediently, the creature backed off. The red-haired woman lay in the dirt, bleeding profusdly.
"I'm going to make you wish you'd never tried to hurt me," Aton told her. He uncoiled the rope
that he carried at his hip, fashioned anoose, and dipped it over her head. He tied the other end
around the shoulders of hisdorg. "Take her to the carrier,” he said, pointing.

The dorg loped across the cobblestones, hauling the woman behind it. Aton followed,
enjoying her throttled cries as she clutched at the rope around her neck while her bloody legs
traled inthedirt.

The men were assembling with their dorgs back at the vehicle. One warrior was holding two
severed heads like a couple of bagged bowling balls. Another was feeding ababy'sarm to his
dorg.

"Unit One," the loudspesker insde the vehicle was complaining. " Acknowledge, Unit One."

Atonignored it. He untied the rope from the dorg and tied it instead to a bar at the rear of the
personne carrier. The woman was il struggling to free hersdf from the noose around her neck,



but her struggles werefutile. The knot had pulled tight.

"Okay, ingde," said Aton.

The men and their dorgs piled into their vehicle. The men were breathing heavily. None of
them said anything, but their faces were flushed and they shared the same look of furtive, private
satisfaction.

Aton reached to close the hatch—then stopped as he saw aman on ahorse galloping into the
village square. One of the king'sarmy, he redlized. The man wore chain-mail armor and ameta
helmet. He had drawn his sword and was brandishing it, screaming abéttle cry.

Aton aimed carefully at the man's helmet and fired amedium burst from hisheat gun. The
helmet glowed red-hot.

The man shouted in pain and fell off hishorse. He scrabbled around on the ground, trying to
undo the strap that secured his helmet to his head. He was so crazed with pain he couldn't loosen
the buckle.

Aton reset the gun to itslowest setting, then played it on the helmet some more, literally
broiling the man's brains. The body started twitching and thrashing. His back arched, he went
rigid, then flopped over.

Aton smiled to himsdf, dammed the hatch, and returned to his seet in the personnd carrier.
"Unit One reporting,” he said, as he started out of the square.

"Five, did you abandon your vehicle?’

"We had to take care of some stuff outside, in person.”

Therewasashort slence. ™Y ou will explain when you return. Burn this village and proceed to
the next."

He nodded to Rovin. The beefy man upped the intendity of the personnel carrier's particle
beam and swept it around. The whole village exploded into flame as the vehicle moved out and
into the open country beyond.

Aton checked the rear viewscreen. The Minionette was till being dragged behind the
personnel carrier by the rope around her neck. Her body was being pum-meled and thrown from
sdeto side by ruts and stonesin the road. Her chewed legs were leaving atrail of blood.

The sght gave Aton some satisfaction. But he needed more.
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He stopped the vehicle when they were hafway to the next village. He sat in his sedt, slently
gtaring at the screens showing the landscape outside.

"What's up?' Rovin asked.

Aton turned toward him. "Take over.”

"What?' Rovin stared a him. So did the two warriors sitting behind.

Aton pulled himself out of his seet, moving awvkwardly in hisheavy armor. "I have something
to do out there. Pick me up on your way back."

Rovin glanced at the other men, then back at Aton. ™Y ou crazy? Thisain't what Oris—"

"Jugt doit," Aton said. "It'smy respongbility.”

Rovin shrugged. "Okay, boss." He did acrossto the controls.

As Aton opened the hatch and stepped out, he heard awarning growl from hisdorg. It
pushed quickly forward between the warriors and the other dorgs. Itsteeth were bared, its eyes
glaring ydlow.

Aton grabbed the top edge of the open hatch, braced himself, then managed to haul himsalf
up onto the roof of the vehicle. The dorg saw him, twisted around, and started climbing up after
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him. Its claws scrabbled ineffectualy acrossthe armor plate.

Aton drew hisgun and fired at the anima's head. It fell backward onto the ground and started
making horrible coughing sounds. Its black body writhed and its skin rippled. Its head was
mostly burned off, reduced to a scorched stump.

"Jesus Chrigt, Five, you're dead!" one of the warriors shouted.

Aton dammed the hatch shut. He didn't want any of the other dorgsto come out after him.
He turned and methodically burned his own dorg with his gun until its flesh was reduced to ash.

He turned back toward the vehicle. He knew that the warriorsinside were watching him on
the viewscreens. "Go," he said pointing on down the track. "1 know what I'm doing."

After amoment the vehiclé's power unit whined and it rumbled away, bumping adong the
rutted road, till dragging the body of the Minionette behind it. He noticed, without much interest,
that she now seemed to be dead.

Aton paused amoment, breathing deeply, asif preparing himsdf for what lay ahead. Then he
vaulted agate and ran from the dirt road through afield of tal grass. Hetried to figure the most
likely sequence of events. Orisand her guards would be monitoring al the forty-eight personnel
carriers and their warriors. Discipline would be breaking down everywhere, with men stopping
and killing at random. Chances were that Aton's brief command to Rovin to take over the
controls of the carrier wouldn't have been noticed. And the warriorsin hisunit probably wouldn't
report what he/d done to his dorg—at least, not right away. They'd be too confused and afraid of
some sort of reprisal for letting it happen. So he had agood chance of being left donefor at least
an hour, maybe more.

He had recognized the landscape, with aterrible sinking sensation, as the vehicle passed
between the hedgerows on the narrow dirt road. Lessthan ayear ago, but alifetime away, he
had followed Malice dong thisroad. Her little cabin was not far from here. Heincreased his
pace. He dreaded seeing it—but he knew he had to.

When the cabin cameinto view among the trees it was just as he remembered it. He stopped
and stoodf or amoment, breathing hard. A wisp of smoke came from the little building's chimney.
Someone, evidently, was home.

Aton circled around, trying to stay out of sight among the trees. He reached a point opposite
the cabin'sfront door, crouched down, and aimed his heat gun. He remembered the first evening
when she had brought him here: histerribleindecision, hisguilt, hislust for her that finaly svept
hisinhibitions asde. At that time, he had only known her identity as his mother for amatter of
days. He had till been trying to come to termswith it. Meanwhile, she had seduced him as she
awaysdid, playing on his obsession with her, goading him, provoking his sadism and then
feeding off it.

He aimed at the door and fired aquick burst, using atight beam so that only the door itself
caught fire.

There were shouts from insde the cabin. A scrawvny Minion man kicked the door open, then
knocked the flaming timbersto the ground. A woman appeared holding a bucket of water. She
threw it over theflames,

Aton emerged from his hiding place. "Get ingde," he shouted, brandishing the heat gun. " Or
I'll burn you both, just as| did the door."

They looked at each other, then started backing away from him, into the little building. He
followed them and paused in the doorway .

The green-eyed, red-haired woman was reaching for a kitchen knife. She looked scared but
proud as she grabbed it and held the blade high. The man, meanwhile, had drawn his sword.
"Who areyou?" he challenged Aton. "What do you want here, offworlder?’

Aton aimed his heat gun, taking care that the beam wouldn't touch the wooden wall and set
the rest of the cabin on fire. He let the man have a short burst in his scomach.



He dropped his sword and clutched himself, howling as the contents of his stomach boiled
ingde him. Aton camly picked up the sword, grabbed the man by hishair, and dragged him
outsde. Thewoman, meanwhile, stood staring in horror.

"Stop," he warned her, as she started coming after him with the kitchen knife. He raised the
sword warningly. "Get back in there.”

She hesitated, eyed the spikes and blades of hisarmor, then stepped backward. Her face
wasfull of panic and confusion. "Why?" she cried out. "Why are you doing this?'

Aton dumped the man on the ground, rolled him onto his back, raised the sword, and
jammed it down. The blade skewered his bdlly and sank into the soil beneath, pinning him likea
beetlein adigplay case. Blood started bubbling out of the wound. He waved hisarms and legs
feebly, coughed, twitched, and died.

"Put down the knife," Aton warned the woman as he walked back toward the cabin. "Or I'll
kill you too."

She dropped the blade. "Why?" she demanded again.

He stood in the doorway. " Get on the bed,” hetold her.

She stared a him, sensing the wild emotionsin hismind. She edged allittle way toward the
bed in the corner of the room, then stopped, reluctant to go further.

He drew hisown sword. "Damn you, do what | say!" He jabbed her quickly with thetip,
drawing blood.

She cried out and dumped backward onto the Ssmple mattress. "Don't!"

"Lieonyour back," he ordered her. " Spread your arms and legs.”

Sowly, fearfully, shedid ashe said.

Aton picked up arough towel hanging beside awash bowl by the window. He quickly diced
itinto four stripswith his sword, then walked to the woman and started using them to tie her
wrists and anklesto each corner of the bedframe. He took savage pleasure in pulling the knots
tight, watching the fabric cut into her pure white skin. Then he stepped back and surveyed her.

"Tdl meyour name" he said.

"Grief," she answered. Her breasts rose and fell quickly under her thin cotton dress. "My
nameisGrief."

He sat down on the edge of the bed and shook his head, rgjecting her answer. "Y our nameis
Mdice"

"No." Thewoman sounded confused. "Mdiceismy cousin.”

"You'relying. ThisisMdicescabin.”

The woman squirmed on the bed. "Y es, yes, it's her cabin. But | moved here after she—after
sheleft Minion." Shetossed her head from Sideto Sde asif trying to clear it. "What are you
doing? Why did you—" A sob caught in her throat. "Why did you kill my husband?'

"No. Hewasn't your husband. I'm your husband." Aton stood up.

"But I've never seen you beforel™

"You'relying. | recognizeyou. Y our nameisMaice."

She drew a breath and screamed as loudly as she could. The sound was deafening in thelittle
room.

"Therésno onewithinamile" hetold her quietly. "Thiscabinistotaly isolated. That'swhy
you choseit, Malice, remember?' He bent over her, grabbed the hem of her dress, cut it with his
dagger, then ripped it up the front, exposing the full length of her body.

"What do you want?" she asked, wide-eyed and pleading.

"Thisiswhat | want." He climbed onto the bed and lowered himsdf onto her—dowly,
tentatively, so that the spikes protruding from the front of hisarmor just barely pricked her body.
He held himsdlf in that position, bresthing heavily, while he watched her face.



Shetugged franticaly at the bonds securing her to the bed. They weretight. Shetried to
shrink into the mattress benegth. It was firm. He lowered himself afraction farther, and the spikes
dug deeper into her soft white skin. She screamed in pain and horror.

"But Mdice, you dwayslikeit when | hurt you," hetold her. Y ou get excited, making me
mad and having me take it out on you." He grabbed her red hair and jerked her head to face him.
"Damnyou, isn't that right?'

"It wasn't me!" she moaned.

"Look in my head and fed theway | fed right now," hetold her. "Isn't that good? Feel how
crud | am. Doesn't that make you excited? Eh?' He gave hiswrist a savage twigt, tightening his
grip on her hair.

"Too much." Shewinced asif trying to block out hisemotions. Tears started running down
her cheeks. "It'stoo much. It hurts. Please, leave me done!™

Helowered himsdlf aninch, letting hisweight drive the spikesinto her.

She screamed and started sobbing.

"Beg for mercy," hetold her.

"l beg you!"

Brutally, he dropped hisfull weight onto her. "Y ou showed me no mercy when you
abandoned me on Chthon. Why should | show you any?' Her face wasjust inchesfrom his. He
watched her expression, enjoying her pain. A Minionette's body had the power to resist injury
and hed itsdf—within limits. He knew he was now exceeding those limits.

"Please," she begged again. Shelooked up a him imploringly.

He did his hands behind her back, till hisarmswere wrapped around her. Helocked his
fingerstogether, then started hugging her to him, pulling her harder and harder againgt him. The
spikes were now amost totally embedded in her body. "Kissme," he ordered her.

Half crazy with pain and terror, she neverthelesstried to comply. He pressed his mouth
agang hers. The soft, erotic contact triggered something ingde him. Hefdt asif his head
exploded. His body shook with sensation and he hugged her against him with dl his sirength,
crushing and stabbing the life out of her as he climaxed. Her body shuddered and bled in his grip.

After she had died, he pulled himsdlf off her and staggered outside. His heart was pounding
painfully. He stripped off the body armor and dropped it on the grass. The sted spikes gleamed
red, and the metallic hide was stained dark with her blood.

He sat there for along time, trying to recover his senses. Hishead was full of pain and desth.
He had satisfied one of his needs for vengeance—and yet even now, it didn't seem enough.
Would he haveto kill every living thing, on every planet in the galaxy, before he could rest?

Histhoughts were interrupted by aflash of light in the sky. Aton looked up quickly and
shaded hiseyes. A circular shape was descending toward him, sunlight gleaming on its smooth
rim. "Fivel" avoice boomed out. "Stay right there, Five. Don't move.”

Wéll, he had known they would comefor him eventudly. He watched the flier with adull
sense of dread asit circled the cabin. A beam flickered briefly and there was the crack and
crackle of wood as trees were severed and bushes burst into flame, clearing an area big enough
for theflier toland in. Finaly its great slver bulk settled beside the cabin, and ahatch opened.

"Don't touch your wesgpon, Five. Move and you're dead."

Guards and dorgs poured out of the hatch. Severa of the black-uniformed women grabbed
him. One examined the Minion man, skewered on the ground. Another checked inside. A third
found the bloody spiked armor.

"What isthis? Y ou wanted to love her to deeth?' The guard stared at Aton in puzzlement.

Aton looked up at her blankly. "Loveisdeath," he said.
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"If it were my decison, you would bekilled," said Oris. She was sitting in the control room of
theflier asit skimmed over the Minion landscape. He was lying on the floor at her feet, hog-tied,
with aguard standing ether sde of him. His clothes were ripped and his body ached from the
beeting they'd administered after dragging him into the vehicle.

"Y ou disobeyed orders, and you burned your dorg," she went on. "That's ample cause for
having you publicly sacrificed.” She moved acontrol, and the flier veered suddenly. The display
of theterrain below had lit up with white tracers outlining aflight path. A personnel carrier was
moving across afield below, firing its beam weapon on docile, bovine creatures scattered across
the hillside. They exploded one by one, spattering the hillside with blood, skin, and entrails.

"Unit Seventeen,” Oris spoke into atransceiver. "What the hell are you doing? Y ou're
supposed to be killing people, not cattle."”

Therewas no reply over the comm link.

Shetook the flier down. "Come aboard, Seventeen. We're pulling out. Do you understand?”’

There was apause. "Uh, yes, Oris."

She waited while the doors to the cargo bay opened and the carrier rumbled in, joining half a
dozen othersthat she had dready picked up. Then shetook theflier into the air again, heading
back towarditsorigind landing field.

The wraparound video display showed the Minion landscape ravaged by thewarriors.
Muitilated bodies lay outside homes that had been smashed into kindling. Fires burned wherever
avillage had stood. The air was hazy with wood smoke.

"As| was saying," Oriswent on, "under normal circumstances, you'd be sentenced to aslow
desth. But the circumstances aren't norma."

Sheleaned back in her chair and surveyed him with ironic detachment. "Thefact is, Five,
someone set you up. Y ou were assigned to that areaof Minion in the hope that it would trigger
you theway it did. It provided thefind test of your conditioning: proof that under our care,
you've become completely dienated from your former life.”

Aton lay on the cold meta floor, hisarms and legs throbbing where the ropes cut into his skin.
Grimly, he absorbed what she had just said. He redlized that hisworst suspicions had been
correct: al along, someone had been manipulating him. He drew adow, painful breath. "Tdl me
who."

She smiled humorlesdy, enjoying her position of power over him. She gestured to one of her
guards. "Take Fiveto the storage room, lock himin, and don't release him till we reach orbit."
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Thelast of thefliersrose up from the surface of the planet, heading toward the mother ship
waiting above. The mission, such asit was, had been accomplished. It wastime to move on.

Aton was dragged out of the cargo bay of Orissflier, into the mother ship itself. The guards
marched him aong corridors and into the circular control room. It was just as he remembered it:
the starcube, the silver floor, and the white control consoles ranged around the perimeter. Oris
and Quentain stood flanked by their dorgs, asthey had before. But thistime athird figure was
present, seated in the pilot's chair.

It took Aton severa seconds to recognize the man. " Schenck,” he said. It was another name
from the past, and it brought another rush of painful memories. Moreover, it seemed impossible.
Once again Aton fdt asif redity had suddenly twisted around him.
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Thefat man'slip curled malicioudy, and hislittle dark eyes narrowed to dits. "Yes, Five. Itis
me, Schenck. Quite correct.”

Aton gtarted up onto hisfeet. "But you were a bounty hunter. | Ieft you on Hvee."

" Show some respect.” The guard behind Aton forced him back down onto his knees.

Schenck spread hishands. "I lied to you, Five. | was not atrader, and | was not a bounty
hunter either.” Heturned to Quentain and then to Oris, till with hisnasty grin, asif inviting them
to share hisjoke a Aton's expense.

Aton stared a the man. "But you reported Malice—"

"I reported your Minionette to the authorities,”" Schenck went on. "Oh, yes, that much was
true. But it was al worked out with her in advance, Five. | wanted you, but | wanted it to look as
if it was your ideato leave your home. So we put you in a position where your behavior would
be predictable. Indeed, it was. Y our wife let you think it was your ideato leave Hvee, but she
took you to Chthon in my ship on my orders.”

Aton blinked. He said nothing.

"Betrayed again, Five? Isthat what you are thinking?' Schenck eased himself out of hischair
and dowly got to hisfeet. He brushed imaginary dust off hisimmaculate dark-gray suit and
waddled toward Aton. "1 decided the Federation might be watching you on Hvee; that iswhy we
wanted you surreptitioudy. | did not redize your anima—your pet—might be fitted with
surveillance equipment, but we took care of that, didn't we?' He grinned some more.

"Why?" said Aton. The word had aflat, demanding sound.

Schenck's grin dowly faded. "Frankly, Five, | wanted to see you suffer.” He was spesking
more serioudy, more dowly, now. ™Y ou had to pay for what you did to the plasmaintelligence of
Chthon. | work for it, do you see? It knew where to find you. It wanted you back, Five, and |
gaveit what it wanted. My friends'—he gestured at Oris and Quentain—"just did what | told
themto. Asthey dwaysdo. Am | right?' He turned and looked at each of themin turn.

"Yes, dr." They said it in unison. Quentain spoke with aghost of agmile, asif it didn't cost her
anything to humor thisfat man. Oris, however, was grim and pde. It obvioudy didn't St well with
her to admit, in front-of Aton, that there was an authority that she had to submit to.

Schenck turned back to Aton. "So you see, | am the onewho arranged it al. | ruined your
life, Five, and | enjoyed every moment. | have enjoyed telling you about it, and | enjoy the fact
that there is nothing you can do about it."

Aton drew adeep breath and let it out dowly. Finally, he understood. Not that it exonerated
Orisor Quentain in any way; he craved to hurt them as much as ever. His priorities had changed,
that wasdll.

"S0." Schenck put hishandsin his pockets. "Y ou ook unhappy, Five. Good. Y ou have paid
for attempting to murder an intelligence superior to your own."

"Did you kill my father?' He stared straight at the man, trying to seeinto his mean little eyes.

Schenck gestured vaguely. "There are some things | cannot tell you, because that is not my
job. But you will find out soon enough, where you are going. We, you see, are moving on to the
next world." He waddled back to his control chair. "The mind of Chthon isinhuman in the purest
sense. It despises al forms of organic life, and has assigned us to cause as much pain and desth
aspossible” He sank into the chair. "But your part in thisisover. Y ou will make your own little
trip. Do you remember aman named Bedeker?'

The name jolted Aton. It was from his more distant past. He remembered the gene labs of
Luna, and the zoo of human freaks that Bedeker had maintained. "A geneticist,” he said. "Hewas
some kind of extenson of Chthon."

"Is" Schenck corrected him. "Bedeker isdive and well, Five, asisthe mind of Chthon. You
will pay himavist." Heturned to Oris. "Has the navigation computer in my cargo transport
vehicle been reset?!



"Yes, gr." Shedill avoided hiseyes, asif pride inhibited her from directly acknowledging his
authority.

"Good. Take Fiveto the ship, activateits program, lock himiniit, and gect it." Schenck
turned back to Aton. "It will be atwo-day trip, Five. When you arrive, | assureyou, it will seem
quiteworthwhile”

The guard behind Aton grabbed him under hisarms and hauled him onto hisfeet. Abruptly,
Aton redlized that he was about to be separated, maybe permanently, from Schenck, Oris,
Quentain, and dl the others.

"No," he said. He braced himsdlf, wrenched free, turned, and grabbed the guard's sword. To
be deprived of revenge would beintolerable. He hurled the sword like a spear, aiming for
Schenck'sfat belly.

One of the dorgs leaped forward with inhuman speed and knocked the sword out of the air
with itsfront paw. The wesgpon clattered harmlesdy to the deck.

Aton was dready running forward, heading for Oris, his hands outstretched, hisface
contorted with rage. She stepped back, looking disconcerted. But another of the dorgs jumped
into his path. It reared up with itsteeth bared, its paws ready to grip himin adeadly embrace.

He stopped. He glanced toward Quentain, but she, too, was protected by adorg. Aton
clenched hisfists and cursed them, overwhelmed with impotent rage. Guards rushed up and
saized him. He submitted, till glaring at the three people he most craved to hurt and kill.

The dorgs padded back to their original positions. Orislooked at Aton asif she wanted to
order hisimmediate execution, but she said nothing.

Schenck shook his head. "Five, it has been very entertaining, playing with you for the past few
months. But you are now beginning to irritate me." He gestured to the guards. "Kindly take him
out of here”
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Schenck's cargo trangport was the same one in which Aton and Malice had fled from Hvee,
The guards shut himinit, but left him free to roam the empty corridors and shaftways. He floated
through them, aonein the ship, until he found the tiny cabin where he had huddled with the emp,
during the days when he had been waiting and wondering what was going to happen to him. The
restraint webbing was still hooked across the bunk where he had |ft it, and a pile of
emergency-rations wrappers lay on thefloor.

Aton went to the central shaft and kicked up it to the control room. There was the G-couch
where she had sat. Here were the controls. He steadied himself againgt the pandl asthe ship's
atitude thrustersfired and the small rocket engines nudged it out of the mother ship's cargo bay
and into space.

A pause, then another lurch and adistant roaring of the motors. He moved to the couch,
rested on it, and watched the screens. On one side they showed the face of the planet Minion
againgt the blackness of space. On the other side was the bulk of the mother ship, the doors of its
cargo bay dowly closing after gecting the little transport vehicleinto the void.

For along moment, nothing happened; then the mother ship started moving dowly away. Its
drive increased power and it diminished more and more rapidly, till it was a pinpoint anong the
dars.

Aton was eft fill orbiting Minion. Soon, he guessed, Federation forces would cometo
investigate the sudden loss of contact with the transmitter that had been in the king's palace. By
then, Schenck, Oris, Quentain, and their warriors would be raining death on some other world at
the other end of the galaxy. He imagined them encountering some unexpected resistance,
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imagined their ship's defenses overwhemed, so that it fell helplesdy and burned up in aplanet's
atmosphere, roasting everyone insdeit. He saw Orissface turning black asthe heat consumed
her, Quentain's flesh bubbling and popping like meeat in an oven.

He shook his head angrily. The fantasies were futile; he had failed, and he should admit it.

Over at the control pandl, the navigation computer clicked, following its preset program, and
the vehiclés own drive cameto life. Aton watched passively. He had dready checked the
controls. They were completely dead; there was no way to override them manually. The ship was
going to take him to preset coordinates, and until he got there, there was nothing he could do.

G-forces pressed him gently into his seat. The face of Minion began to shift and recede.
Schenck'slittle cargo transport departed smoothly, heading into the void.

50.
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Something was blotting out the stars. As Aton watched the viewscreen he saw ablack shape
at the center dowly expanding, obscuring the white pinpoints around it.

The ship was barely moving now. After two daysit had decelerated and emerged into normal
gpacetime near asmall planetary system—aexactly which one he had no way of knowing. The sun
at the center was large and yellow. There were severd planets, but none of them was close
enough to check visudly.

The ship had drifted dowly for an hour or more, its reaction motorsfiring intermittently in
accordance with the preset program. Now it seemed to be approaching something like ablack
sormcloud floating in the void.

Aton checked the proximity detector. Whatever the object was, it had mass. It showed on
the radar as being disk-shaped, afew hundred feet in diameter, rotating dowly. Its edges rippled
and curled. The ship drifted toward it like afly into aspiderweb, closer, and till closer.

A dithering, ragping sound resonated through the hull, asif the entire vehicle were being
wrapped in something firm but sticky. All the screenswent completely black, and al externa
sensors went dead. The shell of the ship creaked and groaned as the black stuff pressed around
it. Thefloor lurched under Aton'sfeet and then was till.

He floated adonein the control room, looking from one blank screen to the next. The
navigation computerc himed softly, Sgnifying that its program had ended and it was returning to
manua mode. Evidently the vehicle had brought Aton to hisintended destination. Theoretically,
now, he could reprogram it and head someplace new. But if he did that, he'd be taking the stuff
outsde with him, and he would beflying blind.

There was amuffled tapping sound above his head. He looked up quickly, not knowing what
to expect. There was an emergency airlock in the nose of the ship, directly above the control
room. Something wastrying to get in.

Aton scanned the controls. He found the emergency override to sed the ship againgt any
entry, reached toward it, but didn't touch it. Whatever it was out there had been instrumental in
everything that had happened to him. He had to know what it was. He could not evade a
confrontation.

A motor whined, and the outer airlock door opened. Aton turned his back to the control
pand and waited, staring upward. Something thumped into the airlock, but there was no window
inthe inner door, so he had no way of seeing what was there.

The outer door closed, and air hissed into the compartment. Aton had already searched the
ship for wegpons, there was nothing on the ship that would enable him to defend himself. A
plastic tray lay close by, with the remnants of hislunch till onit. He vagudly imagined using that
asashied, but theideawaslaughable: any projectile would penetrate it, and a heat gun would
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mdtitingantly.

Theinner door did dowly open, and afigure drifted in. It wasaman: tall, gaunt, bearded,
with deep-sat haunted eyes. He moved down into the control room, steadying himself clumsly
againgt thewall. He reached the accel eration couch opposite Aton and rested there, turning his
bearded face toward him.

"Bedeker," Aton said.

The man gave an avkward, twisted smile. "Didn't they tell you to expect me?* His speech
was durred and accented in away that was smilar to Schenck’s. He gestured vagudly, asif he
hed trouble maintaining coordination.

"You'redead," said Aton. "l saw you die. On Luna."

Bedeker looked around the control room. His eyes moved quickly, but he seemed to have
trouble focusing, and hetook in the details asif he had never been in aship before. "Bedeker's
intelligence never died,” he said. "Asfor the body—this oneisasmulation. I1t's made of
SOMA. The black stuff outsdeis SOMA, too. That'sthe name I've given it, anyway. Sentient
Organic Multicdlular Automaton.”

Aton watched him warily, keeping as much distance as possible between them. "SOMA is
something to do with Chthon?"

Bedeker nodded. He opened and closed his mouth asif exercising the jaw muscles. He
raised one hand and touched his own face, feding the shape of it. He moved like a poorly
programmed robot, still testing its coordination. ""We are currently near Chthon's orbit,” he went
on, "though the planet is on the other sSide of the sun at present. Y ou'll remember that when you
destroyed the plasmaintelligence at the center of Chthon, it was blown into space. Some of it
coaesced here. The structure of the plasma could not be recovered, but the program for its
intelligence was stored on amolecular level, just as asingle sperm call and asingle ovum contain
aprogram to build an entire human being. Y ou see, that was our contingency plan, so that
Chthon and mysdf could survive."

"Our plan?'

"We—I|—am avast group of cdls. Clever cells, Five. So clever, we can evenimitate a
human being. Y ou see?' He spread out hisarms and looked down at himself. "Even these clothes
that I'm wearing are SOMA cdlls. They've been reprogrammed to behave that way, temporarily.
But they can change." Ashe spoke, his jacket seemed to become plagtic. It passed quickly
through a spectrum of colors. It billowed around him, then relaxed.

"Mdice" Aton said softly, remembering her transformation into ablack, puttylike substance
that had shifted and flowed.

"Yes" Bedeker smiled. Hiseyes glittered. " She became SOMA. | started the processin her
amogt ayear ago, on Luna."

"Y ou infected her while shewasin your genelabs?'

Bedeker nodded. "SOMA cdlls can replace human cells gradually, one by one, precisdy
imitating thelr function. Even nerve cellsin the brain. The victim doesn't know it's happening.
Until, later, the SOMA cdlls are activated. Then they become sentient and acquire their own
group consciousness. They may choose to continue behaving like a human being—or they may
choose not to." He gave Aton a serene smile, like azealot who had just described nirvana

"So Schenck isa SOMA entity, too."

"Of course. Some of SOMA fell back to the surface of Chthon. We maintain aform of
mental communi cation. We established the camp on the surface of Chthon with theaid of Oris
and Quentain. They aren't part of us; they're humans, sociopaths who just happened to suit our
purposes. The warriors, likewise. The other guards, though, and the dorgs—those are dll
SOMA."

"So Schenck cameto Hvee," Aton said, piecing thingstogether. "He found me. He activated



the cellsthat had taken over Malice—"

"Not quite. Y our father was lso a SOMA entity; Malice inadvertently infected him when you
both arrived on Hvee. She and he remained dormant, unaware of what had happened to them, till
Schenck arrived. He activated the cdllsin Aurelius, who did the samefor Malice. All it takesis
close contact, or exchange of bodily fluids, for the information to passfrom cell to cdl. In
minutes, the SOMA organism acquires cellular consciousness. Theresacruciad moment of
trangition, though, in which the cells are switching from dormant to active role. The whole system
can break down—in which case everything dies.”

"Which iswhat happened to Aurdius?’

Bedeker nodded. "Fortunately, he had passed the programming to Malice just beforehand.
Andin her case, it was entirely successful. Oh, there was some deterioration in her physica
gppearance. Oncethe cells acquire their active SOMA identity, they find it hard to sustain a
smulation of ahuman being. That was why we made dl the dorgs and dl the women guards ook
the same; we perfected the design and shared the work of sustaining it. This Bedeker replica,
which we created so we could communicate with you and convince you of thetruth, isan extra
drain on our resources.”

Aton took asdow, deep breath. "All right." He nodded. "Y ou've succeeded. | believeyou. It
explains everything that's happened. But you didn't bring me out here just for a conversation.”

Once again Bedeker contrived the awkward, twisted smile. He let go of the couch and
sarted drifting very dowly toward Aton. "We brought you here, Five, to conduct adelicate
operation under the most carefully controlled circumstances, a the heart of SOMA."

"An operation?" Aton edged backward.

"No, no, not what you think. Weve finished taking revenge on you, Five. It'stimefor you to
joinusnow."

"What do you mean?' He eyed the shaftway leading out of the control room. Bedeker was
blocking his accessto it. He wondered if he could kick up and over the man. Bedeker's SOMA
body till ssemed duggish and uncoordinated. But even if Aton could evade him—what then?

Bedeker laughed. "It's much too late to escape, Five. Maice infected you months ago. Not
her fault; she didn't know. As| said, intimate contact will communicate it. So, right now, you're
aready one hundred percent SOMA. Dormant, of course—but not for much longer." He pushed
himsdlf closer. "Onetouchisdl it will take." He hed up theforefinger of hisright hand. As Aton
watched, the fingernail extended itself, growing into a curved blade. "Onelittle scratch.” He
grinned, exposing irregular, budlike teeth, and amouth that seemed incompletely formed, lacking
atongue. "Youll likeit, Five. Itsasuperior form of existence. Human beings are like unintelligent
pests by comparison. That's why we're exterminating them.”

Beside Aton's hand was the fire button controlling the reaction motors of the ship, used for
maneuvering in freefall. Heflipped its safety cover up and jammed histhumb onit. Hypergolic
fuel flowed into combustion chambers. Flame erupted from the engines at the tail. It seared the
layer of SOMA enveloping the ship.

The vehiclelurched. Aton was prepared for it. Bedeker fell backward, flailing hisarms, and
his face seemed to melt. He shouted in pain. SOMA was one group entity; Bedeker's cellswere
sharing the experience of the cells being fried aive by rocket exhaust.

Aton seized the plastic food tray beside him, held it on the pam of hishand, and swung it into
Bedeker's chest, knocking him up toward the emergency hatch. Bedeker somersaulted
backward. His body was shrinking into alumpy black thing, merging with the pseudo-clothes
around it. A strange, high-pitched keening noise emitted from the cavity where his mouth had
been. He bounced off the edge of the escape hatch and fdll into the airlock.

Aton activated the inner door. Bedeker reached out a boneless arm that writhed like a
pseudopod, but he wastoo late. The door did shut.



Aton turned back to the control pandl. He hit the keystofiredl of the attitude thrusters. Small
motors aong the length of the ship cameto life, searing the SOMA entity with pinpricks of flame.
The ship started spinning. Aton touched the controls again, increased the rate of rotation.
Centrifugd force threw him hard againgt the wall—and threw the layer of SOMA off the outside
of the ship. In the viewscreens, the stars reappeared.

Aton reversed the attitude thrusters, canceling the spin. He increased the thrust of the reaction
motors to maximum, blasting out of SOMA's embrace. Then heturned on the grav-drive. Inthe
rear viewscreens, black strands and blobsfell away behind the ship like aripped spiderweb.

Aton turned to the navigation computer. If he could remember some planetary coordinates,
he could reprogram it. Otherwise, he would have to plunge blindly into space, where the odds
agang emerging near astar system would be billionsto one.

But there was one set of coordinates that anyone knew who'd ever spent time on interstellar
transport, as he had. The coordinates for Old Earth.

He punched them into the keyboard, then fell back onto the couch as the ship turned toward
itsnew destination.

o1,
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During thefirst few hours of the trip, he scoured the control room. Wearing a biohazard suit
that he found in the utility cargo bay, he vacuumed every particle of dirt and wiped every surface
with cleaning fluid. He found a black, gummy SOMA residue where Bedeker had scraped
againg the edge of the emergency hatch. It flowed duggishly toward his glove when he reached
out to touch it. Cleaning fluid didn't seem to have any effect on it, so he went to the supply room
and found bottles of battery acid. When he prepared a strong solution of the acid and wiped it
acrossthe black goo, it writhed and rippled asit dowly dissolved. In hisimagination, he heard it
screaming.

If Bedeker had been tdlling the truth, the black stuff was not so different from Aton himself.
His cdlswere now SOMA cells, dumbly imitating the human cdllsthey had replaced. It would
only take onetiny particle of Bedeker's SOMA residue to contaminate Aton's cells and
reprogram them, triggering histransformation to cdllular consciousness and thefind, irrevocable
lossof hishumean identity.

In some ways, the concept didn't seem particularly threatening. He dready felt totally
dienated from hisfellow humans. It would not trouble him greetly if humanity, asaspecies, was
exterminated. He might even have surrendered willingly to Bedeker, except for one thing: he had
committed himsdlf to vengeance. If SOMA wasthe entity that had robbed him of hishome, his
father, and hiswife, then somehow SOMA must be punished.

Hefound extraair tanksfor his biohazard suit in the cargo bay. He had to switch tanks every
sx hours. Whenever he did so, he scoured the threads on the connector carefully with dilute acid
before screwing it into place. Twice he found asuspiciousfilmy black residue on the outside of
the air hose, trying to penetrate the sedl.

He ate and drank sparingly, at wide intervals. He donned disposable gloves before opening
the food packs, and wiped his faceplate with the acid solution before opening it. He used awhite
cloth, and found afaint black resdue on it every time,

When he dept, he dreamed of blackness closing around him, spreading over the suit,
somehow filtering through it, touching his skin, entering hisblood, turning him into some new life
form—adorg, or one of the sexless female guards on Chthon. Each time, he woke with agtart,
gasping for bregth, hiswhole body trembling.

Thetrip to Earth took four days. By the end of that time he was choking on his own odor but
no longer dared to open the faceplate. He spent dl hiswaking hours cleaning and recleaning the
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control room and the outside of the suit, mumbling dementedly about dirt, cells, and vengeance.
Hewas no longer entirdly sane; but he was still ahuman being—superficidly, at lesst.

52,
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The people of Luna picked up hismumbled radio messages warning of acelular lifeform that
had infected him and was spreading through the galaxy. They told him to identify himself. Assoon
asthey redized who he was, they sent robot dronesto intercept his ship, and expert systemsto
comunicatewith him.

They coaxed him out of the control room, into space. His biohazard suit swelled likea
balloon; it had never been intended for usein avacuum. Still, it sustained him while spidery meta
amstransferred him to asealed, Serile environment. High-energy beams then incinerated his ship
and any form of lifethat might still be clinging to it. He was sedated, and they took him to the
genelabson Lunaitsaf.

Time became fragmented. Life became a series of intermittent waking moments, trappedin a
white chamber, communicating with faces on screens. One of the faces he recognized: a petite,
sharp-featured woman with aert eyes and intelligent features. Samantha Smith, the systems
anaydt; he had dedlt with her before, before he had been robbed of hislife—

"Tdl me everything that happened to you, Aton." Everything. A robot hand administered
another shot of sedative. He was floating. Past and present time merged together. Everything; the
word resonated. "I'm no longer human. If you do an andyss—"

"Weknow. The andysis shows an entirely dien, dlotropic cell with slent genes. Were
sudying it. Now tell me everything that happened to you."

"1 was born on Hvee—"

"Start with the camp on Chthon. Tell mewhy you murdered Alix." The voice was gentle, but
the face on the screen looked grimly serious.

He thought of Alix and her kind, warm touch. Thelovemaking in her room. His anger rose up.
" She betrayed me. She had to be punished.”

"No. She cared for you. Sherisked her lifefor you."

He twisted in the soft padded bed that held him like a cocoon. "They must al be punished!”

"Aton. Listento me. Y ou're not making any sense. Tell me everything. Wereyou in the war
party that massacred the people of Minion? Why did you kill those people?!

He saw ared-haired woman, lover and mother, cruel beauty, alook of amused disdain,
rgecting him. "l killed Mdice."

"That'simpossible. She disappeared after sheleft you on Chthon. We believe shewas
contaminated with the same cdll system that hasinfected you. But we don't know. Y ou haveto
help us, Aton. If you help us, wewill help you."

That focused his attention. ™Y ou'll help me destroy SOMA?!

"Of course”

Hedidn't trust her. Shetoo would betray him. But he could use her assistance until she turned
againgt him; and then he could kill her too.

"It began on Hvee, the day my father died..."

53.
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He talked to Samantha Smith for many hours. She listened, dways atentive, with eyesthat
seemed to understand him even through the medium of the videoscreen. Her neutrality, her quiet
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voice, and her patience were strangely seductive, and he found himsdlf entering adetached state
of mind in which hislife seemed to lie like alandscape far below, with features that he could point
out for her interest.

He became atour guideto hisown timeline. As he looked back at his own actions, hewas
faintly surprised by hisruthlessness. Still he fet no remorse; it was right that people around him
should have paid for the crimes that had been committed againgt him.

"But SOMA wasyour red enemy, Aton," Samanthareminded him onceinawhile. "You
know that."

Hedidn't argue; he knew that thiswas 0.

They cut back some of the psychoactive medication. Aton found his thoughts coming into
clearer focus. The events he had described to her, which previoudy seemed so distant, now
haunted him in close-up. She made him describe them again, and for the first time, he hesitated
over themogt brutd details.

"Would you kill metheway you killed other innocent people?’ she asked at one point.

"Only if you betray me."

"But they didn't betray you. Y ou see that now. SOMA manipulated you, and manipulated
them. No one betrayed you."

Shewastaking moreto him, and listening less. Herv oice wasinsstent; it seemed to come
frominsde hishead. Strangdly, he did not resent itsintrusion. It made him fed lessisolated, more
human. He il told himsdlf that he couldn't trust her to any degree; but without redizing it, he was
gtarting to depend on her gentle commentary.

"SOMA wasmy enemy,” herepeated. "Yes. | know."

"The people you killed did not betray you. They were innocent people. Some of them even
tried to help you."

He blinked. The room containing him suddenly seemed much more tangible and red than it
had before. He looked at al the equipment arrayed around him, and the big videoscreen standing
opposite. How long had he been in here?

"They were not your enemies,”" she repeated indstently.

"But | killed them?" It no longer seemed to make sense.

"Y ou committed arocities. Y ou inflicted terrible suffering and death." Abruptly, she cut the
link. The screen went blank.

He was|eft done insde his own head, confronted by the enormity of what he had done.
"Come back!" he shouted.

She returned to him an hour later. By that time, he was huddled in aball, rocking to and fro,
crying and clutching himsdlf. "SOMA took away everything. It killed my father. 1t killed Mdice. It
killed my pet. It hurt me. It disfigured me."

"That explainswhy you did what you did," she said calmly. "Buit the fact remains: the people
you killed were innocent."

"Then | should be punished. But | dready have been punished. | have nothing.”

"There's no need for any further punishment. Y ou wereinsane. Y ou were not responsible for
your own actions.”

He stared at her image, wanting to believe what she had just said.

"Y ou can gtill atonefor your crimes,” shewent on. "That isthe proper answer."

"How? By killing SOMA?"

She shook her head. "There has been enough killing."

"But it destroyed me. If we don't destroy it, it will destroy everyone.”

"Aton, when you are facing an enemy, you don't necessarily have to destroy himin order to
be secure. Thereis another way."



"What?' he stared blankly at her image on the screen.

She shrugged. "Y ou can persuade him to be your friend.”

"But SOMA despiseshuman life. It looks on usasvermin.”

Samantha shrugged. She amiled. " Then we must induce SOMA to changeits mind.”

4.
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They put himin aship and sent him back into space. The ship was a crude and smple shell
built around a grav-drive and a navigation computer, nothing more. There was only one cabin,
and itsinterior was bare, containing no furnishings or amenities of any kind. It was open to the
vacuum of space and hested to atemperature dightly above freezing. Aton was happy enoughin
these primitive conditions: he no longer had need for comfort, oxygen, or warmth.

Hisonly luxury wasasmall mirror. He derived a peculiar satisfaction from seeing hisown face
remade, freefrom al the blemishesthat had been inflicted during hisinitiation in the camp on
Chthon. He looked human again—which wasironic, snce he was far less human now than he
had been before. In fact, he was now capable of rearranging his festuresin any human or
inhuman form he chose.

The little ship took him to the planetary system that had been programmed into its computer.
Aton was not bored during the four-day journey; he spent the time listening to the new music of
his cdlls, exploring the sentience indde himself.

The ship emerged in norma spacetime and spent severa hours scanning for asmdl, specid
object that was known to be floating somewhere in this region. Having successfully found it and
locked on, it spent another day moving into position for rendezvous.

Finally, the ship announced to him that its task was complete. Aton roused himsdlf from his
inner contemplation. He looked out and saw SOMA as he had seen it before; ablack shape
obscuring the stars. 1t was no longer shredded and torn; it had coadesced again into adisk,
turning dowly, warming itsaf from the distant sun that also shone on Chthon.

Its presence resonated now with his congtituent cells. It called to him as apiece of itsdf. He
stood up, naked as he had been throughout the journey. He opened the ship's hatch and stepped
into space. He needed no pressure suit; the vacuum could no longer hurt him, and nor could the
temperature of space, provided he moved so that the sun warmed each side of hisbody in turn.

The ship had stopped less than a hundred feet from the SOMA disk. Aton kicked himsdlf
toward the black cdllular massfloating in front of him. It rippled expectantly, anticipating hisunion
withit.

Heimpacted gently inits center. Its surface was soft and sticky, and it surged up around him,
holding him possessively, claming him asitsown.

He scratched atiny incision in the sticky black surface beside him, touched it with his
moistened finger, and waited.

At firgt there was no perceptible change. Then hefelt afaint trembling in the membrane that
held him. The trembling became avibration, and ripples spread outward asif the disk were the
surface of apond into which astone had been thrown. Suddenly it convulsed, twisting under him
in aspasm that dmost seemed to rend it gpart. He clung to it, afraid of being gected into space.
The starsturned around him. Gradually, then, the spasms subsided, and it relaxed.

We are one, now, he thought. The thought reflected back at him from the billions of cellsthat
shared it. The thought was a chorus of vaues and intent.

Aton carefully visuaized the boundaries of hisphysical body and started struggling to
disengage himsdlf from the sticky black stuff. Already, he found, some of him had merged withit,
and some of it had merged with him, so that it was hard to tell where the separation should occur.
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Well, if heleft some of himself here, and took some of it with him, it would make no difference.

Hefinaly freed himself and kicked back toward the open hatch of the ship. He had
accomplished thefirg stage in hismission, but there was much more il to do.

Hewas, of course, no longer human in any sense. He had surrendered his human identity
back on Luna as the price he had to pay for his own redemption. Still, his cells could remember
his past as a human being. He remembered, for instance, hislast conversation with Samantha
Smith.

He had 4till been in the gterile tank, communicating with her over the video link, but his period
of confinement was dmost over.

"We have completed our molecular andlysis of the tissue sample we took from you," shetold
him. "We now understand SOMA—or rather, our computers do. Only amachine intelligence
can decode something so complex.”

"What's your plan?' He asked the question fatalistically, suspecting that whatever she said, it
would offer no hope of restoring to him hislife asanormal person.

"We're going to activate your dormant SOMA cdlls" shetold him. ™Y ou will makethe
trangition from ahuman replicato a pure cdlular automaton. But the program well give them will
be different from other SOMA entities. Weve made changes in the code.”

She went on to explain that they had engineered anew set of imperatives. His SOMA cdlls
would not seek to eradicate human life; instead, their new program would impel them to protect
it. They would no longer be driven to reproduce themselves and infect other organisms asaway
of disseminating themsdlves like avirus throughout the galaxy. Instead, SOMA cdllswould fed a
need to unite with larger and larger aggregates of their own kind, returning ultimately to their
birthplace on Chthon.

The new program was designed to replicate itsalf indefinitely. He was the source, the primary
vector; each SOMA form that he touched would be reprogrammed in hisimage. Thus, SOMA
would not be destroyed—it had aready spread so widely there was no easy way to eradicate it.
Instead, it would be subverted from within. It would be reprogrammed to become benign instead
of madignant.

Aton drifted in through the ship's hatch, turned, and closed it behind him. The ship had
monitored his contact with the SOMA disk, and its systems had adready transmitted areport
back to Luna. Everything, so far, had worked as planned.

Aton waited while the ship turned, searching for the planet Chthon. It was currently occupying
apostioninitsorbit onthe far sde of the bright yellow star that wasits sun.

On Chthon, there would be more SOMA life formsto receive the message that Aton carried
in hiscells. From there, hewould travel perhapsto Xerva, the meta world, where some of
Schenck's SOMA servants probably still remained, overseeing weapons production in the
automated factories.

Ultimatdly, Aton would find Schenck and hiswar party. He would merge not only with
Schenck and his dorgs and guards, but with Oris, Quentain, and their warriorsaswell. This
would be the one exception to hisimperative againgt infecting any additiona human hosts with the
SOMA form. It would a so be his ultimate victory: not to punish his onetime oppressors, but to
force them to become replicas of himself.

Eventudly, he might encounter the SOMA aggregate that had once configured itsdlf as
Mdice. No SOMA cell group could redlly be separate from any other part, for they al shared a
common identity. But heimagined that there might be some strange, specia plessurein merging
hiscdlswith hers.

The ship accelerated on a parabolatoward Chthon. The planet came into view asatiny green
pinpoint againgt the darkness of space, and Aton considered how it would fed when the SOMA
entities obeyed their new imperative to return and reassembl e there. He would become part of an



immense group consciousness, aien to humanity yet symbiotic with it. He would even achieve a
form of immortdity, since there seemed no aging process built into the SOMA form.

He now felt no regret at the transformation that had been forced on him. Already, asa
SOMA entity, he had achieved something he had never redlly known before: asense of unity. As
aperson, he had aways been haunted by the stigma of being a half-breed, and had felt dienated
from others. Now his cellswere a chorus of separate yet meshing identities, united as agroup,
and promising powers as yet untested.

Aloneinthearlessmeta cabin, heading down toward the surface of Chthon, he felt astrange
kind of satisfaction. He had fulfilled none of the obsessionsthat had ruled hislife. And yet, he was
at peace with himsdlf, and content.

Afterword
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The SOMA entity inthisnovel isnot entirdy fictitious. In the last ten years, mathematicians
have becomeinterested in "cellular automatd': cells patternsthat follow very smple additive
growth rules, but evolve in complicated ways that seem to imitate life itsdf. Thereisno theoretica
reason why such an entity could not display intelligence.

The availability of microcomputers has made it possible for many of usto experiment with
cdlular automata at home. These forms of pseudo-life appear as patterns on the screen that grow
from aninitid seed to form structuresthat can be vast, complex, and very beautiful.

Programsto generate two families of cdllular automata (the two-dimensiond type and the
newer linear type) are now available for IBM-PC with graphics adapter, PCjr, or true
IBM-compatibles. For additional information, send a self-addressed stamped business-size
envelopeto:

Cdl Sygems

594 Broadway, Room 1208 New Y ork, NY

(IBM, IBM-PC, and PCjr are registered trademarks of International Business Machines
Corporation.)
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