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My name's Rodan Samsaraand | travel with the Delphic Oracle. It's abusiness arrangement, athough
sheisvery good to look at, and sometimes when she touches me, the touch is more than skin-deep.
Nonethdess, it isbusiness only with us. Sheisasoul-catcher and her first alegiance isto the 40,000 or
so whigpering souls waiting inside her to be reborn. She has no timefor me. On the outside, sheisawiry,
sexy tomboy with thick, black-rope hair, and when she walks, she moves more ways than one.

How we met is another story, but sufficeit to say that she kept me from being turned into 170 pounds of
high-grade extra-lean rat kibble for the long-nosed concubines of some dime king on adumpworld
where | had the misfortune of stopping over for afew days rest. And now we travel together. We assst
each other. But when she touches me, it sometimes feels like sheis moving thetip of her tongue across
my heart. | have not told her this.

Now, thistime, | wanted alittle rest, alittle relaxation. Was | being excessivein my desires? Was|
demanding too much of the universe? | just wanted afew dayswithout pressure, so what did | do? |
arranged to see Cor-andraKindlen, the only woman living whom | had told that | loved. Coran-drawas
an even two meterstall; she had solid cat-like muscles and amind like abox of razor blades. Her idea of
love-making would have gppalled anyone but a clinician and would have amazed gymnasts— and her
skin smdled of gardenias, dways of gardenias.

| should have known better.

| had met her adozen years earlier, and every time | had seen her, some putrid disaster had rolled out of
the woodwork — but, | figured, what were the odds of that happening four times straight? God damn it,
| should have known. How many timeswill | haveto learn that in this universe you give thanks when
nothing goeswrong — and if you're having agood time, that's when you should start |ooking behind you.
Screw around, and you find your gonads up drying on some muscle-head's mesatrack.

"High qudity illusonsthat you direct! The only perceptible difference between our illusonsand your
redity istime: you can spend two weeks and your life's savings trying to have a good time somewhere
else, but on Theariswe use an ultra-high-speed generator that alows you to squeeze two weeks fun and
games, two weeks high living or two weeks low-down gut-level fun into an hour! Andthe priceis
something to write home about. Thearis— aresort world for those with unusua and discriminating
tagtes”

That was the same advertisement 1'd been picking up for two weeks. The seventh or eighth time I'd



heard it, | got in touch with Corandra Kinellen and arranged to meet her there. Ddl said she could use a
rest too — carrying thousands of people within her was aburden she did not discuss, but it showed in
her eyes. Shedrank alot.

De and | were coming in on Thesaris, the resort world, and | was Sitting with my chin resting on my
folded hands wondering what kind of meeting Corandraand | would have. It had been five years since
wed seen each other. Del came up from the back part of the ship and stood at the counter and mixed
hersdf some gin and lemon.

"l have areading on our vacation,” she said. "Want to hear it?"
| didn't want to hear it, but when the oracle offers, you take. | nodded.

" "There will be achange of mind."" She shrugged and turned back to the bar. "Doesn't sound too
ominous,” she said. Ddl only reported what came to her — she didn't know any more than | did about
what her prophecies meant.

Guidance chirped and threw an image of the Thearis jump Station on the screen. It grew larger aswe
gpproached. Behind it was Thearisitself. The only land masswas athin circular rim that looked likeit
could have been the remains of an ancient impact crater. The center of it wasfilled with water, and dead
inthe middle of it, like abull's-eye, was another dot of land. The rest was water — smooth, gray water.

"What do you plan to do down there?' | asked.

She came up behind me and looked at the screen. She rested her hand on my shoulder. "1'm going to try
to fed like ahuman being again. I'd like to forget for afew minutesall the people | carry around. I'd like
to forget the voice that tellsmethings | don't understand.” Theicein her glass clinked as she poured the
entire drink down her throat. "1'd give anything to be stupid." She went back to the bar and | saw her
fingers touch the combination of buttons that would give her more gin and lemon.

The ship nuzzled againgt the jump station and then clanked into the lock.
"Someday" | said, "maybe you can befree of dl that.”

Her narrow shoulders shrugged. She looked back and gave me that cocked-head look of hersthat'sthe
closest thing to asmile | ever see on her face. "And maybe ginisgood for me" she said. She dugged
down the second drink and dropped the glassin there-cycler. "Let'sget on with it" she said, brushing her
hands against her thighs. | took a deep breath.

How you do, folks My nameis Earl and I'm going to be your host here on Thearis." Earl at least looked
human. "Thearisisthe greatest pleasure center in this sector of the known universel Step right thisway.
Right down this corridor. Just follow me." Earl looked like he would be more at home sdlling small
appliancesto defectives. He wore a stagger-stripe suit, the kind that changes with every movement and
causes you to wonder if you're suffering from adrug overload. Hisface was red, and dick-skinned and
from his nearly lipless mouth boiled a continuous stream of words. ".. .sraight ahead iswhat we cdl ‘the
lagoon," dthough it's actuadly asmall inland sea. Get your money ready please — twenty creds each. The
only land areaon this planet isthisright here, that'sin the shape of a skinny donut, with thelagoon isthe
middle, which iswherethe Techslive, the people, if you want cdl ‘em that, who lived here before we
came and made thisplacewhat it is."

"Why isthe central idand orange-colored?"' | asked.

"Wesarvedl species,” Earl sad, sticking hishandsin hisbaggy pockets and making his suit jitter even



more. "This part of theidand isfor humans, and up thetrail aways we take care of the Shrifar, the
Vargoonians, you nameit." He stopped suddenly and with aflourish indicated asmall inset in the
corridor. "Just deposit twenty creds each right here." He smiled pleasantly, his eyes nearly disappearing.
Between his short teeth showed anarrow, deeply grooved tongue.

"Why isthe central idand orange, Earl?' | asked. | looked directly into his eyes, but there was nothing
there.

"Orange?' The question seemed to freeze him, as though he had never been asked it before. Suddenly he
gprang to life. "Beatsthe hell out of me. | just work here, meet folks a the jump Station, take their money.
| don't get paid to think!" he said happily.

Dd looked a me curioudy.

"Twenty creds each. Just feed it into that dot there," Earl said. His suit wavered wildly each time he
rocked back and forth on hisfest.

| took the money from my pocket.
"Why isit so chegp?' Ddl asked.

"I am not dlowed to discuss the economic operations of Thearis, miss' Earl said good-naturedly. "But |
guaranteeif you don't like what you get, I'll seeto it you get your bucks back.”

| put the money into theintake. The machine thanked me,
"A friend is supposed to meet me here” | said. "She—"

Earl walked away from us, motioning usto follow. "Our illusons are of the highest quality, tailored to fit
any species. We got no prejudices here, dthough persondly | could do without some of the trashlife that
comes down here and expects usto virtua ly hand over an actud herd of sex objectsfor them to mess
around with and then kill or eat or whatever the hell they want to do. But | digress—"

"Earl could you hald it just aminute?’

He stopped in histracks and turned around very fast, hisface open, blank, hislips dightly parted. "Y ou
have some specid request? Something alittle on the unusua sde? Say no more. Something a shade on
the violent Sde? Say no more." Histongue flicked at his . bottom lip and he grinned.

Dd was standing very erect beside me, watching Earl carefully.
"A friend of mineis supposed to meet me here. Her nameis CorandraKinellen."

Earl stared blankly at me severa seconds. He did not seem to be able to think and move at the same
time. Suddenly he raised one hand over hishead. "A tall one? Abouit this high? Copper kind of skin?
Gets mean and shows her musclesif you messwith her?

"That sounds like her." Out of the corner of my eye, | could see Ddl had her handsin her hip pockets and
was doing her cocked-head mona-lisasmile.

"Right down thisway and around the corner,” Earl said, "and al your questions and desireswill be
satidfied." Hewasdlent for afew steps. Y our friend, Coranna Kinanna or whatever, she kind of injured
one of the Techsthis afternoon. The management will be happy if you can get her occupied. The Techs,
see, they're abunch of cold-blooded sonsabitches, if you want the truth, and this one was asking her



some questions about her body and | guess he tried to touch her.”
"How bad wasit?' | asked. Ddl was dtill doing her amile.

"Well, she busted his arm and then she held his hand right up to his own ear and then she crushed his
hand — | guess she wanted him to hear it. Y ou gonnamesswith her?'

"Asmuchasl| can," | sad.

"Well, she'sright up here. Now, what we got here, on thisidand, isareal nice stuation. About twenty
years ago, thefirst generation of my people landed here just to look around and see what kind of placeit
was, and they met the natives, the Techs, and they called 'em that because they were real good with
machinery. Not redl talkative, but good with their hands. Now my forebearers handed over abunch of
equipment, old junk stuff, and lo and behold, they thought miracles had happened. The whole
goddamned idand filled up with what you're going to see right down that hallway right there.”

He had timed it perfectly. We went around the last corner and saw something that looked like a
centimeter-wide strip of silver tape across the corridor floor; it was mirror-like but seemed to reflect
nothing — but best, best of al, on the other sde of it stood Corandra Kinellen, two meters of her,
dressed in lavender fur, her hair aviolent configuration of shifting arabesques. My bones vibrated, and
when sheturned her eyes on me, | couldn't get enough air into my lungs. | wanted her. | was smothering
in desire. Testosterone poured into my blood.

Like the vaguest voice of some fading ghogt, | heard Earl saying from somewhere behind me, "Just walk
acrossthat shiny thing. Just step right acrossit and you'll seewhat Thearisisal aout.”

Corandra had her arms out, reaching toward me. | glanced back at Del — she had her handsin her back
pockets and was looking at the mirror-line. Del glanced up at me and with her eyestold meto go on, to
go ahead. A part of me didn't want to leave her; she looked very small.

Just one pacein front of me, Corandra was reaching for me, coming toward me. Like alavender cobra,
shefixed me with her eyes, stepped across the mirror line at the same moment | crossed it and swung
around her, my armswrapping around her hard body and my hands fedling the smooth sheaths of muscle
that enclosed her powerful body. Something flew up out of the mirrored strip — something blue and
round — but it was only light — globes of blue light. Then something unusua happened.

Indl my yearsdrifting in lightless space and admiring the risng and dying flares of tortured stars, the
gately entropy of galaxiesthat relax their hold on order, and the quiet intricacies of dark, uninhabitable
worldswhere small things creep and live with night — in al that time, | never guessed, never dreamed,
how my irrationa blood yearned for the green living things of Old Earth, for the black rich soil onwhich
my ancient kin had built and lost their dreams athousand times and more. But there | was. Inaplacel
had only heard about, | was home. / was home. And | was sitting in the shade of awide, spreading tree
with leaves like the palms of hands, looking into the round blue eyes of CorandraKinellen, who now, like
afigure out of history, sat straight-backed, her legs folded lady-like beneath her, dressed in white lace.
The smdl of gardeniasfilled theair around her.

For amoment, the smalest instant, | was distracted by the rush and flutter of aflock of black birds that
rose from therolling meadow near us. They were birds of Old Earth— | had never seen anything like
them before.

"What hastaken us so long?" she asked. Her lips barely moved when she spoke, and her eyelids
lowered dightly. Corandras gaze barely concedled the sexud violence that wasvisibly rising in her. Her
dress of white lace was beginning to fade, revealing her brown skin and browner nipples benesth. She
stared at me.



"l was...." | looked behind me, expecting to see Earl or Ddl or some part of the building in which we had
been standing. There was nothing but pastures and rows of bushy poplars. "Where are we? What isthis
place?'

"Part of usisback in the corridor — where | waswaiting for you." She moved closer. The smdll of
gardenias was stronger and | could fed her warm breath on my lips. "I've been waiting for you longer
than | can remember.”

| had forgotten the details of her face, her mongol eyes, theway her black hair glowed like spun filaments
of black pearl. | had forgotten the speck of pale skin on the back of her Ieft thumb — my skin that she
had had grafted there.

"Asdways' shebreathed, "I carry you with me.”

| moved my hand up her arm, over the smooth arches of muscle, to her neck. Her blood pulsed under
my fingers. In every part of my body | could fed the speeding beat of my heart.

"Stand up,” she said. " See what happens.”

| got to my feet, nearly lost my balance, and then redlized why: somehow, inthisland of illusions, when
we stood up, we grew taller, and we stood shoulders-above the tree we had just been sitting under; we
weretitans, we were giantsin this place, and it was dl ours.

Sheturned and ran afew strides away from me. The ground trembled with her steps. She grinned a me
and then sprinted away. | followed her acrossfields and plains, and we ran knee-deep in wide, swift
rivers;, and miles away, over the tops of scattered forests, we could see range after range of fading
mountains in one direction — and in the other lay the humped back of the ocean, lying smooth and blue,
not more than afew miles away. We ran and ran, and when we ran, the earth thundered.

| caught her in the white dunes. The hot sand poured rivers of energy into us until we were no longer like
human beings but were wind and seaand fire restrained only by the sheerest lac-ery of flesh. We were
giants and we were power and we were greater than our world.

Shelay beneath me, her hair spread in intricate curls, half-buried in the powdery sand. Her hands pulled
at my shoulders at the back of my neck, and | said, "I didn't know how much | was meant to be here,
how much | needed you."

Shejust sad, "Yes"

The breeze off the water dried our swesat, and we lay on our backs and watched a single seagull pass one
direction and then the other over the hissing surf. | asked her if she had been here before.

"Yes, whilel waswaiting for you."
"How much of thisillusonisof our own making? How much does Thearis provide?'

"Morley told methat Thearis provides the whole thing. We have no input.” Her hand touched my thigh.
"Wejug enjoy."

"WhoisMorley?'
"A fdlow who spesks bad English and saysheismy host."

"l should have guessed. The man who met uswas named Earl.”



Corandra breathed deeply and turned on her side. She took ahandful of sand and held it over my chest
and let it dowly drain between her fingers. "Morley told methat on the center idand the Techs set up
some devicesthat they useto project theillusons. But the one Tech | talked to didn't seem bright enough
to do anything more complicated than feed himsalf."

| turned on my side and faced her, resting my cheek on her wrigt.
"Why isthis place so cheap?' she asked. "It makes me suspicious.”

| placed my hand between her breasts and felt her heart beating in strong dow pulses. "'l heard you broke
the Tech'sarm.”

She grinned. "He stood and stared at me, which | ignored, and then he started asking me what
percentage of me wasfat, how fast | could dissipate lactic acid, if | had any implants, and then he started
to touch me."

| grinned. CorandraKinellen did not like to be touched by strangers.

"| told him not to, but he thought he could do it anyway. He tried to grab a handful of loose skin on the
sde of my waist. Not only wasthat implicitly insulting, but he touched me after | told him not to. Sol
broke hisarm and then pinned him and held his hand up by his ear where he could hear what it sounded
liketo have hisfingers broken." Corandraturned onto her somach. The sun gleamed in two lines down
her back on each side of her spine. "The Tech didn't care. Heredlly didn't seem to mind. But he didn't
touch me again. Morley was coming down the corridor, and he didn't care either. The Tech got up and
srolled away, unconcerned.”

Far awvay, agull caled and the surf rhythmically answered in adrawling hush. Gardeniasfilled the air.
"What do the Techslook like?' | asked.

"Humanoid. Grayish-pae skin. Primarily they are unclean. They wak around with dirt on them. Why are
you grinning?'

"Y our phobia about dirt. I've seen you ded with chaoslike it was an old friend, but dirt makesyou wild"
| wasdmogt laughing. "The Tech was lucky you didn't remove his offending parts.”

Shelooked a me coolly, regaly. "Hewasrdatively clean. Dirt isfor growing things and walking on, not
for cosmetic purposes.” She blinked dowly and her eyebrows rose d most imperceptibly. "And, now, I'm
going to eat you aive, I'm going to make you remember me the rest of your life" Sherose up on her
arms and moved over me, pressing her mouth to mine. Her tongue was hot and against my lips her teeth
were smooth and cool and dangerous and lovely and lovely and loverly....

We swam and we floated in the sea as great speckled shapes moved in the depths below us. The bright
clear sunwas il highinthe sky.

"Evenindreams” Corandrasaid, "I never imagined aplace likethis" She made a splashing turn and
flipped her long, smooth legs over her head and dived beneath me.

When she came up | said to her, "I can't believethisisilluson — | just saw you do that, you did it. Are
we both going to have the same memories when we go back?'

She swam over to me, her eyeslarge and dark like acat's eyeswhen it seesprey. | took her by the waist
as her legswrapped around me. "The Solip-ggtic Inevitability hasyou initsgrips,” she said, grinning.
Even wet, she smdll-ed of gardenias. Her hands moved over my shoulders, down my armsto my wridts,



and in the moment her lipstouched mine, | redlized she had immobilized me. "Admit it,” she said, moving
hersdf againg me. "Admit that I'm just a collection of appeding sensations." Beneath the surface of the
water, her skin was hot against mine. "Admit that I'm just another way you have of looking at yourself
and that'swhy you love me." Shetouched me dowly.

"| can't think straight when you do that — I'll admit anything.”

Sherdeased me, and like mammals of the sea, we dived, made love, surfaced to breathe, and then dived
again, over and over, without thinking, without care, without thought, with joy.

| dropped to the corridor floor like abag of dirt. By an immenseforce of will, | opened my eyes and saw
Earl'slow-top shoes ameter away. On the other side of him, Corandrawas dowly getting to her feet.
She looked as beaten and exhausted as | felt. Raising mysdlf up, | saw Del lying near me on her back.
Her eyes were open and dazed and blank.

"Seewhat | tell you?' Earl was saying. "Seewhat | mean? Thearisisone hell of aplacel And you get dl
thisfor only twenty creds each. Be sureto tell your friends and cohorts." He reached down to help
Corandra up but then jerked away his hand as though he were bitten by a painful thought. "Maam?I'll
giveyou ahand up, if you want meto, if you promise not to break my arm.”

Corandrawaved him away and dowly lifted her hands off the floor and stood.

Earl briskly pulled me up by thewrist. "Look where you like, you won't find no other placeslike Thearis.
We got ubiquitous scenery, we got un-endless delights, we got whatever you want. Thisplaceis
ace-primo.” He pulled Dl up. She wavered on her feet and dowly gathered her senses. "Now |
imagine," Earl continued, "that you people aretired asrunnin' midgets. Soif you'l follow me, I'll take you
to your cabins where you can repose and get some rest before you do thisagain.” He waved usto follow
him. It was not easy.

We left the entry building and came out on astretch of sandy dirt wheretall scrawny pams cast smdl
pools of shade. Fifty metersin front of us, two neat rows of white cabins stood in the sun, and beyond
them lay the huge lagoon with the one dark, orangeidand in its center.

| moved next to Del aswe trudged behind Earl, and in ashaky rasp | asked her what had happened
when she stepped across the reflective tape.

"| could never tell you," shesaid in avoice astired asany 1'd ever heard from her. "All my people...
thousands of them, they were dl there. They were separate from me. They had faces, and they talked
and laughed. In the mountains, beside alake, they dl sat and told stories and had picnics— and for the
first time, | wasfree. | waslikeanyonedse. | wassmple.”

Gresat asthe effort was, | turned my head to see her face— but she did not resemble the Del | had
known before: shewas al exhaustion and sadness— the beauty of what she had seen had filled her with
grief. | wanted to put my arm around her, to touch her, but Earl was pulling her away.

"Right thisway, miss." He opened the cabin door for her. "Just let me help you up that step, and there
you are." Del disgppeared in darkness, and Earl pulled the door closed. His face was starting to glaze
with swest. "And the both of you, you have this cabin here, two doors down." He unlatched it and |
pulled Corandra up after me. There was only a cot and awater dispenser insde; the bare ugliness of the
room did not offend us, we needed only rest.

Corandrafel onto the cot and rolled to the side nearer thewall. | lay beside her and felt dl sensibility
drain out of me. The noise of Earl damming the door echoed far, far away.



"Tomorrow," Corandramurmured. "Tomorrow ... therewill be more ... and more...."
| remember the smell of gardenias, thefaint pink of her lips, and then there was nothing.

Thefaint pink of morning crept under the door, but when | reached across the darkness to touch
Corandra, my hand touched only bedding.

"Corandra?' | nearly fell out of bed — it was narrower than | remembered. "Corandra? Areyou here?' |
pushed the door open and let in enough light to see that | was alone— and to see that the cot wastoo
smdll for both of usto havedept in.

The door pulled open. "Good morning, sir! Good morning!™ It sounded like someone who sounded like
Earl and could have been his brother, but this person had such asmearing of scaly freckles acrosshis
nose and cheeks that he looked like the survivor of some disease that should have killed him. "Hope you
dept good, sr," hesad, grinning and grinning. "My name's Cleetisand I'm your host today.”

"Where's the woman who was with me, CorandraKindlen?'

Helooked around and behind him, as though she could have been standing within touching distance.
"Wherée's what?"

"Thewoman | waswith. Last night we dept in this cabin. When | woke up, she was gone.”

Hegavemeady look and ashrug. "Y our affarsisyour afars,” he said. "Maybe you said something in
your deep shedidn't like. Maybe she just went for awak." He stuck his handsin his pockets and jingled
something metdlic.

A door closed behind me, haf adozen cabins away. It was Del. She stood on the step, blinking into the
morning sun.

"L ook whata anice day we got here," Cleetis was saying, turning hisface to the sky. " Sun shining, nice
quiet surf, hundreds of illusons you can wak through. Thiswoman you'reinterested in, just step through
one of theillusons, and shelll bethere”

"Sometime during the night | was moved from one cabin to another. Why was that done”?"

"Moved?' Helooked surprised. ™Y ou mean like bodily moved? Well." He pulled one speckled bony
hand from a pocket and massaged his chin. "We don't normally move people unlessthey ask usto.”

He was staling and we both knew it. | ran down to the cabin Corandraand | had been taken to the
previous evening and looked in. Empty. The bed was made up.

Clestis gtrolled casudly over to me, his hands once again in his pockets.

"WherésEarl?' | demanded.

"I don't know any Earl. | just came on duty an hour ago.”

"What'sthe matter?' Ddl asked fuzzily. The pink morning sun made her hair look blacker than usud.

"Corandra has disappeared.” | faced Cleetis and stood very closeto him. "This conversation has gone on
toolong,” | said. "Tdl me either where CorandraKinellenisor where Earl is”

"I don't know either one of those people!” Cleetissaid helplesdy.



"Heslying," De sad, asthough stating the tedioudy obvious. She sounded sullen, withdrawn.
"| didn't do anything!" Cleetiswhined. Swesat began rolling out of hishair.
"Tdl me something | want to hear, Cleetis, or I'm going to damage you alittle bit."

Half asecond later Cleetis was running toward the lagoon, toward asmall cluster of pamsthat grew
around a pile of boulders. He ran splay-footed and knocked-kneed, but desperation made him run fast.
Sand kicked up in sprays behind him. | still ached from the day before, and my muscles seemed to be
filled with somekind of dow viscid fluid that made me fed kilos heavier. Just before he got to the
boulders, | was close enough to see the dirt on hiswhite collar. He looked back once, his eyes bloodshot
and wide with feer—

And | should have seeit. | was dow. | wasn't watching.

The man dodged, and as| swerved around him, | saw my foot touch down on ashining, mirror-like strip
that stretched across the ground between the two palms. Effervescent blue boiled up from the ground
and enveloped me,

| stood in agarden amidst curving rows of yellow and pink tearoses. Other than the buzzing of afew
bees, it was utterly sllent. The boundaries of the garden were lined with huge, shaggy eucayptustrees
whose dropping limbs blocked al view of the surrounding countryside. Behind me awhite wicker gazebo
sat inasmal grassy clearing. Two wicker chairs waited silently beside awhite table, and a steaming pot
of teawasin the precise center of it. It wasdl vaguely familiar. Something about it jiggled an old memory
of something ... somewhere.... And something was not right about the garden. 1t was lovely, peaceful,
beautiful, and vaguely wrong.

| figured that if thisillusion were like the previous one, | would be stuck in it an hour or more, subjective
time, and when | came out of it, | could expect Cleetisto either be vanishing in the distance or standing
over mewith aclub. | could aso expect to be exhausted. All | wanted was alittle rest. What had | got?
A peculiar rose garden. | had lost CorandraKinellen, and Del had looked depressed.

| sat down at the wicker table under the gazebo and tried to concentrate on what was wrong with the
garden.

The tegpot was white china, decorated with agreen vine that grew up from its base and circled thelid.
All the leaves on the vine were different. | had seen onelikeit before— when | first met Corandra, back
on 93:0321. We had sat in the Sub-governor's garden one afternoon and drank cherry-root tea.

| lifted the lid and breathed. Cherry-root tea.

Then | knew what the other thing was— it wasthe roses. | was Sitting in the middle of arose garden,
every bush in full bloom; | was surrounded by eu-caplytustrees— and al | could smell was gardenias.
Gardenias.

The sgnificance was more complicated than putting two and two together, but not much more. Thearis
provided the landscape for its guests, and this landscape was coming from Corandra Kinellen. How or
why, | didn't know — but | did know that Corandra was on the wrong end of thisthing, she was gone,
and | had been lied to about her disappearance. | dso knew that | wanted to get my hands on Clestis
and make aphysical stiatement of my displeasure.

| sat under the gazebo and waited until the teawas cold. | waited. | seethed.

It waslikefdling backward out of achair. The scraggly pamslazily waved their frondsin the morning



sky, and | could fed the damp sand under my hands and shoulders. And again, waves of exhaustion
spread through me. Not ten seconds had passed because Del was till in front of the cabins, just starting
to run toward me, and Cletiswasthirty or forty meters away shouting, "Tech! Tech!" and waving his
amswildly intheair. Heran like awad of laundry.

When | tried to pick myself up, my handstrembled and my legsfet like they hadn't walked in months.

Dd waked around the silvery tape and helped meto my feet. "Thisisnot agood place," she said
aullenly. "Asyou fdl acrossthat thing, the voicetold me." Her voice was|ow and dull.

"Your voiceisvery perceptive,” | said, trying to stay above my legs.

By now, Cleetis had disappeared around asand dune.

"It lookslikewereinit again," she said, looking past me at the lagoon.

My legs were wobbling, but they could carry me. "All | realy wanted to do was get somerest,” | said.

"And to see CorandraKindlen." Her voice was flat and emotionless, and | was beginning to fear the
reason for it.

| nodded in the direction of Clestis trail. "Let'sgo."

Wedidn't haveto look very far. After trailing him along the inner beach for five minutes, we heard
running behind us— a Tech. It wasthe first one | had seen and it fitted Coran-dra's description perfectly:
his skin was gray and smudged with dirt, and raggy hair grew out of the back of hishead. He wore only a
dirty brown shirt that reached hafway between his hips and his knees. When he saw uswaiting, he
stopped running and began asort of mindless shuffling dog through the sand. There was something
distinctly ineffectual and nonthreatening about him. His feet seemed heavy and his head swung
side-to-side and he panted open-mouthed. He was one of those creatures whose ignorance precedes
them like an odor.

"l want to know wheremy friend is," | said to him before he got up to us.

"Y ou are looking for the tll femaewho injured Tech yesterday” he said crisply inasnapping little
high-pitched voice. Inside the doppy, tired-looking body, hisdick pink tongue worked like amachine.

"Whereisshe?'

"She'sgone’ the Tech chittered. He was close to us now. His eyeswere smdl and dark and
hard-looking. "Sheleft last night. Sheis not here anymore.”

"Lying" Del sdd flatly behind me.

| didn't see what the Tech did until he had doneit, and the whole time his gray rat-face looked straight at
me and smiled.

| wastired when | cameto Thearis. | was more than tired after two tripsthrough their illusions. | was
exhaugted, and | was dow. Without it registering on my dow brain, the Tech's hand came from behind
him and he threw something at my feet that looked like awadded ball of blue foil. When it touched me, |
saw agtresk of glver at my feet and then | was enveloped in blue. They had me again.

| stood inaworld of ice. | was not cold, but the world was acliff-sded valley, and it was dll crystalized
and frozen tight — waterfdlsthat poured from the crags were frozen rigid. Every living thing there were



held inicy suspension, waiting only for awarm breeze to thaw it out so it dl could die.

| stood on a sheet of ice and wondered, Why this? Why anillusion of afrozen world? Therewas an
awesome grandeur about it, but it was not my idea of beauty. Somehow, Corandra had designed the
illusion of the rose garden and gazebo to let me know that somewhere, somehow, she was nearby. But
this?

| tried to see something in the immense walls of ice other than crevices, shatter-marks and shades of
darker and lighter ice. Only in one place— and then | couldn't be sure— agreat hump of iceloomed in
the middle of the valey floor; it was shaped, in a peculiar way, like some kind of insect, agreat
humpbacked, many-legged insect. Around its base, severa ro.ws of trees stood like pawns, and in front
of those, frozen, frost-covered trees lay across the plain as though they had been dropped from a
cardesshand. | saw it dl, but it meant nothing to me. All the time, behind my eyes, the words were
repeeting, "They have Corandra. They have Corandra. They have Corandra” Theillusonistood in was
all ice and death, and | could do nothing but wait for and dread the return to Thearis and think, over and
over, "They have Corandra.” And at the last moment, the instant before the world of ice flicked away, |
gmndledit. | smelled gardenias.

My cheek hit the closure on the Tech'sflimsy shoes. Above me | could hear him making akind of
snick-snick sound. The Tech waslaughing. And al | wanted wasto rest, to deep. | didn't careiif he
laughed. | wouldn't have cared if he walked on me, shot me, or left me for the wavesto pull into the
lagoon— my arms... legs.... dl heavy, filled with sand ... | wanted to deep.

The Tech moved hisfoot, and the small buckles scraped across my face and raked away strips of skin.
Then the sole was shoving a my shoulder. When the sun shot across my dazed line of sight. | redlized he
wasturning me over, face-up. And hewas till laughing. At my feet | saw Dd, her asrms hanging limp at
her sdes, her face blank and observant.

| forced my eyes upward, and from under his loose shirt, the Tech wastaking asmall, flat handweapon.
Helooked down at me, hiseyeslike black plastic bearings. He pointed the silvered tip of the weapon at
the bridge of my nose, and till making that sharp clicking noisein the back of histhroat, hefired.

A chisdl between my eyes being pounded into the back of my brain would have been less painful.
Whatever he shot me with, it attacked the nerves, overloaded them, set up echo patterns, until everything
blazed in achaos of red and black, blackening to purple, fading to nothing.

Hekilled me and it was the best thing that could have happened.

Dd caught me at the ingtant of deeth and | floated nowhere. Around me, like softly breathing deepers, |
could sense the others, the thousands of others she harbored.

| knew either shewould push my consciousnessinto the Tech where | would have to power it out with
him, or he would be too fast for her and do to her what he had just done to the body | had lived in for the
last four months.

Dd was quick.

| caught aglimpse of Del through the Tech's eyes— she stood there gazing camly into our face,
gpparently willing to accept whatever the outcome was.

In asecond, the Tech's mind turned on me— it was massive; it was huge and complex and swelled up
around me like an ocean of knives. | fought for alast glimpse of Ddl, because | knew she could not save
me from this; | knew the Tech would kill her as soon as he subdued me; and knowing that | had not the



dimmest chance, | fought screaming into the midst of the thing— and it evaporated. Like afog bank, it
smply dissipated, leaving me standing in the Tech's body holding the weapon and looking down &t the
steaming, blown-open body that | had lived in. Now it was no more than a congealed abomination.

De stood unmoving, waiting to see ether savagery or recognition in what was now my gray-skinned
face.

"I'mback,” | said.
Del nodded.

Something bleak and unspoken was growing up between us— but | conscioudy refused to dedl with it
then. "Something iswrong here," | said. "Between you and me."

She nodded again.

"But now | haveto find Corandra."
"I know you do."
"Will you hdp me?'

"I'll hep you, aswe agreed.” Her voice was even and mechanical, without inflection.

"You'll bemy prisoner,” | said, "Maybe we can get somewhere with that.” | pointed the weapon in her
genera direction and started to move along the tracks left in the beach sand by the Tech. She stood
there, il staring at my face.

"l amafrad | will diehere" shesad. "My peoplewill diewith me."
"l undergtand. I'll do thisaone. Y ou get back to the ship.”

Stll, she did not move. She stood there, wiry, intense, her black-rope hair glistening in the sun. "1 wasn't
excusng mysdf," shesaidfindly. "l wanted totel you what | am afraid of. I'll go with you to savethe
woman if we can, but Rodann ... if | have to choose between you and the 40,0CX) people | carry, I'll
let you go. I'll save my peoplefirg.”

"I know that. | understand.” | dso understood that it wasn't just that she was afraid of dying on Thearis
— she was expecting to die. Perhaps her voice had spoken to her. Shewasn't telling me, if it had, and |
certainly did not want to know.

"Solet'sgo," shesaid, turning and walking dong thetrail lft by the Tech.

During thewalk | started fedling the strangeness of the mind | inhabited — there was dmost no shapeto
it, no boundaries or residues that would makeit adigtinct mind. | felt like | was standing in the middle of
adesert without sand, without eevation or depression. There was not the dightest trace of who or what
the Tech might have been.

The tracks led us down the beach to another smaller row of cabins. One of the human hosts saw usand
turned our way. It was neither Cleetis nor Earl, but he looked remarkably like them. To our right, hdf a
dozen meters away, | saw another strip of slver between some rocks and apam. Del saw it at the same
moment.

"Let's push him through that afew times," | whispered.



Sheveered in the direction of thetree.

The man gtrolled toward us, whistling something pointless through his teeth. His pants were skin-tight,
severd inches above his ankles, and looked like he had made them himself. On the pocket of his shirt he
had sawn the word Leon in adozen stitches. He never looked at me. He stared at Del.

"Well, well, well," he said admiringly. "Y ou got yourself another good-looking one, didn't you.”

"Please, sir!" Del whined, appropriately desperate. "Help me! | don't know what he wants of me. Make
him leave me done!”

"Now, now," he said, patting her shoulder. "Y ou just let me have aword with the rat-head here, and well
see what we can work out” He turned to me. "Now look. | redize you Techs skim off afew tourists now
and then and what you do with 'em isyour own business, am | right? And it seemsto me, if | am
remembering what | seem to be remembering, that you guys got one of the human women yesterday.
That tall one you brought through here. Right? Correct meif I'm wrong.” He turned and winked heavily at
Dd. "Now we don't want any word to get out that people turn up missing when they cometo Thearis. So
what | suggest to you isthat you turn this one over to me. She's more my type than yours anyway. I'll
examinate her, find out if she's expected anywhere, and if sheisnt...." He shrugged knowingly. Heturned
towink at Del again, and | gave him alittle kick at the back of hisknees and then dugged him ashard as
| could in the back of hisneck. The thin bonesin my hand snapped like twigs, but Leon stumbled right
acrossthe gtrip of tape that had been planted between the rocks and the palm.

| hadn't seen it happen to anyone before: as hefel, heturned, and | could see hiseyes— as soon ashis
head passed over the band, his eyesrolled back in hishead and hefdll like aside of meet. When his head
hit the sand on the other side of the strip, his eyelids blinked open. Del and | went around to the other
sde and pushed him through the field again. Thistime when hefdl, hefell like adead man.

We dragged him to the base of the pam and set him up. | dapped him twice with my broken hand before
| redlized that | was hurting myself more than | was hurting Leon. Ddl nudged me aside, positioning
herself over hislegs, and dugged him like afighter. Leon rolled sdeways and opened hiseyesand
groaned.

"Whereis CorandraKinelen, thetall woman you saw?" | asked him as Del pulled him upright by his shirt
front. "Tel mewhere sheisor well take dl day to beat you to death.”

He stared at me, as much as he was able, but he couldn't understand; he was, after dl, staring into the
blank face of aTech.

"Tdl mewherethe Techstook her," Del said. Coming from ahuman, Leon could understand the
question. Still, he didn't answer. Ddl took the weagpon from my hand and pressed it hard into his upper
lip, right under hisnose. "Y ou don't have long to answer the question,” she said.

"Wedidn't do anything to her!" Leon durred, talking through his exhaugtion. "We didn't touch her. | don't
know anything about nothing — we just work here because they pay usin metas.” Blood dribbled out of
his mouth. Ddl pushed alittle harder into hislip. "The Techstook her. Ask him what they do with 'em.”
He was|ooking at me now.

"Last time, Leon,” De sad. "Where?" Blood ran around the silver point of the weapon and down the
man'schin.

"Theidand" he blurted. "In the middle of the lagoon." He kept looking back at me. "I knew you
sonsabitches would try to take over sooner of later” he said venomoudly.



Del dapped him once quickly to regain his attention and then jammed the wegpon's point againgt hislip.
"Now, Leon, why did they take her? Why do they take tourists out to the idand?"

"I don't know," he blubbered. He started crying. " Shit, / don't know, | just work herelike al the other
hosts. | don't know nothing about what they do with the people and things they snitch off and take out
there. They let ususetheillusonsand —" He wiped one cheek with agritty hand, leaving hisface
splotched with sand. "— and they pay us good. / don't know what goes on out there. / don't hurt

Dd did not look impressed. | stood back, trying to ignore the pain in my shattered hand, and let her dedl
with him. Shewas doing well.

"Leon," Dd sad camly, "tdl me how they get the tourists out there?!

"l seen'em swim off in that direction,” he whined. He had got sand in his eye and wastrying to wipeit
Clear.

"Keep your hand down,” Del said.

"My eye—" Heraised his hand again and Del dugged him again. | heard something pop. Leon fell over,
his mouth half-buried in the sand, and he whimpered. "Y ou hurt me" | heard him gurgle.

"I will kill you, if you don't answer me" she said evenly. "A human being can't swim that far — how do
the Techsdo it?"

Leon didn't want to answer.
Dd looked a me. "I'm going to kill him now."

"Wait! They put 'em on thisflat thing that floats," he said weakly, "and then three Techs hook themsdlfs
up to it and they swim out there and when they come back the thing isempty. That'sall | know."

"Where do they leave from?' Dl asked.

He pointed further down the beach. "Over there. Down in those rocks they keep two or three of those
fla things”

De stepped quickly away from him, and | grabbed him by one arm and muscled him right over on his
sde and then pushed him so his head rested right in the middle of the silver illuson-dtrip. Leon tried to
say something when he saw it coming at hisface, but his eyes suddenly rolled back in his head, and the
word caught in histhroat like a piece of unchewed food.

Dd handed the weapon back to me. "Heavy-duty interrogation,” | said. "Where did you learn to do
thet?"

She turned and started walking toward the rocks where L eon had said the "flat things' were kept. After
half aminute, she answered: "People are dying here. They are being used up and killed. The voicetold
me. It told me what to do to that man back there. It said that helll have a hundred-year dream of ecstasy
and will be dead ten minutes from now. It told me that what we're looking for is out there" She nodded
her head toward the faintly orangeidand in the middle of the lagoon.

| had to ask: "Did it say if wewould be coming back?'

Sheinterlocked her fingers behind her head, prisoner style, and said nothing. Once again, we were



prisoner and Tech, and once again, this Del was not the Ddl | had known before. She was sullen,
withdrawn, and she did not seem to like me much anymore.

Ahead, intherocks, | saw agray face peek out at us. Then, very methodicaly, it and another Tech
hauled out their wegpons and began firing at us. | pushed Dl aside and we both hit the sand
smultaneoudy. But there wasllittle danger. Their shotswere missing us by three or four meters.

| sighted along my arm and seared a hole in the midsection of one of them and then swept acrossto the
second one, sending jets of steam out of hisshirt. They fdll silently, and for amoment | heard only the
water of thelagoon lapping at the wet sand and the sound of my own breathing.

"Up the beach,” Del said quickly as she pointed.

A ragged formation of Techs dogged through the sand toward us, al of them armed and firing randomly.
Everywhere the sand hissed and melted in globular clumps. One of the Techstripped on his own feet and
went down, tripping another one who continued firing as hefdl, cutting in haf the Tech who was running
infront of him. A spot of sand the sze of a handprint melted beside my shoulder, and | smelled thefabric
of my shirt smoldering. They were getting closer and more accurate.

| did not like doing it, but one by one, the front onesfirs, | dropped them. A breeze blew the hot stink
across the sand toward us.

"Morecoming,” Dd sad.

Another dozen of them gathered at the top of the beach. Without any conference, but with some
gpparent plan, one of them moved out from the group and jogged doppily at us, firing asheran. Del and
| bolted for the shelter of the rocks, twenty or thirty meters up the beach, and | picked up a second
wegpon and handed it to Ddl.

When the approaching Tech got close enough that his shots were becoming dangerous, | aimed — buit |
didn't fire. Hislittle black eyes showed neither fear nor hatred, and like the others, his mouth was open,
gasping for breath, and he was utterly a my mercy.

| glanced at Ddl. She knew what | was thinking.
"Doit," shesaid. "Now."

| squeezed the handgrip. The Tech's face seemed to blur and for an instant hislegs seemed to run out
from under him and he went down on his back. Up above us, another Tech separated himsdf from the
group and ran a us— and again, the same thing happened.

"Wheat the hdll isthis?" | said when the third one came, dogging and firing wildly at us. "Stop thigd" | yelled
at them. He came ahead anyway, his mouth open and working, and those little pointed teeth seemed to
chew theair as he lurched forward, past the first burned body.

"Do it," Dd sad from behind me.

| quickly turned to her: "What are these things? Is there anything in them? Are you picking them up when
thedie?'

"Thereis nothing in them. When they die, | hear whispers| can't understand, and in asecond, they fade
to nothing. Kill them al — you'rekilling nothing.”

The sea-damp rock next to me hissed and steamed as one of the random shots of the Tech came close. |



turned and looked at him a second — and it wastrue: he ran like some anesthetized corporedlity,
unaware of where hewas, of the ground under hisfeet, of what he was attacking or why. And the others
stood further up the beach and emptily watched me kill them one by one. They came, and | stopped
them, but | did not likeit.

When only three remained, something happened. Simultaneoudy they dropped their wegpons and
walked unevenly toward us, again harmless-looking. Hafway to us, one of them chitter-ed mechanicdly,
"If you want to go to theidand, we will take you there.”

"What | want isthe woman you took there, CorandraKindlen," | said back, still ready to burn them. "If
sheisontheidand, bring her tous."

"No," one of them said. They stood twenty metersaway, dl in arow, like mannequins.
"Bring her tome," | said in the most authoritarian voice | could manage with the Tech's tongue and teeth.

The Techs said nothing more. They came toward us again, veering to the far sde of the cluster of rocks
we had taken shelter in. One of them pulled out awhite panel, about one-by-two meters, that had on one
Sde adozen oddly spaced straps and closures— oddly spaced until one imagined a human form lying on
the thing: aperson would be utterly immohilized when strapped to it.

De watched them carefully, her eyesas cold and distrustful as| had seen them all day. "I'm not
understanding these things," she said. "They must be telepathic — they knew you were not one of them
right away, and they act in concert without any overt communication.” Shetilted her head forward alittle,
gtill watching the Techs asthey swarmed over the pand, attaching linesto the front of the thing and
dipping harnesses around their chests and shoulders. "They must be telepathic,” she repeated, "But my
voicetels methat they are empty, they know nothing about machines, nothing about people, about this
world, or about anything ese.” Shelooked a me. "If thereis nothing in them, about what could they be
telepathic?'

"Y ou may comethisway" one of the Techs said. He pointed at the pandl. Y ou will St here. Wewill pull
you to theidand." They were dipping off their cloth shoes: thier feet separated into long, webbed toes not
far below the ankle. They waded into the lagoon until only their heads showed above the water and the
pand wasfloating. "Sit in the middle, please,”" one of them said. "Hold to the straps.”

Dd dowly took in adeep breath. She stared emptily at the bobbing white pand and asked, "Do we go?'
"You don't haveto. | can do thisaone. Corandraisno oneto you."
"She'simportant to you and you're someoneto me. Let'sgo."

We waded out knee-deep and then gingerly climbed on the thing. In front of us, only the deek gray
heads of the three Techs were above water. Smoothly and evenly, their arms and legs started moving,
and the panel jerked alittle as the dack went out of the cables. They swam likerats, holding their chins
out of the water and paddling swiftly, machindike.

Within minutes we had moved nearly akilometer from the shore, and the beach now was only athinline
of dirty yellow with afew scraggly pams here and there to break regularity of the horizon. From that
smal adistance, it looked bleak and londly and desolate— how | or anyone else could have dreams of
such beauty in aplace like that was something | would have to understand later; | did not understand it
then. Sitting beside Ddl, watching the orange centra idand grow larger and deeper in color, | redized
how little | understood of anything.



And the mystery nearest mewas Ddl. Findly | said, "Tak to me. Since we came here, you've been
remote and haven't talked to me much ... or much seemed that you liked me anymore. Isit because of
Corandra?’

She had been gazing at the nearing idand, but al at once she turned and stared into my face. Her eyes
were cam, unblinking, and cold. "Of courseit isn't Corandra. Between you and meit's abusiness
arrangement. We assst each other. Isn't that s0?"

| nodded, but | didn't believe it any more than she did.

It the waterline was a scrambled chaos of wet black rocks that reached four or five meters up the shore.
Beyond that, theidand was made of closdly fitted red-orange boulders. The huge colored rocks were all
flat-faced and relaively smooth, and they al — | suddenly realized — had four Sdes. three Sdeswere
farly straight and the fourth, the longest Side, was agently curving arc. They were dl gpproximately the
same size— and they were not rocks.

The three Techs dowed as they approached the rocky shore and dlipped out of their harnesses and then
waded ashore. Del and | followed watching for anything unusud. Theidand wasasilent place, no birds,
no lapping waves, no breeze whispering over theland. A quick look above us at the interlocked orange
dabs confirmed that they were not stone, not a random convergence of natura forces— they evenly
covered what we could see of theidand likethe shdll of aturtle.

| pointed my wegpon &t one of the Techsthat stood looking dully at the floating white panel and
demanded, "Whereis CorandraKindlen?"

The Tech looked at me silently. In hisglossy black eyes| could see mysdlf, Ddl, and theidand in dark
reflections. It took him a moment to think; then he waved usto follow him up theidand to the orange
dabs. That waswhen | noticed the smell.

When we approached the dabs, they creaked and ground together, and then, dowly, they parted,
opening up apassageway just wide enough for usto wak through single-file. Asthey shifted laterdly, |
could see their cream-colored underbellies and their many multi-jointed legs folded negtly beneath them.
The things were crustaceans — something like crabs. And from undernegath the things drifted awet, fetid
smdl — an odor like the death-smell of smdl hot animals and like the rancid churnings of warm
bacteria-ridden swamps.

Behind me, Ddl gasped for breath. "I'm dl right,” she said. "Keep going.”

Aheead of us, there was dways the constant grow! of one shell heavily grinding against another, opening
up acorridor for thefive of us.

Benegth the shell waslittle room for anything else but the legs of the things, but severd timeswe did see
single Techs crouched among the pale-shelled legs. All of them were busily eating small wet pieces of
something. They ignored us and often licked their hands and wrists. Twice we saw decomposed parts of
Techs smashed benesath the crabs legs or lodged between them. The air grew thicker with stink, and the
most primitive part of me recognized it asasmell to flee from.

"Weare here," the lead Tech suddenly announced. He stepped aside and | saw, all at once, the
machinery of dreams, the source of its power, and Corandra Kinellen.

At the highest part of theidand, at its center, there was an open area, surrounded by the segmented,
nonhuman faces of the crabs. In the center of the clearing, surrounded by the unconscious, the dying and
the near-dead, stood the neat arrangement of machinery the ancestors of Earl and Cleetisand Leon had



giventhe Techs.

CorandraKinellen lay face-up in the rocky dirt aong with hundreds of others, both human and
nonhuman. Her skin was blistered red and purple. Her eyeswere closed, but | could not tell if her face
was peaceful because her eyelids were no more than watery blisters and the skin on her cheeks and
forehead had puffed and cracked and dowly oozed aclear fluid. She would not live much longer lying
there.

And extended from the hot shining equipment in the center was the recelving antenna: suspended on a
light framework, the concentric circles of cable hovered only inches above their faces. As Corandralay
there dying, her dreams were somehow being picked up and beamed back to the tourists.... My hand
sweated on the handgrip of my weapon.

| wanted to scream, Y ou have killed her!™ | wanted to kill them all, to burn a steaming swath through
them, all the way to the lagoon — but dl | could do was stand there and look from Corandrato the
empty, shelled faces of the crabsto the Techs. | wanted to curse them and have them die with cursesin
their ears.

But no onefeared us. No one paid us any attention. A dozen Techs busily attended the bodies. They
would makeasmall incison in the hand or foot to seeif blood still flowed. If it did, they moved on. If it
didn't, they dragged the corpse from benesth the low rings of the antenna and disappeared with it among
thelegs of the crabs. | saw one of the Techs Sare at the distended abdomen of adying dehydrating alien
and gtrokeit gently.

One of the corpse-carriers abruptly dropped his hands, and the body he was helping to carry thumped
heavily on the dirt and gravel. The Tech turned and plodded over to us. His gray, dead face showed no
trace of intelligence and only the dightest hint of tiredness,

"Helo," hesaid rapidly. "Y ou wereinterested in thisone?' He pointed to Corandra. As| glanced at her,
| saw asmdll, hard-shelled thing crawling on her arm.

Alwayswatching the Tech, | took off my shirt and laid it on the antenna, shading Corandra's head and
shoulders.

"You'rekilling her," | said, amost choking on thewords. | needed to kill thething in front of me. My
hand started to draw the weapon upward.

"Sheisnt dead yet," it said.

"I want you to understand this," | said, conscioudy shaping each word in my dry mouth, wanting so badly
to kill him and the rest of the Techsthat at the moment only the words death and murder had any regl
meaning to me. "Understand that | do not expect to get out of heredive. | know that | am ascloseto
death assheis" Corandralay unmoving.

"Y our expectation isjudtified,” the Tech said in aquick burst of speech.
"Y ou don't deserveto live"

"Deserve tolive? Tdl me how you cameto believe that you understand what should and should not be
dlowedtolive”

The Tech wanted to discusswhy | believed he was evil — and al around melay dying humans and
diens, ther skin blistering off their bodies. Corandra stirred minutely, aclicking noise coming from the
back of her throat. Without a thought in my head, | burned the Tech, shearing his shoulders from his



body.

He dropped in aheap. Instantly, two other Techs dragged him away. Another one approached and said,
"Rationd discussion offends you? It makes you want to kill me?'

"Kill you? Y ou and the other one—"

The Tech did not grin, but hislipstwisted peculiarly and his shiny black eyes became even more glossy.
"Thereisonly one native resdent on this planet. Just one, and | amit.”

My eyes focused beyond the Tech on the angularly segmented faces of the great crabs that surrounded
the clearing. A heavy grinding rumble of their shells diding againgt each other came from behind us— the
passageway through which we had walked was closing up.

"One must not mistake an extension of the body, an extremity, for the body itsdf. What you call Techs
aremy hands and fingers. The thinking part of me resdes around you."

| looked around at the chitinous shells, the edges of their folded limbs, and high up at the edge of their
bodies, the tight mandibles of their mouths. There was nothing that looked like eyes. "And thereés only
oneof you," | murmured. The weapon in my hand felt as useless as arock.

"Only one," the Tech answered, "spread through many parts. Are your aggressive inclinations learned or
inborn?"

Thething wasinvulnerable if what it said was true— and it probably was. It explained alot. If | tried, |
could kill most of the Techs and three or four of the crabs — but then what? There were hundreds,
maybe thousands, of the things crowding edge-to-edge over theidand — and for all | knew there could
be hundreds of thousands more scuttling across the silent floor of the ocean.

"l anacuriousrace," the Tech was saying. "l thought we were donein the universe until humans came
and gave us their worthless equipment. They told us there were other races, and | became interested.
That iswhy Thearisis arranged as a place of pleasure and relaxation.”

Theweight of helplessnesswas settling on me. It didn't register at thetime, but | saw Del pulling my shirt
off the antenna, exposing Corandra's face. Then she stepped back a pace and looked at her.

"l have learned that most species are like humansin that they fear the universe. It istoo complicated for
them to understand. Out of helplessness, they eiminate those things they find offensive because, perhaps,
they reason that those things 'do not deserveto live." In truth, the universe terrifies you, and you repond
by removing ambiguity where you find it — and what is conscious lifeif not an intricate configuration of
mest, chaotic fears, obsessve desires, and demanding rationality? What could be more repulsive to your
senghilities?!

"Thewomanisdying" Del said from behind me.

The Tech folded his hands under his shirt. His eyes showed no more emotion than the plastic knobson a
piece of dectronic equipment. "In the backs of your fearful minds' he said, "death isthe mother of
beauty, and here on Theariswe alow you to play in the beauty that growsin the dreams of the damned.
When animals of your type know they are condemned" he said, gesturing at the human and dien bodies
lying under the antenna, "they dream of beauty and hope, they dream that the universeissmple, smal,
harmless, and that they are where they belong. Find hopesarethefinest.”

The Tech's hands moved swiftly from benegth his shirt — the hypo-gun snorted and | felt the sting of the
needlein my side and the cool seepage of the drug into my blood.



"Y ou should have interesting dreams," the Tech said. "'l will learn from your desires, and | will alow other
humans to participate in those dreams— such isthe price of their pleasure.”

Already, the drug was causing hisvoiceto sound like it was far away, echoing down along halway. |
sgueezed the handgrip of the weapon and swept its beam across the Tech and across the bellies of the
huge crustaceans nearest me. The Tech'sleft arm and shoulders did off his body, and where the heet hit
the shelled things, | heard meat szzling and steam puffed out of the burned gashes. | aimed the wegpon at
the central machinery — | wanted to end this, dl of it — and fired. A red spot formed on one of the
casings— it turned white and then the side caved in on itself amid acrackling of burning insulation.

Blackness started squeezing off my vision — | wanted to see Del — | wanted to tell her | was sorry
before| dropped. But when | turned | saw her poised over Corandra, and, faster than | could think, she
fired her own wegpon point-blank into Corandra's face— her body jerked as though throwing off the
lagt vestige of life.

llDd _ll
She raised her weapon and pointed it at my face. "Stop,” she said. "Just stop.”
"But did you catch Corandrawhen she died?’

"Why should I?" she said coally. "Weredl dying heretoday.” It was utterly silent after she said that.
Then, still looking at the silver emission point of her weapon, | felt my armsdrop. | could barely stand.
'Wereadl dying done here. We are dl dways done— yesterday | redized | was even more aone than
other people. And just thisonce, | want to indulge my desireto kill you, in payment for bringing me here.
Goodbye."

Before the fireilluminated every pain | had ever known, there was something worse by far — the one
person | had trusted with my life abandoned me. Before the fire came despair, and | did not carethat |
died. | wasreleased to an emptiness beyond blackness.

The planet had no lifeonit. | liked that. The seawas smooth and blue, and when the dow sun eased itself
behind the barren mountains, the clouds turned lavender and pink. Beyond the beach wherewelay, a
continent of rubble, mountain-sized boulders, and flows of ridged magma spread thousands of kilometers
to the next empty ocean. We were done. We liked that.

Dd roused herself from her ngp and looked at me through deepy eyes. "Did you deep?’ she asked
huskily.

"I've been sitting here, glad to be Sitting here. I've never watched you deep before. Y ou're pretty when
you deep.” | put my hand in her black hair. "1 don't know how | could ever have not trusted you.”

She put her head in my lap. The sun in this place had darkened the freckles across her nose. "What else
could | have done?' Her arms wrapped around my waist and she closed her eyes again.

De had caught me and Corandrawhen she killed us and had then told the Thearisan that she
gppreciated itsintellectua curiosity, that she knew arace of shape-changersit might beinterested in
examining. Whether or not it believed her she did hot know — but it released her, it said, because the
machine was broken. Del said that the thing seemed to be amused with what she said. "Consciousnessis
acancer," it sad, "and it is metastasizing across the universe.”

It took her monthsto find abody for meto residein— he was a patient in ahospital, an unrepentant
suicide; Del had him released to her care, and, two hours later, | was taken from the murmuring darkness



within her and could see again and smell and touch and taste her — that wasthefirst thing | did: | kissed
her, and | took my time doing it.

Over the ocean and beyond the barren mountains, the lavender sky was deegpening to adense, rich
purple. Del opened her eyes. "Do you still love me, after watching me degp? After everything else?”

"Evenmore,” | said.
"After we leave here, well find someoneto put Corandrainto.”

"I'm staying with you." | moved my hand across her forehead and into her hair. "1 love you now, I'll love
you then. With you, | am who | was meant to be."

She reached around my neck and pulled herself to my mouth and kissed me and kissed me, and | did not
carethat it was the beginning of night or that in thisworld we were utterly alone, because | loved her,
was loved, and was happy.



