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INTRODUCTION

Andie expansionism has made outworld research common, but it's a solitary life for a human.

Kivvy isayoung exobotanist exploring Noh, a moon-planet recently discovered in the Neptune system.
He has aresearch grant to examine sirange plant life that has inexplicably evolved there, over three
billion miles from the sun. His closest neighbors are the Andie and human residents of Centrd, an
Andie-designed base orbiting Neptune. Aside from INTEL X, his scout ship's resident Al computer,
Kivvy is done on Noh.

Wi, not entirely aone...

Useful Humansis a science fiction adventure in three parts.

In Part One of Useful Humans, Hotel Universe, Kivvy encounters dien intelligence, an interplanetary
congpiracy, and achimerica dternate universe where anything is possible.

Will Stark, amercenary with a reputation, swaggers into Part Two, Useful Humans, to battle a new
breed of space gangdters.

In Part Three, The Fifth Wall, our heroes run a bizarre race againg time in pardle worlds.

Useful Humans was completed in 1990, following Susan and The Wolf, afirst nove by Rich La Bonté.
While st in the same universe as its predecessor, Useful Humans features an dmost entirely new set of
principa characters and is not specificaly asequd. fLAtDiISk SoftWorks expectsto publish a
geoNovd edition of Susan and The Wolf later this year.

For more information, write geonove @richlabonte.com.
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PART ONE: HOTEL UNIVERSE

CHAPTER ONE

"Uh. Centrd?'

"Yes, Kivvy. Centrd here. Go ahead.”

"Who isthis?"

"Thisis Centrd."

"No. | mean, who is speaking?'

"Thisis Radiance."

"Oh. What modd are you?"

"Modd GT6000. You sound upset, Kivvy. Do you wish me to wake a human? They are degping.”
"No. | remember you now, Radiance."

"We have met. | grestly admire your disks on the extinct trees of the European States.”
"Yes, 30 you told me. I'm working in the northern hemisphere, Radiance.”

"Yes, Kivvy. | am tracking your signal. | know exactly where you are. Isthere a problem?’

"W, uh, Radiance, I'm not sure. | wonder if you'd run alittle sort on previous survey datafor me.

"That information isal available to your onboard systems, Kivvy."
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"Yegh, the normd uff is. But | want a sort going back to the Japanese touchdown. Thefirgt planetfall.
Everything here reads as updated files. Y ou know, corrected for history."”

"Just amoment, Kivvy. I'll access... ok. Search subject?’
"Uh, try anomdies, Radiance. Anything outside the norms.”
"Could you be more specific, Kivvy?'

"Uh, wdll. Nortbotanic life form files, | guess™

"Other than botanic life forms?'

"Correct. | know it's crazy. But just check, will yuh?"

It might have been the light, reflecting off something in theice. Perhaps an Aeolian streak of red dug,
deposited long ago by ancient winds, trapped meters deep insde the iced mantle of water, liquid

nitrogen, and methane.
It might have been, but it moved.

"Sorting, Kivvy... nothing reported by the origind Japanese team. No subsequent report of life formson
Noh - other than plant life, of course.”

"Nothing, huh? That's what | remembered. Ok, Centrd."
"Anything dse | can do for you, Kivwy?'

"No. | guess not. Thanks, Radiance."

"Kivwy..."

"Y es, Radiance?'

"I've found something: a ddeted subfile.”
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"Under 'non-botanic life forms?"

"No. Generd Observations. A casud crew log from the origind landing party. One of the humans asked
if any of the others had noticed, quote: ‘'movement on the ridge." The sighting was unconfirmed and
unverified. Nothing showed on the scan recorders. They assumed it to be anicefdl or vine collapse, but
it isodd that none of the Andies noticed it. We don't miss much.”

Noh was the smallest, most inward ring shepherd of the Neptune planet-moons. Eight others - Triton,
Nereid, Proteus, Larissa, Despina, Galatea, Thaassa, and Naiad - had been known for generations, but
Noh had remained hidden until the arriva of the first full expedition to the Neptune system. Circling its
mother star-planet in atight retrograde orbit, Noh hid with mysteries.

He hadn't solved any in his months on Noh. He had no absolute explanation to offer for the bizarre dien
vegetation he had traveled dmogt three billion miles to study. What had seeded it here? How had it
survived or been nurtured in the ice soil ? Endless sample tests and careful measurements were
inconclusive: exobotany was an infant science, and the exobotanist invented it logically as he worked.

But logic didn't dlow for the smal red shape that he had first seen dart behind a crag of ice near his
scout ship. Or the second time he had seenit. Or the third.

"Where was the origina planetfal, Radiance?"
"Darius quadrant. That's in the northern hemisphere, Kivvy."
"Yes, Radiance. That was dl there wasto it? They didnt investigate further? The origind team?”

"Well, the humans moved on to Naiad after aweek. The Andies remained for amonth longer to chart
the surface because Noh was the only planetesmd in the outer systemsto exhibit plant life. Their data
shows nothing unusuda. Should | add our conversation to my monitor report, Kivvy?'

"l guess you'd better, Radiance. That Japanese explorer was right. There's something down here...”
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Kivvy logged off. He hadn't gone on to be particularly specific with Radiance about what he'd seen.
After dl, hewasn' redlly so sure hed seen anything.

No, that wasn't right. Hed seen something, and more than once in the last few days. Kivvy sighed and
settled back in the soft egg that was his command deck chair. He toyed with the webbed weave,
picking a it from where his hands rested between hislegs. The fabric of the egg was an indestructible
polyfiber, grown and knitted in a factory orbiting the Jupiter system. He pried a it absently inavain
attempt to dig atiny hole with hisfingernails. He remembered the little tear in his regular segt in the
holotheater in Boswash, the Orson Welles Cinema near Cambridge. He had spent every weekend there
asachild, lost in tapes of two dimensiond shadow, the Saturday revivals of old mation pictures -
movies thrown up on an antique flat white screen. The Orson Welles had been his sanctuary, much like
his scout ship was on Noh. Held aways rushed to that same seat, shared with atub of popcorn, knees
tucked up againgt the back of the row ahead of him.

The management of the Orson Welles didn't dways revive the most worthy classics, but Kivvy watched
anything that was offered on Saturdays and then came back on Sunday for the regular holo feature of
the week. He liked the new form too. Relentless sex and violence were al the more gppeding to a
generation who had missed the Last War by decades. The main feature was often preceded by aB-
holo adventure, like one of the Pillsbury Falcon mysteries or a Western, but it was the older filmsof an
earlier world that Kivvy remembered best.

He dug hisfingersinto the deck chair and tried to recal onethat fit his current Stuation on Noh. A
thriller, with ominous supernatural happenings that were never quite seen. A something in the shadows
of the camera eye. Lurking. Watching. A something thet flitted into the edge of your line of sight, and
was never there when you turned to look for it. His fingers stabbed one last time. He exhded a
fragmented past.

"Nope" he sad to the ceiling. Kivvy rose from the egg chair and pushed himself toward the back of the
command cabin. The light gravity of Noh was not quite enough to float him, but he couldn't walk in it
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ether without normG boots. He hopped barefooted in dowed motion to the lift, and mede hisway
down to the mess. He had to eat before he went back out on the surface.

There wasn't much to do during downtime. Kivvy read books from his cubes. He also had cubes of
good ald films and holos, but hed pretty much run through his library in the four months heldd been
working on Noh. His mgjor source of entertainment was the scout ship's onboard computer, INTELX,
which provided him with thousands of games. Most were 3D classics he had played throughout his
childhood in arcades, but afew were of the newer, Totd Interface Fantasy variety. Tl Fantasy games
required a headset, various strap-on controllers, and, as the name suggested, drew the user into a
cyberuniverse of synthetic smulations. Kivvy was satisfied enough with the TIF illusion, but his curiosity
asto the inner workings of Totd Interface was as intense as his passion for the secret life of plants. He
began sessonswith INTELX to learn to program in the TIF environment. As the scout ship's INTELX
was afull-Al upgrade, alatest generation supercomputer of Andie design, it had agreed and assured
Kivvy thet it was delighted to assist him in his educationd pursuits

"Helo, Kivwy," INTELX said, asKivvy logged on. "Did you wish to play this evening?' The two were
aso currently engaged in atwo-week TIF terraforming Smulation game called "Paradisg’.

"Not now," Kivvy replied. "I'm in amore creative mood."

"Paradise is the Ultimate Challenge for the Creative User,” INTELX intoned, quoting from stored TIF
promationa data. "Imagine the Excitement, the Thrill you'll have cregting a Fully Habitable World! Only
adety.."

"l know the rap, INTELX, but I'd rather program. We were making good progress in our last session,
wouldn't you say?' Kivvy thought he sensed a hesitant pause, dthough it lasted only nanoseconds. He
wasn't sure if INTELX was reacting to the question or just busy with some other task.

"Yes, of course, Kivvy." The computer's voice sounded dmost uncertain, and Kivvy had to laugh.
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"Well, | am trying, INTELX. After dl, I'm only human." He popped a hard bubble cube into the drive
dot, pulled on the finger controllers, and put on his TIF headset.

Little forms danced and swirled againgt an unfinished backdrop, impossible colors exploding as they
touched. They hadn't even begun programming the audio yet, so there was sllence - except for Kivvy's
occasiond expletives and the computer's motherly clicks. Kivvy jumped to the wrong address. "The
RAM in that section isreserved for system use, Kivvy," INTELX reminded him.

"Shut up! I'm trying, damnit!” Kivvy pushed a hisfingertip controllers, trying to maneuver subborn little
shapesinto pseudosolid form. The fractured landscape was streaked with colors, dripping megapixels
through gaps in the background, and bleeding objects of failed perspective had clumped together into an
unlikely redity. The unfinished mountain range in the distance was aviolet shade, despite dl attempts at
blue-green. Mustard-ydlow reptilian creatures flew gracefully at its pesks - but they were meant to be
brown and purple. The vast sky ended abruptly in black, trailing €ectron phosphors upward into
nothing, defying gravity and Kivvy's attempt a horizon. Far above this, INTELX flashed symbols for
macros, jump codes, and annotated comments in a gentle red typeface.

Kivvy's fingers struggled with the programming movements, occasondly letting INTEL X lead him, but
more often manudly tracing and retracing the steps needed to design his thoughts into RAM renderings.
Findly he stopped and activated the animators, watching in disgust as the winged ones flew through a
mountain and his horse, which was more a mule-in-progress, sumbled dong atrail that wound into the
background.

"Pergpectiveisincorrect,” INTELX commented on the horse. "The rear |€eft leg istoo short."”

"Enough! Quit! Yes, I'm sure.” Kivvy waited for the supercomputer to store the sesson in the hard
bubble cube and return control of his senses. He pulled at his finger controllers and took off the headset.
The four walls of the rec room appeared around him.

"That was Sesson 32. Backup in progress,” INTELX told him.
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"Fing, fine! Good." Kivvy pushed off and headed for his deegping cabin. "Maybe someday well actudly
finish this damned scene and dart the gameling!”

As he sttled into the webbing that kept him stationary for deep, Kivvy thought about his TIF project. It
was hard to program. He hadn't redlized the greet difficulties of shaping multi-dimensiona holographics.
He had programmed in ordinary flat screen 3D for years, dthough held never been published, but even
with afar knowledge of math he found TIF miles beyond his grasp. He vowed slently to dlow
INTELX to do more of the smoothing, scaling, shearing, and other shaping. Kivvy was very critica of
computer-aided design in the arts: a human design was like the old movies - handcrafted product
compared to the technically superior, but less artistic holos. He had to admit, however, that he hadn't
even finished one main character of his TIF adventure game. He and INTEL X had been working on the
project for months.

As he began to drift away into aless structured consciousness, he thought about the call hed made to
Central and hiswispy encounters on the surface of Noh. Perhgps they were only illusonsin the frosty
cyan light of mother Neptune. Perhaps held just been aone too long.

He concentrated, and finally called forth the image that had eluded him from the old days at the Orson
Wiles. it had been a Keefer Sutherland film. No! 1t was Donad Sutherland! Directed by Nicolas Roeg.
Written by Daphne du Maurier! There had been atiny but ominous thresat, dressed in ared-hooded
robe, which was cleverly made to appear to be periphera to the camerasview.

Kivvy tried to remember the film'stitle, with no luck until an ingtant before he fell adeep. It was caled
"Don't Look Now".
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CHAPTER TWO

In the morning cycle - which was assigned by INTEL X because Noh was too smdl in diameter to
supply red Earth days - Kivvy carefully retraced his previous tracks across Noh's terrain. It was a
warm day, with the temperature at about -389 degrees Fahrenheit. His trail was easy to find. Noh had
lain undisturbed for severd million years, and the fine, dusty, ice that passed for soil recorded any dight
footfdl. The boots on his bulky suit sent fine spray everywhere as he hopped aong, happily reporting to
INTELX Noh's remarkable botany.

It was the Great Dark Spot of Neptune that accounted for any life at al on Noh. The surface of the
closest planet never experienced high temperatures, but the Great Spot, the larger of two anticyclonicdl
storm-eruptions that circumnavigate Neptune, throws off a shower of persuasive radioactive particles at
the tiny ring shepherd. Noh's close orbit was perfectly situated to make use of this subatomic wind from
its mother world, and theorists suggest that Noh may have been created when the Great Spot first
belched to life. The regular bombardment from the Spot produced a dight thawing for about an hour out
of every pass from that time on. Noh's own gentle spin helped to distribute the radiation's effects into a

life- sustaining zone around its northern hemisphere.

Over eons of evalution, the zone became a cold jungle of twigting blue vine and brush. Low gravity
could have adlowed tdler plants, had it not been for the ice weighing them down. Whét did evolve
became an adien heath. There were no trees as on Earth, but huge, dmaost round, entwined collectives of
symbiotic plants seemed to dominate. These Kivvy had dubbed "banyans’', as the various plants put out
branches that grew down and back to the surface to become roots, resembling the banyan fig trees of
India. Asthe component plants of Noh's banyans aso grew done al over the planet, one of the
intriguing mysteries of Noh was their additionad communal behavior.

Kivvy'stracks of the previous day brought him back to alittle glen surrounded by banyans. On the
fringe of the glen grew patches of an angular, deep blue, fungus-like organism, with a scattering of green
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on its northern surfaces. It was the green that Kivvy had noted on his earlier outing, as it wasthe only

occurrence of that color he had seen on Noh.

A dose ingpection through his visor magnifier had reveded tiny floating grains of pollen, which were
arranged in atight and ddightfully unique crystaline pattern. The green color was emitted from the
nucleus of each grain, fighting Neptune's blue light with a hardy luminance. Kivvy had been reminded of
deep-sea creatures in Earth's oceans. In an attempt to take some into the ship for study, he had
manipulated his suit's Serile catchbag over one of the fungi. At that moment he had glimpsed ared
blurred motion to hisleft. When he turned to look he saw nothing. Startled and suddenly sure he was
not aone in the banyan glen, Kivvy had dropped the catchbag and its metal control rod on top of arow
of fungi. With an upward woosh, the delicate stuff exploded like a clump of milkweed. He was covered
with clinging dust, and, on a stern order from INTELX, he had returned immediately to the scout to
alow his suit to be cleaned and cleared of possible contaminants.

Today he spotted the falen catchbag immediately, but there was no sign of the damage it had caused.
The fungus was il there, or it had regenerated, asit was now grown up around the tool in such away
asto lift the catchbag and balance it on its rod. There it stood, conveniently waiting to be picked up by
its owner, like an umbrelain its sand.

"Can you best that?' Kivvy wondered aoud to the computer. "It's handing it back to me!™

"Please record from alower angle," INTELX asked, and Kivvy stooped down to let the helmet
recorder zoom in on the fungi where it grasped the base of the control rod.

"Hmm," Kivvy said. "A denser concentration of the pollen-crystals here. Deeper in color.” He reached
out to take histool and was surprised at the grip the fungus maintained. "Hey, let go! Can't get it loose,
INTELX."

"Apply the suit pneumdtics, Kivvy."
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"Ok. Hey! 1t won't budge!" He used both hands and tried pulling forward instead of up. "It's bending

In one motion, Kivvy leaned down on the rod and suddenly flew into the air as the fungus gpplied like
pressure in return. The force carried Kivvy about twenty yards into a grouping of banyans, where he
knocked about gracelessly and landed on his head. As he lost consciousness, he heard a hiss of

€scaping pressure...

Megapixds scattered everywhere, and there were gaping holes. It was a doppy rendering, but parts of
it were beginning to resemble what hed had in mind when he and INTEL X began the sessons. He
wandered up the road, passing the unfinished horse. It grazed lazily on a clump of vegetation. One leg
was too short, as INTEL X had noted, and its mane was badly drawn. Binary suns burned high over
violet mountains, and Kivvy could just make out the leathery winged things soaring on updrafts as they
searched for yet unprogrammed prey.

Kivvy continued about a haf amile further and began to get an uneasy feding. He knew there was
something held forgotten, aside from the odd perspective and depth of the TIF illuson. He was about to
ask INTELX for an opinion when he redlized that the supercomputer's usua barrage of text comments
were absent from the upper border of hisfidd of vison. He flexed his fingers and found that the
controllers were not there. He held up his hands and saw them plainly againgt the far mountain range.

"Wait aminute,” Kivvy said. He touched his head. "No headset,” he mused. "Either dreaming or dead.”
Hefdt no panic. He was here, dl right, walking dong an imagined road that only existed when directed
by the optical plasmaof INTELX's chips. He was aone, however, unless he counted the lame horse
and the winged things. Theilluson was complete and fascinating. He felt an urge to wake, but he didn't

giveintoit.
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Kivvy knew INTELX was missing, not just submerged, when the landscape dong the road became
unfamiliar. He again looked up toward the usua top border display of messages and jump markers and
found that the sky had finished itsdlf, diminating the areareserved for INTEL X's command lines. He
walked further until he began to grow tired. When he came upon a smdl stream of pink liquid, he sat
and rested.

"Not adream,” he said. " ou don't get sore feet in dreams." He rubbed his bare feet. Why hadn't he
thought to wear boots before he... Kivvy grew rigid, took a deep breath, and looked around. The last
memory of his most recent trek on Noh's surface had suddenly returned. He stood up quickly and
ingpected himsdif.

"l was wearing boots," he said, "not to mention my suit.” He was now dressed in jeans and his bluet-
shirt, which announced "Noh Fun!" in bright orange letters across his chest. "The fungus fought me for
the collector and threw me into a banyan grove!"

Therewas arush of blurred motion dl around him, and he thought of air escaping from a child's balloon.
A digtorted voice, metalic and filtered, spoke his name. Kivvy knew it was INTELX. He looked up,
searching for the command line, but al he could see was darkness.

"Kivwy."

He woke up in the webbed bed and peered at his persona console screen. The only evidence of
INTELX was the blinking blue cursor. Groaning in answer, Kivvy tried shutting his eyes to recapture the
dream. It didn't work. All he could picture was the view from within his suit as he crashed among the
banyans. His side ached from where he had smacked into one of them.

"Kivwy," INTELX sad again.
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"Ok. I'mup," Kivvy growled. He untangled from his bed and tried standing. There was an ugly purple
bruise covering hisright hip and upper leg. "God! Whatta dream! What happened?’

"Y ou had an accident on the surface. Y ou were lucky to survive.”

Kivvy pulled on his coverdls, gingerly testing the bruise. "Y eah, | remember that. How'd you get me
back here?'

"I was monitoring. Sent out adroid. Y our suit pressure was dmost gone by the time it got you back
aboard. The faceplate was cracked in your fal."

"] thought they were indestructible. Wdll, thanks, INTELX. | guess| owe you my life."

"Norma emergency procedure, Kivvy. Gratuities are not required.” The persona console cursor
blinked off.

"Hey, wait," Kivvy said. The cursor regppeared. "How long was | out?’
"Unconscious or on the surface?’
IIBOth.H

"Y ou were unconscious for two hours twenty Sx minutes thirty five seconds. Y our totd tour of the
surface was one hour one minute five seconds. The droid required ten minutes fifty four secondsto
retrieve you. The estimated..."

"Thank you, INTELX," Kivvy said again. The cursor disgppeared. Kivvy made hisway into the galley
and steamed some vegetables. He noticed that he was very hungry and hisfeet hurt like hed been
walking along distance.

While he ate, he had INTELX run the monitor record of his accident. It was dl there, including his short
flight into the banyan grove. He had to laugh as he watched himsalf bounce like an old pinball between
two banyans, but it made his sde hurt. INTEL X's recording included the droid recovering him. Thiswas
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alittle scary. There he was, expiring in his suit, while the droid tried to extricate him from the dien
plants. His suit had tangled in the banyan's component vines, and they had wrapped tightly around one
leg. Kivvy knew from previous investigation that the vines could be as strong as tempered sted, and the
dramaof his rescue was not logt to him. The droid had to fire its lasers to free him, but with a precison
that didn't even singe the suit.

"Hold! Freeze that!" He had spotted something unexpected. "Ok. Go back to where the laser hits that
vine. I'll be damned!" He jumped up from the gdley table, leaving his vegetables unfinished, and pulled
hisway into the science cabin. INTEL X had aready brought up the recording on the science display

screen.

"Magnify the impact, and drop everything but green from the spectrum. Oh, wow!" Thelittle pollen
crystds were there again, thistime floating around the tight dash of the laser. "Pull back and single-frame
it. Keep the green, but give me motion tracersin red.” Asthe computer restructured the scene, pollen
grains gppeared to emerge from the opening in the vine caused by the laser. They headed out of frame
like aswarm of emerad bees. He pulled back further and watched them head for his helmet.

"Tighten in on the faceplate.” Kivvy took areflexive deep breath. "I'll be double-damned!” he said, as
the swarm of tiny green spots vanished through a hairline crack and into his hemet.

A micrascopic examination of Kivvy's hedmet and suit reveded no trace of the dien pollen, so he
alowed INTELX to do afull bioscan. Asthiswas arather involved, technical, and time-consuming
process that kept him away from both scheduled and non scheduled activities, Kivvy was forced to
report the downtime to Centrd afterwards. He knew they would have found out anyway.

Applied research on the outer edge of the solar system was not top priority to current human or Andie
scientific brass, and it cost alot of money. Centra was Kivvy's accountant and contract manager. He
knew that they kept track of his activities through an Andie netlink system that could stream data at a
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speed coseto that of human thought. INTELX performed this streaming at regular intervals, but Kivvy
liked to do his own reports as wdl: the practice kept him from feding like an inmate.

"Centra here. Go ahead, Kivvy."

"l have a status update, Radiance. Are you recording?' Centra was on the far Sde of Neptune, so there

was no visua contact.
"Yeah, but thisis Digna spesking. And I'm human, Kivvy."
"Oh, sorry. Guess we haven't met."

"They changed the whole crew since your last vist, pa. When are you gonna come up and party?' The

voice was female, but her tone was as much sarcaam as inviting.

"I may be dropping in sooner than expected. Depends on the brass. That's what I'm calling about.”
"Why? INTELX sad you were dl right after your little dgpgtick routine on the surface.”

"Y ou saw thet?"

"Don't be embarrassed, there ain't much to vid out here. I've bought every good bubble cube in town
and traded with everybody twice. Y ou were cute. It reminded me of Chaplin.”

"Chaplin! Charlie Cheplin?' Mogt people didn't even know about the so-cdled Silents of pre-holo days.
"WEell, only from afew shortsand City Lights" she admitted. "City Lights was sunning. Y ou?'

"I've seen that! And The Gold Rush and The Great Dictator. I've got a documentary with clips, but |
haven't been able to get copies of any others.”

"Not likely you will out on that desolate iceberg. Say, you're ok, Kivvy. Maybe you and | redly should
party after al."
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"Sort of depends on the matter on hand. I've got a possible biologica intrusion down here" Therewas a
pause. He'd expected more of areaction. Digna's voice sounded muffled.

"Some interference from the cold star, Kivvy. You said 'intruson’?"

"Yeah. Run the INTEL X monitor feed you got. Boost the mag when it goes zoom on my faceplate, then
chromaout al but the green. You'll seeit." There was another pause, too long it seemed to Kivvy.
"Digna, you there?'

"Yes, Kivvy. You, uh, checked out the helmet? Maybe the fragments just got sucked into the crack in
the faceplate." He marveled at her apparent lack of surprise or concern at his predicament.

"We checked. Not amicrobe of anything. Sterile as it was when it Ieft the factory,” Kivvy said. "It wasa
pollen of some sort, by the way, not fragments. And the crack was lesking out, not sucking in."

"Look like little crystas. 1ce maybe? No, ice doesn't swarm, doesit? Y ou got a cute nose, Kivvy. I'd
liketo biteit."

Grest, he thought. The word 'swarm’ stuck in his mind.
"Like bugs, Kivvy. Gnats. You sureit'sapollen?'

"That's what the anayzer read. Has to be pollen - unless the botany on Noh has more going for it than
anyone suspects.”

"Y ou've done the full medic?'
"Yegh. INTELX isfinishing agloba comparison. I'll know then if | have vistorsin my corpuscles.”
"Maybe you'll get green blood - like the Vulcans."

"Star Trek?"
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"Yeah, and I've got an early pilot you might not have seen. We can watch it while you give me your
disease in the most direct way possible. Bring that nice little butt of yours up here and well cook.”

"Sounds like an order. That officid, Centrd?"

"Nope. But you've been down there done for along time, and that definitely appedsto my baser
nature. Get the idea?"

He was doubtful. Who'd want a blind date with a possble casudty of a Third Kind encounter?

"Weve both got full dossiers on file. Maybe I'm overestimating my agpped, but I'll bet you won't waste
much time sniffing around my file when we log off. Tadting is better than looking anytime. Let me know,
okay?'

"I may nat have the option if I'm being vidited, Digna."

"Y ou won't congder it a choice once you vid me, Kivvy. And you don't sound sick to me. I'll be
expecting you."

No polite way out. "I'll have INTELX's full medic in an hour. Sorting neurons now. Cal you back,
Centrd ?'

"Uh-uh. Just show up. Surprise me.”

She left the control station and took the fast belt to her outrise condo on the perimeter of Centrdl. Her
persond console had a 3D of Kivvy smiling on the screen while she dipped out of her day gear and
took along, cold shower. She enjoyed the luxury of atowe rather than the airblowers, and admired her
soft nakedness in the polished aft wall of her bedroom while she refreshed her memory on Kivvy's Earth
years. Every once in while she looked up at her reflection. She looked greeat at 26, and she knew it. Her
male conquests were only occasiona, but that was her choice. She had never failed to get her man.
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She thumbed the keyboard and the INTEL X transmission of Kivvy's full medic danced across the
screen. The neuron comparison had been done for a quarter hour, but she had ordered INTEL X to
delay output to Kivvy until she had checked the results. It was along sort, which matched Kivvy's pre-
recorded neural datato the medic scan INTEL X made that morning. Even a computer with Andie-
improved subparticle technology needed some time to do billions of comparisons, so she was sure
Kivvy wouldn't suspect that INTELX had forwarded the data to her firg.

When she finished to her satisfaction, she released the hold, dressed, and settled down to read anew
holoplay shed brought with her from Earth. 1t would take Kivvy a couple more hoursto arrive, and she
liked to think ahead.

Kivvy whigtled softly. The super res of Digna showing on his console |ft little to the imagination and
much to be desired. He was equdly impressed by the personad data. Digna had been the only daughter
of Marcellaand Andrew Severe, two leading nort Andie systems engineers. Her parents died when she
was a child, during an unpredicted eruption disaster on Mimasin the Saturn System.

Digna Severe was born on Outpost | on the planet 10 in the Jupiter system, and was now in her mid-
twenties. She had spent four years on Earth obtaining a mastery of her parents profession, and had
chosen to come to the Neptune system as a part of an advance team of conversion planners. Her
accomplishments in the field were noted as outstanding, and her work would eventually lead to
permanent bases in the last habitable fringe of the solar system.

While exobiologigts, exobotanists, and the conversion planners were often at odds, Kivvy did not share
the concern of some of his colleagues who believed the fragile ecosystems of the outworlds would be
forever damaged by human and Andie occupation. Kivvy preferred the increasingly popular Manifest
Dedtiny philosophy: this star system was meant to be the dominion of mankind - aterm which had
included Andiesfor the last twenty years. To the planetary expansionists, the lack of sentient beings on

Sol's other worlds was proof enough of their "diving" right.
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Kivvy was wondering if Digna Severe's team had any plans for Noh, when INTELX crackled his
thoughts: "Kivvy. I'vefinished full andyss"

"Well, don't kegp me in suspense..." The communication line from Centra was beeping. Kivvy reached

over to thumb it on.

"Y ou check out as normd, Kivvy," INTELX continued. "No intrusion. A more complete medic on
Centrd is not required. Will you return to the surface today? Y our new suit is ready for fitting.”

The cdl from Central, now closng on Noh from her orbit of the far Sde, included visud, which popped
up on the console. Although it was somewhat out of phase, Kivvy was treated to a breethtaking view of
Digna Severe reclining in asea of bright slk. She didn't say anything because she didn't have to.

"What?' Kivvy asked INTELX absently. "Er, no. Well be making a pit stop at Centra today. Better
get the ship prepared to lift off."

Dignaamiled and Kivvy waved foolighly.

Kivvy's scout ship was fairly luxurious. It was designed to be a permanent habitat for up to five humans
because expeditions have become marooned or lost during Earth's expansion outward. While Kivvy
gppreciated the legroom, it was dways ardief to return to amagjor base. Centra was actually an
orbiting city rather than a mothership. Its avesome sze dwarfed the little scout athousand times as it
was tractored and docked into one of scores of landing bays. INTEL X performed al of the scout's
flight and docking maneuvers, leaving Kivvy time to gaze out a one of the most aestheticaly pleasing
examples of recent exoarchitecture.

Centra had dways existed only in the vacuum of space. Its core was designed and built in the orbit of
Jupiter, and then sent to follow Triton in its backward route around Neptune. After it took up residence
in the Neptune System, Central was expanded to its current Size - but dways within the precise
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specifications and execution of its Andie builders. To many, it wasthe first Andie city, and dthough its
planners were human, air-bresthing humans could never have accomplished the fruition of their design.

The city-world spread out with Al perfection. It was alogica, al-functiondl, and clearntlined
congtruction that defended any doubt of the value of human Andie collaboration.

As he watched this masterpiece grow closer, Kivvy remembered a quote held read from Susan, the
Mode 3000 who had emancipated the origind Andies. "It is part of the nature of the universe that
humans and Andies fly together, hand in hand, into the far reaches of our solar system.”

Susan's vison had come true, and he nodded to himself as the little scout was grappled into its parking
pace. He dmost expected Digna Severe to be standing at the end of the off ramp, clothed in a sheer
black negligee, awaiting his arrival. She was not. The dock port was chaotic with activity, but there
were few ladies about - or humans of either sex. Andies were everywhere, lifting, carting, repairing,
loading, or preparing vehicles of al szesfor various departures. Others that Kivvy took to be
supervisors and foremen, stood at computer netlink consoles, drove Andie shuttles, or made find
adjustments to ship's hatches and the like.

All of thiswas done without aword in any human language, dthough occasiond annoyed workers
emitted gill tunesto sgnify ther frusirations. Not with each other or their bosses, but with petty things

like broken packing crates or over-packed holds.

Kivvy left to INTELX the tasks of refitting and restocking the scout with what would be necessary, and
headed out into the crowded main concourse. He observed that there had been a population explosion

on Centrd since hislagt visit. There were many humans here, tradesmen and colonists who would soon

be bound for the much larger Outworld I1 city on Triton to be completed for settling within the year.

There had been many difficulties in its congruction due to the volcanic nitrogen eruptions that plagued
the surface of the planet. The eruptions were mile high explosions of what was popularly known as

"Soderblom dush”, aform of deadly, pink frozen nitrogen named for it's earliest discoverer.
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The bursts and accompanying quakes had cost the lives of many, and completely destroyed some early
settlements. The Andies had recently concluded a study of Triton's inner turbuence and mapped the
magor faults and underground oceans, which alowed congtruction to proceed in an area free from
"dushquakes'.

AsKivvy pushed hisway toward the entrance to the port shopping mal, he noticed an equa increasein
the number of Andies and droids. Many of these were newer, utility drones of entirely unfamiliar Andie
design. He grinned a one who was directing the flow of pedestrian traffic through the mdl archway. The
poor fellow looked like an old-gyle auto traffic light, waving four overlong humanoid arms with white
four-fingered hands, and blinking visua signds from abank of colored lights rotating on his shoulders.
Some Andie engineer had been researching Looney Tunes, no doubt abot it.

The mall had been expanded to service the growing population. Kivvy drifted through new shops until
he found a collector's den he remembered, stopping there to check on newly released cubes. He bought
"Conquest of Space" for Digna. He reasoned he could keep it for hisown library if she dready had it.
He passed on anew TIF adventure cube, but remembered to try atextstore for programming aids.
Browsing among the bright holo displays, he found one hacker's cube, The Officid TIF Programmer's
Guide, with "tips for the intermediate’. He was barely a beginner, but he bought it and aroll of red

paper to print it out as hardcopy.

Paper was arare commodity in space, and cost more than the cube, but his grant funds covered any
cost he might incur - no matter how exotic. He skipped various fast food paaces promising "red” mest
or "Earth" ddicacies. Blind date or not, he knew he had kept the lady waiting long enough. Jumping the
walkway to the outer belt, he rode quickly out of the port mal and was carried through a busy business
section toward a hive of condos that filled Centra's wedlthier suburbs.

Much of Centra was constructed of tranducent plastics, and he could make out the offices, data
libraries, trangport centers, restaurants, and other common worklife areas. The plastic wals alowed a
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good view of the peopleingde, giving thisdigtrict of Centra avery warm look - anironic, but thoughtful
addition made to the city plan by Andie engineers.

"I'm afraid | brought you here under somewhat fase pretenses,” Digna Severe said, but Kivvy was
digracted. When Dignafirst gppeared at her hatch to greet him, he thought of awave of energy from
the Great Dark Spot washing the surface of Noh. His brain short-circuited immediately, and hefrozein
awe and confusion. Digna Severe, he thought, was certainly the most beautiful and etheredl being he had
ever encountered.

She was smdler than hed imagined. Kivvy stood six foot one, and the woman only came up to his chin,
but one glance shrank him back to inggnificance. Her medium-length, dark brown hair formed a soft,
gparkling frame to aface that rivaled Colbert, Garbo, Eleniak, Natdie Wood, or even Jennifer Tilly a
the peak of her career. A short orange tunic clung to her like wet slk, obvioudy offering flawless
proportions and showing most of her thin, perfect legs.

Thiswas a girl-woman, Kivvy thought, intended for Gable, Sdlleck, Ford, or Garrett Tashlin. Decidedly
not for a hermit exobotanist exploring boring, frozen worlds. He had tried to expressthisin hisfirst
words, but Digna’s eyes blinked and muted him. He ssumbled into her condo on her amiling invitation,
but he wanted to run the other way.

Now it was the place itsdf that compounded his dumbness, a smooth, perfect copy of a1930's
Hollywood society gpartment set. The living room was pristine bone white, with long Italian cream
couches and low, black, polished tables and chairs. Three thin stripes of gray ran dong thewalls,
broken only by framed, full-size paintings by Stella, Erngt, Picasso, and Klee. A white baby grand piano
waited in acircular, raised dcove at the far end of the room, the bench pushed back and its stland
littered with sheet music. A full bar, which could be closed into the wall, was partidly blocking the
entrance to the dining room, but Kivvy could see a sparkling antique chanddlier hanging over along
mahogany table.
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"My God," Kivvy mumbled when he found his voice. Then he redized she had spoken. "'I'm sorry.
Wheat did you say?' There was a sound that Kivvy never forgot. Wind chimesin asummer breeze.

"It'snice, it it?' Dignalaughed. "I said: | brought you here under false pretenses. I'm feding alittle

guilty, so why don't we sit down and I'll explain.”

He fdt more like knedling, but she had snapped him back to redity with her partid confesson and they
sat together on one of the deco couches. When their legs touched briefly, he felt himsalf going comatose

agan.
"Kivvy?' she asked, bending far too close. "Are you ok?' Her brow knit with genuine concern. He
forgot what she said amoment earlier.

"This placeis astounding,” he managed. "It'slike a set from 1934."

"Close" Dignasaid, and there was that laugh again. He felt her warmth cover him. "An exact duplicate
of William Powdl's gpartment in 'Star of Midnight'. It was 1935. MGM. Which would make it a Cedric
Gibbons design, | would think, but I'm not sure. The film survived the Last War inthe Ted Turner film
vaults, thank God. Have you ever seen it?'

"I, uh, think so. Was Powell alawvyer?'

"Yes, that'sthe one. The paintings are dl from different periods, of course.” She touched hisarm. The
shock reverberated through every cdll. "Do you need adrink? | don't drink adcohol mysdf, but | keep a
full bar for vigtors. You look like you could use a double." The console screen near the bar lit up, and a

soft fema e voice announced acall.

"No. | don't drink acohol ether. Maybe some coffee or aPeps,” Kivvy said. He tried to get a grip, but
he couldn't pry his eyes away from hers. She was obvioudy amused. "A Peps would do.”

Dignarose, and excused the interruption. He watched her glide to the bar. She used an old fashioned
French telephone and I eft the screen blank. He heard the caller's name, Reinhold something, and he
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wondered about their relationship for a second, but then she popped two Pepsi cans up from the bar
surface and glided back. Kivvy felt his hands swesting. She gave him along look before she sat back on
the couch. He thought she hesitated and moved dightly further away from him. He knew he had to
regain his composure, so he made an effort to break the silence that followed.

"What did you mean by false pretenses?' Digna sighed, with relief Kivvy thought. She sat back and
spped from the plastic can before answering. She appeared to be reaching a decison. Kivvy assumed
hed made a bad gtart of things, but then she leaned forward and touched his leg with a soft hand as
though to reassure him.

"Don't worry. The attraction ismutud. It's just that my being on shift when you made your report was
not fate. INTEL X gtarted an emergency data stream on your Situation the moment you smacked into
that grove of plants. The ones you call 'banyans.”

Kivvy was not surprised, but his mind cleared. There were probably many criss procedures in the
INTELX system that he didn't know about. Al was hardly his field, and Andie technology was
governed by drict rules concerning human protection. He liked Dignas hand on hisleg, and he was
more concerned about his urge to look down the top of her tunic than any of the INTELX Big Brother
safety features. He smiled into her blue eyesinstead, hoping to relax her concern and his.

“I'm adone down there. INTELX ismy guardian. It saved my life that time, and probably on other
occasonstoo. | don't redly careif INTELX reported in without mentioning it. A standard safety, |
guess?'

"No. Not standard. It was a bit of arisk to you, infact." She did look guilty now, but she continued
without more gpologies.

"INTELX has been reprogrammed so that | could monitor your activities continuoudy in red time. We
never thought you'd be in any danger on Noh. INTEL X ignored the protection-first directive for a
minute and a haf, waiting to report to me while you were lying there with a cracked faceplate. Even if
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the delay had been only microseconds, that dterationin the directive could have cost your life. | was,
shall we say, not a my post when INTELX tried to make contact, and I'm very sorry.”

"I'm getting lost. What do you mean you changed the program? Y ou're a conversion planner, arent
you?"'

"Yesand no. You might say it's one of my roles, yes"
"But why would you be so interested in me?' She did the laugh again, and it hadn't lost any of its beauty.

"I should lie and tdll you we're thinking of putting a colony on Noh, but after what dmost happened to
you.. | just can't!” She looked down, but she didn't move her hand. "INTELX isn't your only guardian
on Noh. I've been assigned to you for the last two months, and there hasn't been a second of your lifel
haven't monitored in that time." She backed off, searching his face. It obvioudy wasn't the whole story.
Her hand floated away, and it Sarted something like afusion reaction.

Kivvy got mad.

When Reinhold Wickett finished with his brief cdl, he settled back in the overstuffed antique chair that
was his favorite and lit a small hand rolled cigarette of redl tobacco. He was very pleased with her
progress. "She could be my Irene Adler," he mentioned to his computer's audio data recorder, which
kept a constant memoir of his activities. Thus stated, he contemplated his next move.

Wickett's office was located in a secure building in Centrd's business sector. The walls were not
tranducent, but instead wallpapered with arare conservative paidey of soft browns. There were only
two rooms with a connecting door. One room contained the most sophisticated supercomputer that any
private individua could &fford - an Al unit that was three years old - which Reinhold referred to as
"Watson". Sharing Watson's space were many metd filing cabinets jammed with physica files of
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seemingly random data. Closer ingpection would have reveded afile on every event, persondity, or
other subject that had ever come to Reinhold Wickett's attention.

The other room, which he now occupied in deep thought, served him as office, [aboratory, library, and
part-time living space, True to the mythica quarters of his greet inspiration, the epic creation of Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle, this place was strewn with the unmistakable artifacts of an eterna bachelor. Unlike
Holmes, Reinhold had no doting housekeeper to reorder the chaos, and there was no visua proof that
any atempt had ever been made at such afest. Bits of clothing sat on shelves with worn reference
books and used cups. The center of the room was effectively blocked by a collapsed pile of hundreds
of data cubes, crumpled printouts, more bits of clothing, and various scraps of unidentifiable nature.

There was an ancient writing desk in one corner, much like one that John Watson might have used, and
thistoo was buried in a sea of shredded paper and other materids that Reinhold Wickett felt someday
might prove of vaue. Thisinginct was correct. Some future anthropologist might well reconstruct afar
rendering of the entire short history of Centra from these disordered relics. Reinhold Wickett was very
good at what he did.

He was not, of course, a detective in the true Canon of Doyle. To be an investigator of crime, there
must first be a hardy crimina eement a hand, and this did not exist on Central. There were petty
outbreaks among the settlers from time to time, but most who made it into space were professondsin
high demand, screened and filtered from a population that had been decimated by the ultimate Last
War. Unlike those who remained on Earth, these humans had jobs that were well defined and well paid.

Reinhold Wickett had begun his career twenty years earlier on Earth as awriter of fiction, aromantic
spinner of mystery tales set in the previous century. He was first published by his own hand, using
antiquated software on atiny computer he had scavenged in the ruins of his native Sydney. He soon
became the darling of the now-famous Audtraian "Lost Wave' at movement, one of the youngest of a
community of artists who had survived the Earth's greatest catastrophe. No one minded that Wickett's
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work was entirely derivative of Doyle and the American author Rex Stout - anew writer had risen from

the ashes, and that was cause enough to celebrate.

Wickett's fame rested on his Fat Man series, concerning the unlikely adventures of Derrick Bennett, a
rotund deuth working for the vague Internationa Police. This organization was an outright stedl from
John P. Marquand's Mr. Moto stories. The American publication of the Fat Man books brought the
author to the attention of Henry Segd, the legendary boss of Holo International Studios, who invited
Wickett to Los Angeles to work on holoplays at an enormous sdlary. After three successful adaptations
for HI, the Fat Man moved to aleading B-holo studio, Fillsbury Fictures, for seven lessrewarding
sequels, and Wickett's career bounced down with him.

Reinhold Wickett wisdly predicted his own dide and was prepared. As his share of the Pillsbury box
office dipped, he invested his previous earnings heavily in Holo Internationd, which had offered stock to
the public and had flourished accordingly. Eventually he became a mgor sockholder a HI and was
invited by hisfriend Henry Segd to Sit on the board of directors. By the time he was thirty years old,
Reinhold Wickett was wedlthy, a well-known author, and a respected man of position. He was not,
however, happy or satisfied with hislife, and so he set out to changeit.

Hefinished his cigarette and put his hands behind his head, carefully so as not to disturb the jet-black
wig he dways wore. He smiled to himsdf.

"Thisisindeed afitting case for the World's Most Famous Consulting Detective," he told the ever-
present Watson, "and now we must prepare to make our move before the wretched gang strikes!” He
rubbed his thin hands together and stood in the midst of random debris. "Come, Watson," he chuckled,
"the Gameis afoot!"
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CHAPTER THREE

"For adart," she sad, "I'm not who you think | am. My name is not Digna Severe." Kivvy frowned.
"But | checked your file. It was... you?'

"No. We subdtituted my face for hers" she answered. "Dignawas my friend.. it'salong story.”
"Then who the hdl are you?' Kivvy growled. "Who is ‘we - What the hell isthisdl about?"

"My nameisAlgia Algia San Filippo. I'm an actress. I'm working for.. well, I'll get to that." She touched
him again in gpology, but the spark between them was grounded. "Kivvy. Youll have to trust me. This
does concern you, and | will tell you everything, but thereés alot you have to know to understand..”

"An actress,”" he said, folding hisarms. He stared at her. "Ok. | don't have the dightest idea what's going
on. Entertain me, actress." Algia San Filippo sghed and looked away.

"Thisis Dignas gtory. | said shewas my friend: she was my best friend. We met on Earth, in City of
New Y ork. We didn't have much in common, except we were the same age and we |ooked somewhat
dike. We hit it off anyway. Two girlsin the city. She was the sster | never had, and | was dso thet to
her. Youveread thefile - that was dl true. She was a space brat. Her parents died in afreak accident.

" She was accepted at the Exotechnology Indtitute in City of New Y ork," Algia continued, "so she came
to Earth. She was in shock from the moment she arrived. She had pictured her parent's home planet as
some idyllic pasture, and she found a ravaged world. It was dying of its own sdf-pity. She had lived dl
her life in the perfect environments created in space by the Andies, surrounded by a select group of
inteligent humans who were highly motivated. They were dl happy to be where they were, doing what
they did.

"Most of the people Digna met on Earth were miserable, chained to usslessness in the ruins of the past.
There was poverty in City of New Y ork, and shed never seen poverty. It was real hunger. And there
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was hatred - that was the thing that scared her the most - people hurting and killing each other only
because of the frustration and madness that comes from being small and forgotten.

"Oh, she saw that there were those who were making a reasonable attempt at reconstruction. The
United Nations people and the scientists were trying. The Andies too, but you know their answer: ook
to the stars. That isthe answer, I'm convinced of it, but building the offplanet colonies has robbed from
the recongtruction at home. Most of the young science fresks - like you, Kivvy - want to get away from
the past to build the future. There's no escaping Earth's past if you stay there.

"So dl the bright, young minds - people like you, and Digna's parents before you - followed the Andie
prophet Susan into space. They burned their bridges, and left a burned-out planet behind.”

"| thought al that space stuff was meant to pump the world economy,” Kivvy sad. "I mean, itisan
internationd effort, in't it?"

"How long has it been since you were on Earth, Kivvy?!

"Years" he admitted uneasily. "I've never gone back. Y ou're right. Were dl supposed to, but there are
ways of extending aresearch grant indefinitely.”

"Of course. You don't want to go back. Y ou had arotten childhood. | know from your file, you're an
orphan too. Like Digna" Algiapaused, and he sensed an omission.

"So areyou," Kivvy sad, lifting back into the bright blue of her eyes. She nodded, and they both
relaxed. They had something in common. "I can usudly tell. There are lots of us, but | can dwaystell. At
least your friend Dignaknew her parents. Before they died.”

"Not redly. They were busy people. Digna had an Andie nursemaid and she only had contact with the
other outworld brats. She told me she hardly missed her parents when they.."

"I missmine," Kivwy sad, "and I've never even known who they were" Algia smiled and he knew they
had that in common as well. Their eyes locked for a second. The spark had returned. She continued:
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"Where was |? Well, Digna met other students who werent like her. They weren't connected or brilliant
enough to expect to get off planet. They lived for kicks and the moment. Their attitude fascinated her,
and she liked some of them, so she preached to them about the better life in the outworlds. She wanted

them to understand that there was a future.

"She got too drawn into thelr lifestyle instead - the drugs, the music, nightclubbing - and she fl for it.

Y ou know that scene, it borders on intellectua curiosity and gpathetic desth wish. That's when | met
her. We were getting drunk at the same bar. She was going through her identity crisis, and | wasliving
with amusician who didn't understand me. She needed some non-druggie she could redly talk to, and |

needed a place to crash. We wound up roommates.

"She and | were very different. | was doing aplay at thetime. It is show business, but | had alife in the
red world. | grew up in Earth cities. Digna was a student, and an outworlder. She lived for her studies,
and her new friends had become the only escape she had from the pressure of schoadl. | tried to tell her
that her idealism had been right and that they were wrong for her, but she had gotten sucked in degp to
the nightlife and drugs. She didn't ever want to get out. She became one with her school friends.”

"An Earther,” Kivvy said grimly. He knew the scene from his childhood. He hid out in the Orson Wedles
to escape it. Once he had |eft the planet, the stories he had heard about Earth's deterioration no longer
bothered him. "But where's this dl leading to? What happened to Digna Severe?' She made a sad face,
and he knew it was more than what he had thought.

"It's s0 hard to tell her story, Kivvy. I've only told it once before. The point is. Earth isamess and
nobody gives a damn. When she findly dmogt killed hersdf usng what they cdl 'party drugs, Digna
looked around and decided that she could do something. That she should do something. She didn't
know what, but she agreed she had an advantage over her friends not being Earth-born. A different
perspective. Shetried tdling them that drugged oblivion was not the way, and they laughed at her with
needles hanging out of their arms. She tried to reason with people she knew who sold the shit, and they

got nasty - especialy one of them.
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"Digna had dept with this guy afew times. No, | should say she had sex with him, because | met him
once and this guy was strung too far to ever deep. He was adeder, but he got the stuff from somebody
else, and he had given Digna the shit that amost killed her. A little gift so that sheld try some specid
tricks held thought up.

"When she got out of detox, she went to him and told him that this stuff was so pure it was certain
degth. He asked her why she was complaining - after dl, hed given it to her ‘cause shewasagood lay -
it hadn't cost her anything but some sdlf-respect. Then he asked her if she hadn't redly come to him for

arepeat performance.”

"I'm not surewhat.." Kivvy Sarted to say.

".this has to do with you. I'm sorry. I'm getting to that." Algiawas serious, and he vowed to shut up until
she was finished.

"Digna gave up on the guy, but two days later some of her friends overdosed on the same shit. Digna
knew where they had gotten it, and she knew he had sold it to them after shed talked to him. So she

turned him in. He was a murderer. She went to the city narcs to sop him from killing anyone e se.

"They popped him, but, to her surprise, he was back on the street the next day. He sent Dignaa
message through a mutud friend that al was forgiven and he wanted to see her. | tried to talk her out of
it, but she went anyway. Letting her go was probably the supidest thing I've ever donein my life" Algia
dropped her eyesto the floor and Kivvy could see arage building in her. She tensed her arm muscles
and ran one hand nervoudy through her shining hair.

"They were waiting for her & his place. This guy, who had been Dignas lover mind you, and four other
men. They grabbed her, taped her mouth, and hustled her out to avan waiting on the street.”

"They kidnapped her?'
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"Much worse than that. They took her to the enormous old flesh playground across the river from the
city. It's called Darkness. The place is a nightmare of vices - most aretotaly legd - and | guess the four
goons were employees of the syndicate that runs it, because no one stopped them at the entrance. They
took Dignato aprivate club in aback dley. They didn't blindfold her for any of this, which redly had
her worried. If they didn't care what she saw, maybe she wasn't getting out aive, you know?'

Algiawas shaking alittle and completely avoiding Kivvy's sare. He put out a hand to her shoulder and
she glanced a him.

"Thiswas along time ago, but it's very hard.. I've got to tdl you the rest so you'll understand.”
"You don't haveto,” he said, misunderstanding.
"Yes. You haveto know. You'll see why." She tossed her head asiif to shake off the pain and went on.

"The club was called 'Fetish, and they tied Digna's hands behind her and led her down to the basement
and into aroom that was painted entirely in bright red. From the way it was decked out it had obvioudy
been designed to satisfy the unique urges of the club's patrons, but she could tdll it was used for other
things. There was a horrible smell of death, and the walls and floor were sprayed with dark red stains.

"They took her to alittle platform in the middle of the room and keyed a console. Two thin beams of
light shot down from the ceiling, and they hung her on these little tractors by her wrists and her ankles.
She floated there like a collector's specimen..”

"A butterfly,” Kivvy added. He couldn't help himsdif.

"Yes. A beautiful butterfly. A pinned one. Digna didn't know what to expect: rape, torture, mutilation?
The classic equipment filled the room, and there were computerized gadgets she didn't recognize. She
went into hysterics, and she had trouble bresthing with her mouth taped. The men just stood there
laughing. Then the guy she knew used alaser to cut dl her clothes off her body. She was crying hard,
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and the tractor beams gave just enough to let her twigt left and right. It was just what they wanted to
see.

"One of the other guys pushed her ex-lover aside and dapped her face with the back of his hand. He
told her to hold till. She.. she said she couldn't. She was s0 scared she didn't even know what he was
saying. She was 0 trapped. He dapped her again, but thistime full force. Her body rebounded against
the tractor beams, and the men laughed harder.

"Dignds ex-lover eft the room through adiding door and returned wearing insulated gloves and using
tongsto carry asmdl meta canister. Steam poured off it, and it looked hot, but when he held it closeto
Digna, she felt extreme cold. He smiled at her and pressed it againgt her belly. It burned her so bad she
could smell her flesh bubble. She screamed under the tape. He laughed like a maniac and the other four
echoed him.

""Y ou are about to have an experience known to very few," he said, putting the canister down. 'Very
exclusive, baby, and very expensive. But nothing's too good for my private whore." He put his face red
closeto hers Thisisatrip youll never forget, Digna, but you'll want to. Oh, baby, will you want to
forget. Too bad you didn't forget my name when you went to the narcs. He touched her - like he used
to when they were in bed, she said - and kissed her through the tape.

"The other four had put on headsets that were connected to the computer. They put one on Dignatoo.
They stood there watching with gpe grins. The one who had best her grabbed her hair and held her ill
as her ex-lover bent down to unscrew the canister. Another goon punched her as hard as he could in
the ssomach, and the first one ripped the tape off her mouth. Her ex-lover pushed the opened canister
up to her face, as she gasped for bregth, and she inhaed sharp things into her nose. She said everything
exploded into fragments, like some split-screen effect from an old movie. After that she had no control
over what she was doing. It was as though every fear in her mind came dive a the same ingant, but..
she wasn't afraid.
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" She said she wished she could have been afraid!" Algias voice shook. Tears were cregping into her
eyes. Kivvy wanted nothing more than to take her in hisarms and quiet her, but she put her hands out,
pams up. "No. You must undersand,” she said, "and I've got to tell it.”

He forced himsdlf to St back.

"The room was stocked with al sorts of devices. Dignas will waslogt - no, it didn't exist. Her body
betrayed her over and over. The stuff sheinhaed changed the room and the men into akind of a dream,
but it wasn' like being on adrug. She could fed everything, physicaly and emotiondly, the pain and the
humiliation and.. pleasure. And the pleasure wasn't like anything sheld every fdt before, because it
wan't just hers: Digna said she experienced dl the twisted pleasure that they felt while they were doing
what they did to her, together and individualy. It was telepathy, or empathy so strong thet it displaced
her. She became each of them while they did unspeskable things to the endaved woman hanging in the
center of that room. She had no control. Everything they wanted was what she wanted.” Algiawaslivid
with anger. "She didn't just let them! She heped them!

"It went on like that for days, Dignawasn't sure. Maybe it was a week. Sometimes she was tethered on
along chain attached to a pole. Sometimes she hung from the beams. Sometimes she wastied on her
back on a bed. There were times where she swore she was in two places at once with different men. All
the aching and exhaudtion came and went. It was more like some insatiable craving that returned again
and again. Theirs, not hers. But it was herstoo! Somehow..

"They must have rested, because she was aone sometimes, but she didn't deep. If she got that close to
unconsciousness, the pain from what they'd done would gtart to hit her.

"Then it was over. | guess they'd gotten dl they wanted from her. They speedbaled her with aneedle to
kill her, and drove her back to the city to dump her. She didn't remember the rest. They left her in an
aleyway across from a crumbling eevated highway on the west Side, near the docks. She was naked
and she couldn't walk or talk. Two boys found her and took her to a hospitd ."
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Algia stopped then and stood up. She stretched out a hand to Kivvy and led him past the bar into the
room with the chanddlier and mahogany dining table. A curtain on onewall opened to reveal asmdl
terrace overlooking hundreds of other terraced condos. They went outside. The artificid day cycle was
over. Neptune's outer ring cut athin, dark arc across the distant sarfields. The stars were dmost as
thick as cloudsin an Earth sky, and vast and endless. Kivvy was surprised at the utter silence on the

terrace.
They sat without speaking while Algiaregained her composure. When she was able, she continued:

"Dignas parents had left her asmall fortune when they died, so | took her out of City of New York. |
sgned her into an exclusive rehab center in the Old Boston sector. She wasin a coma for weeks. |
didn't know what had happened to her until she woke.

"Thedinic said her problems were mogtly psychologicaly rdated. There was nothing physicaly wrong
with her except aburn on her somach, the needle mark in her arm, and a pronounced bleeding from
both her nogtrils. The doctors thought she was a coker or ameth freak until they saw the burnsinside.
Then they asked me if sheld been trying to snort liquid nitrogen. The burns matched nitrogen accident
pictures they had onfile.

"It took me awhile to accept the truth: despite what she had told me, nothing €l se had been done to her
physicaly except those first daps and the guy'sfist in her somach. There was no evidence of rape or
beatings. She didn't even have a broken fingernail. She knew she had been abused and assaulted
endlesdy by five men, but somehow they had never touched her.”

"It was the drug?' Kivvy asked. He wasn't sure he was following. She nodded and took a deep brezath.

"She died. Firgt she went back into a coma, and then she was gone. It was horrible. | couldn't just let it
end. | wanted to find them. | had to make them pay for what they had done to her.

"The police gave up, S0 | decided to try to get a private investigator to help me. | used police computers
and came up with two names. Thefirg was an older guy who had been involved with Andie
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emancipation. He was top rated, but he was retired and living on aranch out in the Northwest. The
second best was someone | aready knew: afriend of mine named Reinhold Wickett."

"Hey, | know who heid" Kivvy said. "He wrote the Fat Man series.”

"Yes That's how | met him. When | was in Hollywood. But &fter that he became a consulting detective.
He had a passion for Sherlock Holmes, so he decided to throw it dl away and solve red crimes.” Kivvy
shook his head.

"He gave up writing for the holos? Amazing.”

"| was doubtful when | found out what held become, but the police computers wereright. Reinhold isa
very good detective.”

"That was him on the phone?' Kivvy asked. "l heard the first name.”

"Yes. He's here on Centrd, and you'll be meeting him soon. He's coming to dinner.” She gave Kivvy a
pleading look. "Kivvy. You mustint tell him that you know I'm not Digna. My poseis part of his plan.
No oneis supposed to know that Dignais dead, and hell be angry that | told you. Just cal me Digna
while he's here. For now, ok?"

"l don't get it," Kivvy shrugged. "Why should it be a secret..” She flashed her blue eyes, and he caved
in. "Ok. If that's what you want."

"Good! Now let me finish. | found Reinhold a his place in New Haven and told him everything | just
told you. He listened very carefully, but he seemed unsympathetic. | thought held refuse to help me.
Then he consulted with his computer for awhile - he calsit Watson - and started asking me some

strange questions.

"It was as though he had somehow shared her experience. He knew al about the cold stuff they'd made
her inhae. He listed the visua and tactile ranges that the stuff produced. He didn't know the specific
things shed done - or thought that she'd done - but he did know the exact way Digna had perceived



Rich LaBonté - Page 38 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

everything. After quizzing me for about an hour, he got quiet again. Then he said heéd take the case and
ushered me ou the door.

"l got alittle angry. After dl, he just told me to go home and held cal me. He didn't say what he was
going to do about those five pigs, or why he knew al about some drug they'd used that no one ese had
ever heard of. | got haf way to City of New York and then | jumped back on the tube to New Haven.
| was glad | did that later on, because there's one thing I've learned for sure about Reinhold Wickett: if
you don't ask, he won't bother to tell you.

"He was playing at Sherlock when | ssomped into his messy living room, and he hardly noticed me, just
motioned for me to Sit. He put out his pipe and looked at me like | was atota stranger.

"'Back dready? he asked me. | was not amused, but he wasn't kidding. Then | asked about the drug

and he answered.

"It'scaled 'edolon-N'. The'N' isfor Neptune, because eidolon-N is only native to one planet of the
Neptune system.” Algialooked a Kivvy. "The substance that Dignainhaled is something you've done
yourself, Kivvy. Strained through a broken faceplate.”

Reinhold Wickett did fit the stylized traditiona description of Sherlock Holmes, dthough Kivvy thought
at once that the writer might have used surgery to complete the effect. Wickett's long, sharp nose didn't
seem quite right and his eyebrows were plucked and dyed. His gray eyes were too close together,
Kivvy decided, and the left one sometimes strayed independently when he spoke. Wickett stood quite
tall, but he wore boots at dl times, which added to his Stature. He dressed with neo-Victorian precision,
but the clothing was rumpled; athough he was not ederly, he wore awig. Despite these contradictions,
Kivvy shared Algiastrugt for the "consulting detective' from their first mesting.

"Kivvy. | am pleased to meet you. Y oull pardon meif | don't waste time summarizing the background
of thiscase. | trust Miss Severe has reported to you al she knows.”
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They sat together around the mahogany dining table. Algia, dias Digna, was indstent about preparing a
full dinner for her guests, and had dipped into the kitchen after making introductions. Reinhold was
facing Kivvy acrass the width of the long antique table. He drummed his fingers softly againgt a ddlicate
china saucer supporting a cup of hot tea. This produced a gentle ticking sound to which Wickett was
pacing his remarks.

"Thereis much more, of course, but Miss Severe could not have known when she first arrived to see
me a my little estate in New Haven. Y our work and mine might intermingle there: | keep bees. | have
stocked the grounds with some ddicious flowers for them to work in the summers. Some rarities even
to aqudified botanist such as yoursdf, I'd venture." The detective raised the cup to hislips, but didn't
drink. "Y ou are only an occasiond reader, Kivvy?'

"Well, yes" Kivvy grinned. He was happy he had read one of the Fat Man mysteries. "I.."

"Y ou've not read much of Conan Doyle, however. | would humbly suggest that you do so. | see you
ress?’
"l have read some Holmes stories,” Kivvy said defensvely. "I'm more of afanof the dassc films. | do

read when | get the chance.”

"Cube printouts and electron-etched characters dribbling off a monitor are no substitute. Books are the

thing, old son.”

"l don't have much freetime." Kivvy watched the left eye drift. Reinhold replaced his cup and resumed
the tapping.

"A shame. Miss Severeisabook reader. Perhaps she will come to influence you in the use of your free
moments. | note you display amutua desire to spend more of them together.”

Remembering not to cdl her Algia, Kivvy admitted thisin amumble. He was embarrassed to be so
trangparent, but Wickett was encouraging.
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"Not to worry, my dear boy. Y ou impress me with your line of work and strength of character. Y our
attraction to her is also admirable, as a man without the latter might well reject her, knowing her story.”
Wickett leaned closer and dropped his voice. "1 will tell you again that sheis certainly interested in you.
| have known her for dmogt ayear, and she has had no paramour in mind in dl those months, but when
awoman of her gifts choosesto fal back to the kitchen for aman.. well! It is obvioudy not for mysdif.”

He raised the teaagain and drank. "And now the other details. Miss Severe has dready made you
aware of the vice syndicate connection to eidolon-N. That they possess some of the stuff came asno
surprise to me. The origina Japanese expedition to your planet Noh returned with some of it, which
later disappeared. | was involved in the investigation of the deeth of the original Japanese crew, you

see.
"Death? What do you mean?"

"It isnot amatter of public record, so thereis no way you would have known, but al of your oriental
predecessors on Noh are dead. Thirteen of them. Six died when a container of eidolon-N was opened
in aseded lab in Jgpan. The others were executed one by one. The same syndicate that abducted Miss
Severe was probably responsible for the latter.

"The only human left dive from the origind expedition is Colonel Owen Tregennis, an occidental space
sailor who acted as a guide for the Japanese mission to Noh. Heis an Englishman of Cornish descent
who firg sailed with the Andies when they came to the outer systems, decades ago. He stayed on asa
member of their permanent exploration team. We think he was not exposed in the lab accident, dthough
he wasin Japan a the time.”

"But if the 9x who werein the lab did die from exposure.. ?* Kivvy asked nervoudy.

"No, my lad, you are not in danger of sudden expiration." The eye drifted again, and Kivvy redized that
Reinhold did this unconscioudy, perhaps when he was collecting his thoughts. "Miss Severe, er,
survived, didn't she? | should tell you that we do have reports that the syndicate has experimented with
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eidolon-N for some time. None of their victims were so fortunate as you. They dl died like the Japanese

- during the extreme e detic comatose reaction that you and Digna experienced.”
"But, why didnt it kill me?" Kivvy asked.
"Please, Kivvy. | will relate dl | know to you in sequence. Ah, Miss Severel™

"1 wish you would stop calling me that, Reinhold.” Algiaentered from the kitchen, wiping her handson a
white goron. "About five minutes more, gentlemen.” She beamed at Kivvy and he was happy to see that
she had made a complete recovery from her earlier emotional ordedl.

"Then you can join us" Reinhold continued, "for aleg of lamb should require no more of your attention
until that time. | was about to gpesk of the possible causes of the immunity you share" She gave the
detective a guilty glance and sat next to Kivvy. "There may be one very good reason that you did not
succumb like the others which is beyond my reach: it has to do with certain genetic factors, and that
subject is not my strong point.

"Y our immunity might aso have to do with your exposure to Neptune's radiation, Kivvy. If Neptune,
and her ssters, Jupiter, Saturn, and Uranus were planets of rock as originally perceived by earthbound
ancients, this could not be. They are, as we now know, star-planets. suns, like Sol, but somehow

untriggered by whatever primd force that gave our sun its hest.

"All four of our solar system's star- planets have been found to emit a vast spectrum of radiation, some
of it their own and some a collusion with the solar winds of their burning cousin. All humans living long
enough in orbits around these giants receive tolerable doses of the radiation. This causes no appreciable
damage to human tissue or vita biochemigtry, but it does reach the fatty tissuesto an extent, and, in the
case of eildolon-N, may to produce at least one known antibody foreign to Earthers.” Reinhold smiled at
Algia

"Such prolonged exposure to star- planet radiation may have saved the life of Owen Tregennisif he was
witness to that |ab accident. | have not met him, or been able to interview him persondly. The Andies
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assure me he was, at last accounting, very much adive and a man of excdllent hedth, dthough somewhat

dugve"

"But why would anyone want to experiment with eidolon-N?" Kivvy asked. “ There are dozens of so-
cdled pleasure drugs that don't kill Earthers on contact, and they're plentiful enough.”

"I'm afraid the whole reason is not yet known to me, but Miss Severe's attackers were undoubtedly
using her as asubject of research. The other experiments we learned about were aso conducted in that
underworld stronghold where they took her. That those five men were sadists of the most inhuman kind
is not debatable, but they aso knew exactly what eidolon-N could do to her mind and had practicein
their use of it.

"The eidetic halucinations of eidolon-N are enhanced, you see, by the immediate proximity of a
computer. The men abusing Miss Severe were wearing computer links, remember? The Japanese in the
lab had on pressurized safe suits, and they were aso linked to a computer. And your suit was linked to
INTELX, Kivvy."

"But that's fantastic. Do you mean that the dream | had..?"

"Not exactly adream. | believe it was a comainduced by the eidolon-N you bresthed in through your
damaged suit. The enhancement to a near-redlity state was probably related to a subatomic interface
with INTELX's plasma chips. The only thing we don't know about what happened to you is what form
your particular halucination took. Would you care to tell us about that?"

"I'm afrad it will have to wait, gentlemen,” Algiainterjected firmly. "Dinner isready and | am very drict
about serious talk during ahome cooked medl. I'm sure both of you get little enough of them to
gppreciate that rule. There will be plenty of timeto talk dreams afterward.” She returned to the kitchen
on that note, after pouring adark burgundy into the crystal glass she set in front of Wickett. She took his

cup and saucer with her.

"Splendid, Miss Severd" Reinhold exclaimed, winking a Kivvy with hiswandering left eye.
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In the living room over coffeg, Kivvy rdated dl he could remember about his strall through the TIF
program. He earned a few laughs from Algiawhen he described his short-legged horse and the dripping
megapixds of his unfinished background screen, but Wickett sat slent with gray eyes closed. Kivvy
suspected the detective was secretly ngpping after Algias excdlent roast lamb, until he finished his story
and Reinhold sat up straight to ask for more details.

"Y ou said that the TIF interface normdly includes a command display used by INTELX. What exactly

does that look like to the programmer?”

"There are two, redly. One can be supered over the programmer's lowest field of vision. The other is
adwaysthere, above the first row of megapixes. If it was atwo-dimensiond field, that would
correspond to the top border of the screen.”

"Be more precise, please.”
"Wdll, the lower digplay looks like a shdlow rectangular box.."
"Whét color?"

"Dark blue" Kivvy waited, and Wickett gestured impatiently for him to continue. "It's got littleicons
floating in it that correspond to the programmer's movements while he uses the finger controllers. Like
the icons of any system, but three-dimensiond icons. Everything in TIF is 3D. There are abouit fifty
different icons, but only two dozen are visible to the programmer & any giventime.”

"Describe some of these icons, please.”

"There are two pyramids which indicate the generd direction each hand is moving. The left hand
pyramid is purple and the one for the right is neon green. When you move around fast, the hand icons
spin continuoudy. Working the TIF design process is like finger-painting, with each finger controller
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acting independently or together, so there are smdler white pyramids to indicate the direction of each
finger relative to hand motion.”

"If the programming process is holographic, how do you program the other dimensions: other than up,
down, right or left?’

"Y our resident computer does that. Depending on the size of itsinternal memory - and INTELX has
about as much as possible - the aided shaping can be so fast that you forget that you're not doing it
yoursdf. Or you can dow it down or turn it off and try doing things with verbal commands. That's what
the headset isfor. | can direct INTELX, instead of letting the computer make its own decisions about
depth and stuff.”

"That's how you got the horse" Algialaughed.

"Yeah, well, I've pretty much given up on manua shaping. Oh, and therés alittle cube icon that
indicates when manua shaping istoggled on or off. It hasaydlow 'S turning inside it."

"So your design is computer-aided, and the lower field reminds you of the degree of assstance
INTELX isproviding,” Wickett summarized. "What about the other, upper field?'

"That's atext display of comments and code. It'sin atwo-dimensona window. More.. advanced
programmers use it. Memory locations, things like that. If you know the TIF language, you can program
directly into INTELX without usng the headset or the finger controllers.™ Wickett's eye pogtively

swerved.

"Then you don't know this TIF language?' he asked sharply. He turned his body to follow the eye and
both orbs fixed on Kivvy, who glanced a Algia She was smiling, but not mocking.

"No," he admitted to them both. "Not yet. I'm just an after work hacker. I'm a a more intermediate
level." He was thinking of the textbook cube held bought on TIF programming to impress the red Digna
Severe, knowing that even TIF might be considered primitive to someone in her profession.
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Wickett was amiling. "That's very interesting. Very interesting,” he said. He fished in his coat pocket for
amoment; his eyes dill intent on Kivvy. Pulling out athin plastic rectangle, Wickett pressed atab on one
corner. "Got that, Watson?"' he asked. A green LED lit up on the surface of the plastic card.

"Got what?" Algiaasked him. She had been listening closdy, watching Kivvy more than Wickett. She
was obvioudy not surprised that Reinhold’ s computer was monitoring everything they had been saying.

"Perhaps the beginning of asolution to asmal part of our mystery. | will refrain from explanation, if you
don't mind, asit's guesswork so far and | need facts. Thereis onething | hadn't asked you, Digna. |
wonder if you will mind: the question may prove offensve.”

"Ask away."

"When she.. you were a prisoner in that dangerous place across the river from City of New Y ork, did
anything surprise her because it was so foreign to her experience that she had never seen anything like
it? Or even imagined anything like it before?!

Algiadidnt flinch when she answered, but she gave Kivvy a amile as she spoke:
"No, Reinhold. I'm not exactly an innocent, as you adready know."

"Hmm? Oh, yes! Of course" said Reinhold Wickett. He flushed dightly. He stood and bowed to them.
"Thank you for the dinner, Miss Severe, which was superb. | will see you both soon. There is much to
do. There are some facets that neither of you can provide me because you do not possessthem.” He
took Algias hand, bowing again. The eye moved to Kivvy. "Take care of each other. Watch your
backs, asthey say."

"Do you think we're in danger?* Algia whispered, concern marking her beautiful features.

"l believe that may be true for al of us, or will be before too much longer, dthough | cannot say from
whom or what asyet." Leaving them with this portent, Reinhold Wickett made an often-practiced grand

exit.
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Thetal blonde nurse was indgstent, but it was not due to any previous compromise that she retained little
authority over Henry Segd. Although she had no conceivable use for money, it amused him to pay her

increasingly large sums to perform her regular duties without her white uniform.

"Y ou must stop smoking cigars, Mr. Segd," she repeated, dressed only in awhite bra, stockings, and
white stiletto hedls.

"And you must turn around for me one more time, Nurse Harris," Henry Segdl said.

She was standing ten feet away from him in the center of his Gower street office in Hollywood - a
higtorical place once occupied by moguls more famous, but of far lesser power. Henry Segd sat
surrounded by his massive desk, as he had for thirty years. She turned, smiling.

"Stop there, please.” She obeyed. Henry Segd blew a smoke ring, which momentarily formed a perfect
frame around its equdly perfect target.

"Mr. Segd?' Nurse Harris asked, looking over her shoulder after amoment of silence.

"Thank you, nurse. Y ou may put on your clothes. An inspiration, as usud. | will promise nothing
concerning cigars, but | will double your 'bonus again tomorrow if you remove dl but the heds™ Nurse
Harris reached for her garments, which were piled on an uncomfortable chair to her left. "And dress
dowly, please”

Nurse Harris dressed with asensual grace that rivaled the best of human exotic dancers working aroom
full of Henry Segds. If she feigned some nervous dismay, it was only part of her program. Henry Segdl
never touched her, but she would have had no rea objections to anything he requested.

She was one of the few remaining Andies of the old pleasure modd series, reworked by Holo
Internationa’s resident engineers to monitor Henry Segd's hedth. Henry Segd knew this, but it amused
him to play the part of arich seducer when in her company. That the mere possession of a pleasure



Rich LaBonté - Page 47 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

mode was a violation of the UN Council's Non-Human Rights Act did not concern Henry Segd. He
was popularly known as the single most powerful man on Earth, and, if not completely beyond the reach
of mortal law, he was at least somewhat aboveit.

Holotheaters were crammed with eager patrons, and Holo International Studios produced more holos
per year that its four leading competitors combined. Henry Segd had been heard to say that his
conglomerate was the Time-Warners of the 21t century, but HI held afar more powerful monopoly on
entertainment than any of the old studios had in the golden eras of Chaplin or Spielberg.

The HI press corps had a dogan that modestly said it dl: "Holo Internationa - The Leading Producer of
Entertainment in the Known Universe'.

Henry Segal, who was the Chairman of the Board of Directors, in turn controlled al of what HI
produced. Henry Segd dso owned athird of dl public stocks issued by HI and its affiliated companies.
His persona income was beyond calculation, and he kept most of it. There were some local taxes and
an optiona yearly contribution to the UN World Council, but Henry Segal was otherwise neither
generous nor lavish in his persond life. He paid only what he had to, and the 'bonus promised to Nurse
Harriswas only afictiona embelishment to keep his little amusement redigtic. The Andie never left the
gtudio, and was unceremonioudy locked in asmall closet on alower floor at night. "A robot isarobot,”
Henry Segdl liked to say.

As he gpproached his ninetieth birthday, Henry Segd felt no need to dow down or change hislifestyle.
Life was work. He spent more timein his office than in his early years a HI, but he had more
adminidrative duties since the formation of the conglomerate. No time to vist the sets of his holos and
chase the featured actresses, but he had not entirely lost the urge to catch them. There was dways
Nurse Harris if he found enough strength, but Henry Segd had other things on his mind.

Much of histime was spent maintaining the dominion of HI Datacubes, the frontrunner in that lucrative
market. Henry Segal saw the datacube as the most important technological development since
electricity, at least asfar as profit was concerned.
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There were dways new ideas on the horizon, new products to sell and new markets to explore and
conquer. His optimism was the secret of Henry Segd's vitdity in the business world. He thought himsdlf
aHollywood buccaneer, an elderly swashbuckler, and he would take on any new venture cut with a
good measure of dirty dedling and shady business ethic. It was, to Henry Segd, the ultimate game,
especidly with agood cigar suck in hisface and asgnificantly unfair advantage over his unworthy
opponent.

After Rainhold left, Kivvy fdt much more relaxed around Algia, but he was sill wondering how to
handle the inevitable question that was sure to arise at the end of the evening. They discussed more
generd things and he followed her into asmal sudy off the living room. She showed him her library
while he worried.

Everyonein orbit took some pridein collecting. There was live entertainment on Centra, of course, and
the city had a dozen giant holotheaters. Central's 24-hour cable system offered generations of old TV
shows, music, and some of the less memorable surviving cinema. But most humans preferred
entertainment in the form of datacubes. Algia had hundreds of cubes, stacked in so-called "cube-tubes’,
and adisplay monitor nearby alowed Kivvy to scan theftitles.

Wickett had been right. There were no book cubes. Shelves of paperbacks filling the rest of the room
reveded Algiaasa"print purig” - one of avociferous minority who inssted that the printed word was
meant to be read from books, not monitored from a cube. When he findly stopped thinking about how
to kiss her goodnight, Kivvy was alittle jedlous of her library: she obvioudy had the money to afford
many of the limited cubes that were priced far above even his grant-funded budget.

"God," he said, and she leaned over his shoulder to see what interested him. Her soft, black hair tickled
his neck. "All those William Powell movied And dl three origina Topperd"

"Not bad, eh? Got most of the ancient ones on Earth. What movie are you searching for?'
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"Oh, an old 50's sciencefiction film. 'Conquest of Space?"
"Nope. I've seen theftitle, but | don't have that one."

"Good," sad Kivvy, producing the cube that he had bought her in the port mall. Algialooked surprised.
He thought she got a bit of amigt in those beautiful eyes.

"Aw, you didn't haveto.." she sarted, but she took the cube.
"| wanted to," he said. "I don't get that many invites, living on Noh."

Algialaughed. "1 don't usudly ask strange men over for dinner either. Even if | have been spying on
them."

They froze for amoment, and she added: "Not that | think you're strange, Kivvy."
"When did it sart, by the way? The spying, | mean.”

"As soon as| got here. Wickett wanted me to find out dl | could about Noh before he made the trip out
from Earth to Centrdl. Y our grant was the only officid activity snce the Japanese. Wickett checked
your credentials and found out you were on the level. Centrd's COM commander was afriend of
Digna's parents, so we set up the link tap on INTELX. I've been watching you ever since." Algialooked

avay.
"Dont fed bad," Kivvy offered. "Y ou have a mysery to solve."

"l know. | didn't fedl bad until we met. Now | know | could have probably just dropped by your camp
and asked you anything | needed to know." She looked serious for amoment. "And | wish the mystery
was closer to a solution.”

Hetried to lighten the weight. "I do too." Thisisit, he thought. It'slate, and we're out of smal tak.
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"Reinhold will solveit. I'm sure,” she amiled away the gloom. Then she sood and put out ahand. "Let's
go watch your movie" She pulled him gently toward the only room he hadn't seen.

In the morning, they shared a light breskfast on the veranda. There wasn't much to say about "Conquest
of Space': it was probably an exciting movie inits day, but it was amost too horrible to be camp. They
had giggled a the ignorance and chauvinism. The cast was entirdly male, except for one scene where the
crew of the pace ship relaxed by watching amusica harem number from a Bob Hope movie Algiasad

was released by the same studio the previous year.
"I have abunch of Hope cubes" Kivvy sad, "but | don't remember that one.”

"'Here Come The Girls," Algiastated, pouring him acup of jasmine tea. "It wasn't one of his best, but it
wasn't one of hisworgt either. What Hopes do you have?!

"Everything from 'Big Broadcast of 1938 to 'My Favorite Blonde," Kivvy said with pride. "After that,
they get harder to find."

"l might have most of the rest. Y ou wouldn't have 'Cat and The Canary'? Or 'The Ghost Bregkers?'

"I've never been able to find 'Cat and The Canary'," he said. "I do have the other one. I'm redly
surprised youd be into dapstick comedies.”

"Paulette Goddard wasin those" Algiagrinned a him. "When | was working the holos in Hollywood,
they used to say | looked like her." Shetilted her face into profile. "What do you think?"

"Sort of," he lied. She laughed, and he changed the subject. "I guessI'll be heading back out to Noh
later today." He was hoping she would object, but she showed no great concern.
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"Ok. Reinhold does want us to stop by the office." She was looking over his head toward the Sde of a
building directly opposite. Kivvy followed her gaze. There were hundreds of identical picture windows,
but only one caught his attention.

Two dark figures were barely vishle. They stood quite till in the shadows. One was manipulating a
amdl object that might have been a cameraon atripod. "What's that?' he asked lamdy, but Algiawas
on her feet and moving through the arch into the dining room.

"Come on, boy!" she shouted, peding off her slken dressing gown. "Time enough for anice long
shower together!"

Kivvy didn't need a second invitation.

It was as though the catastrophe that was Reinhold Wickett's small suite had been reproducing itsdlf ina
furious parody. All that held some order had dispatched into disorder, and al of the previoudy strewn
disorder had grown another layer of scattered junk. It had been only alittle worse when Reinhold had
returned home from his dinner date with Kivvy and Algia. He had labored into the early hours of
morning trying to dean it up.

That someone had visted while he supped was bad enough - for it meant that his carefully contrived
Security system had been breached - but Wickett was more concerned at the potential |oss of vauable
data. A complete check of Watson'sfiles, amgor undertaking in itself, had reveded no loss or
meddling with hisloya computer and dly.

"Have you finished the voice print anadlyss, Watson?' Wickett inquired, emerging briefly from a sea of
paper and old underwear.

"Affirmative, Reinhold,” the computer replied. "'l find no match in loca sorage.”
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"I will arrange a data bounce to check fileson lo. Play it again, Watson." There followed an ear piercing
screeching sound and a bit of feedback.

"My sensorswere a high gain in order to penetrate into the hall,” Watson explained. The computer
uttered a smdl beep played back a stereo recording of the bresk-in.

The intruders showed disgppointing professonaism by maintaining silence during most of their search,
but Wickett made Watson stop the recording over a dozen times to replay short sections of sound.
These were elther monosyllabic grunts or curses as the uninvited guests became tangled in Wickett's
legendary display of untidiness. When the recording ended, Reinhold Wickett was smugly satisfied.
"Earthers” he said to Watson, who dutifully noted the observation.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Centra had been engineered to smulate Earth's gravity, making it hard for Kivvy to match Algias quick
pace as they took the express belt from her condo to the business sector. All three belts were crowded
during business hours, packed with humans in pastel 3-piece suits, Andiesin coverals, and both in
uniform. Algiamoved gracefully, weaving amongst them. The forward motion of the fastest belt, and
Kivvy'sinability to hop or float, forced him to run dongsde her like a child.

He had just settled into a skipping lope, when Algiatook his arm and guided him unevenly acrossthe
dower bdtsto the offpath. She chatted amicably as they made their way down to a street leve, giving
him avisud tour of various buildings

"That one is my favorite," she said, pointing to an enormous sphere of black polyglass. It danced with
reflections of Neptune, which filled most of Central's sky. Kivvy spotted a HI logo at the gpex of the
sphere.

"A holotheater?' he asked. The sphere was too large for that.

"On the upper floor," Algiaexplained. She was obvioudy dazzled by the architecture. "Therest is
executive offices. Reinhold arranged a tour for me once. It'sreally something indde. Theréseven a
min-mall for collectors” They were heading for the entrance, agiant arch in the shape of an H.

"Wickett works here?'

"No. He could, | suppose, if he wanted to be the obvious one." She hesitated, glancing at him. "I don't
know if | should have said that, Kivvy."

"Sald what? Hey, just what isit that you're not teling me? | get the feding you're holding something
back." They stopped just under the giant H.

"That's because you're intdligent,” she said, "and much more senstive than we thought." She did her

ams around hiswa 4.
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"Who's 'we? Wickett and you?' He could have kissed her, but he didn't. She said nothing, looking into
his eyes, as severa people rushed past them through the arch.

"Mostly Wickett. It's his game, you see?' She brushed her lips againgt his cheek.
"Not redly. Why don't you..?" Her lips got in the way of the rest.

"I'm getting more involved than | was supposed to," she said after the kiss, which explained nothing.
They entered the HI sphere and they walked dowly past the lobby stores. "I think you had better ask
Wickett when we see him," she answered his raised eyebrows.

"About his'game?’

"That's just aword he uses to describe hiswork. It's from Conan Doyle, you see: ‘the gameis afoot!™
They were passing a holo memorabilia concesson. As Kivvy peered ingde, Algia grabbed hisarm and
shoved him into the next shop.

"Hey! What?'
"Nothing good in there."
"They were having adiscount sdle on old musica holos. Henry Segd stuff!”

"It'sdl Henry Segd stuff,” she mumbled. "Check this out, Kivvy! | want to buy you something." The
little shop she preferred was caled "Hollywood". It was stocked with old cinema cubes, t-shirts,
magazines for collectors, print books, and other various items of the genre. Kivvy forgot her odd
behavior and became afan again, ingpecting the cubes for rare treasures.

When they emerged an hour later, he had spent a amdl fortune for avery rare copy of "Youll Find
Out", a40's comedy-mystery. He had dso bought a full-size replica of the black bird in "The Mdtese
Facon". Algids gift to him was Bob Hope and Paulette Goddard in "' Cat and The Canary". It was ten
timesthe cogt of anything esein the store, but Algiainssted.
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"Well watch it together sometime,” she promised. Kivvy liked that best of dl. They left the HI complex
and Algiacommandeered an air taxi to carry them to Wickett's office. The cab was abright red, Al-
driven mode with a cheerful Boswash accent.

"Where yuh goin', folks?" it inquired as they climbed into the comfortable rear seet. Algia punched an
address into the keypad, and they skimmed into the streets of Centrd.

Wickett sat back in his favorite chair, waiting while Watson digested the data bounce from Outpost | on
lo. He was nervous and angry, both moods that contradicted his coolly crafted profile, but the logica
engine indde his skull was not dowed by emotions. He had misca culated, and perhaps underestimated
his opponents. While not the most cardina of sins, thiswas a defeat to Reinhold Wickett's saif-esteem,
which demanded hisimmediate attention. As Watson compared thousands of voice patterns with brief
noises made by the burglars, Wickett revised, devised, and shuffled possible strategies.

He sketched new thoughts with ameta stylus on a plastic screen that rested in hislap. When he ran out
of space, he cleared the screen. Watson then stored the previous page. This Storage process was
entirely automated, but after each save Wickett muttered a resolute "Thank you, Watson."

It was nearly an hour later when Watson announced once again that no match had occurred in the voice
print search. By that time, Reinhold Wickett had predicted Watson's conclusion and restructured his
plan to combat the mysterious syndicate with an interest in eédolon-N. He had aso noted, with some
concern, that Kivvy and the girl were late for their appointed mesting.

The red aircab was noiseless, but Kivvy could amost hear the sound of old Warner Brother'stires
screeching around the corners. Algiawas cursaing the cab's Al in an unladylike manner, but the doors
and windows were seded. The cab ignored her demands, plunging on through the city Streets of
Centrd.
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"Not that we could jump out of an aircab at this velocity anyway, Algia" Kivvy was saying. Algia
punched violently at the destination keypad.

"Please settle back and enjoy your ride," the cab's voice repeated cheerfully. Kivvy wondered if he only
imagined adightly sarcadtic tone.

"Where are you taking us?' Kivvy tried. He was surprised to get any answer.

"I have been programmed to deliver al passengersto theindustrid sector at coordinates 185.32.6034.
Would you care for musc?'

"Any ideawhere were going, Algia?" Kivvy asked her. She had dumped back in the seet, looking

morose.

"Sure. Straight to Hell. Those coordinates would put us just about where they incinerate dl unrecycled
waste on Centrd. | just hope thisisn't one of Wickett's little games. For his sake, that is" She fumbled
in a pocket and produced a tobacco cigarette. Kivvy was watching Centra dip by.

"Somehow," he said, "'l don't think s0." He started at the smoke. "1 didn't know you did that.”

"Dignadidn't. | do." Sheinhded degply on the cigarette. "Therés alot you don't know about this girl,
Kiv. Being lovers doesn't keegp us from being strangers.” She put out a hand to cover one of his. "Ask
me, and I'll tdll you everything.”

A moment later, the aircab rounded a corner so sharply that she was thrown againgt him. They huddied
that way for amoment. The road had become a straightaway, and the cab was picking up speed. There
were no other vehicles, and the buildings of Centra's business sector were shrinking to tiny dots behind
them. They were passing through an undeveloped area of the fabricated planet, aflat, gray landscape.
Everything was paved with plastic and metal. There were no structures or Sgnsof life

"Where are we, cabbie?’ Kivvy asked. The cab's Al replied with its usual good cheer:
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"Sector 184. Reserved for future expansion.”

"We're going awfully fast. | thought aircars dl had regulators” Algiasad, but the Al had no further
comment. Through the forward windshield, they could make out a Slver shimmer on the horizon.

"What'sthet, Algia?'

"My God," she said, pressing closer to him. "That's the edge of the city shield up there. The garbage
area must be outside the atmosphere! We've got to stop this thing, Kivvy, or it'sgoingtoland usina
very cold vacuum!"

Kivvy gstared a her amoment and then looked at the destination keypad. "Of course! | should have
thought of this before!" His fingers danced on the keys. Nothing happened. He repeated the dance.

"What are you doing?'

"Trying to tell the cab that were in mortal danger. Andies and thair Al cousins aren't alowed to willfully
hurt humans, remember? | was trying the universal emergency interrupt code, but | don't think this pad is

even connected.”

The shimmering end of the atmosphere bubble loomed over the road, and the aircab continued to
accelerate.

"That's not very reassuring. Thisthing's going to crash right through in another minutel™ Algiawas
sounding hystericd.

"It'sno use, Algia. I'm not getting any response. Doesn't it have to sop when it reaches the bubble?’
"Sow down, damnit!" Algia screamed a the Al. " Stop now!™

"l have been programmed to deliver al passengers to the industrial sector at coordinates 185.32.6034,"
the Al said camly. "Would you care for music now?"
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Algiagrabbed Kivvy's Matese Falcon from the bag at their feet. She began to pound at the clear
polyglass between the front and back seets of the cab. The plastic wasn't even scratched. " Stop,
Goddamnit!" sheyelled. "Y ou've got to stop!”

Kivvy looked out the sde window. The end of atmosphere was clearly marked with road signs and
glowing arrows, but the road ran through the silver energy field without a block. "Hospital!" he shouted
suddenly. "Take usto a maternity hospita!"

The aircab decelerated smoothly with awhine and stopped with its nose just penetrating the field.

"Which hospitd?* the Al inquired, its cheerful voice sounding concerned. "If alive birth isimminent, |
am programmed to aid with step-by-sep indructions on ddivery.” Algiawas hugging Kivvy with tears
running down her cheeks.

"The nearest hospitd," Kivvy said. "And proceed carefully, if you dont mind?"

"Yes, dr," the Al replied as the aircab turned around and began to move dowly in the direction of the
city. "That would be Madison Medica. How close are the contractions?

Kivvy looked to Algia helplesdy, and she giggled. "Close enough, driver. Just get usthere, ok?"

Reinhold Wickett was Sitting in his chair with his feet propped up on an enormous pile of trash. He
acknowledged their arriva with anod and immediately returned to the large book he had been reading
when they entered. Kivvy noticed thetitle: "Tracing Regionalisms and Variantsin Human Didect”. Algia
cleared some space for them on asmall settee, and signaed Kivvy to silence. The two perched together

and waited. Algialit another cigarette.

"You are late," Wickett announced after several minutes. He abruptly closed his book, and absently
tossed it into apile of clothing in one corner of the room. He eyed her cigarette. "That is very much out

of character for you, Miss Severe."
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"| think it'stime to drop Digna, Reinhold,” she said, and Kivvy watched Wickett's eye jump in his
direction. He saw Wickett was angry.

"Ah, Love. With acapitd L. Or would that just be amore plain lus? Which isit thet so entitlesyou to
change my game plan, old girl?' The gray eyes stabbed at her. She hesitated, but then drew defiantly on
her cigarette.

"Sure. | told him - mogt of it." She blew smoke into the air between them. "It has nothing to do with love
or lugt. Both are developing nicely. It's our lives I'm talking about. We just got kidnapped! The ‘gamé is
turning nasty, Reinhold." She recounted the near escape at the edge of the city.

Wickett said nothing. Findly, he dropped his feet to the floor as though preparing to legp up. The left
eye scanned various parts of the room.

"Therest," Kivvy prompted helpfully. "What hasn't she told me?' The silence returned for severa
minutes until Wickett stood, threw his head back in a gesture of contempt, and laughed loudly once.

"Of course. These mishgps come as no surprise to me"" He turned dramaticdly, regaining his
composure, and paced back and forth in what floor space was available. "They took the bait sooner
than | had anticipated. They know where we are, and they may even know who we are," he said.
"Except for you, Algia. | would doubt they have penetrated the data dterations.”

"Bait?' Kivvy blurted out. He was getting tired of explanations that led to questions. Reinhold stopped

moving and looked down a him. The detective's voice grew ofter.

"Exactly, dear boy. Why do you think she is herein the role of Digna Severe? | must hasten to add that
the current state of your emotional involvement was neither planned or scripted, athough it may have
complicated matters." An amost maevolent grin spread across Wickett's face. "We needed to draw
them out, you see? To present them with atarget! Who could be better cast in the role but my best
agent, the renowned actress, Miss Algia San Filippo?’
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"Let me get thisgtraight,” Kivvy said to Reinhold Wickett. "The reason that Algiawas posing as Digna
Severe was so somebody would try to kill her?"

"That is correct.” Wickett tapped on the bowl of a pipe with hisindex finger. "I thought it was abit early

for such an attempt, but our enemy has revealed its presence in doing so. That was the plan.”
"And | was added to the target?* Kivvy asked.

"Not exactly. | am sure they had no idea who you were when they hacked your red aircab. They could
know by now, of course, and such knowledge would encourage them to try harder next time. Y ou do
understand that any connection between Digna Severe and eidolon-N poses a threat to them.”

"Why, exactly?"

"Because they thought Digna Severe was dead, and now they think she's dlive and closing on the source
of their interests - whatever those might be. The extent of their reach is the fascinating thing: three billion
miles from Earth, yet they have the gbility to protect themselved”

"Ok," Kivvy sad, "but why string me dong? Couldn't you have been up front with me from the
beginning?'

"We had to fed you out, dear boy. To seeif you were as pure as your scientific quest on Noh seemed
to indicate. Y our encounter a short while ago was undoubtedly with the killing arm of avery powerful
syndicate. Their ams are, as yet, unclear to me, but your ride to the edge of Centrd is a confirmation of
traditiond crimind thinking: whoever and whatever their purposg, it isto benefit only themsdves, and
not the small, ragged survivors of humankind. They may indeed hope to use the stuff to subvert and
subjugate us dl!

"The gory Algiatold you last night was not fiction,” Wickett continued. "Miss Severe was avictim of the
most hideous crime that can befal awoman, even if it was her mind that was rgped. The men who held
her captive a the pleasure dome called Darkness kept her in that despicable dungeon for aweek, and
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then left her for dead near the docks of the City of New Y ork. She was rescued as Algiatold you, but
she had been injected with alethal mixture of heroin and amphetamines. When they found her, shewas
comatose. She reemerged, but teetered on the brink of coma until her death. In her last moments, she
related her story to Algia- her closest friend.”

Kivvy looked a Algia, but she was staring a the far wall in dlence.

"Algiaand | were wdl-acquainted: she had acted in holos | wrote and produced in Los Angeles. | was
her mentor during those years, evating her status from bit player to featured roles. She was clearly a
superior actress, and my interest was purely professond, but that business is one where friendship can
be of great vadue. | succeeded in saving my Miss San Filippo the usua humiliations of women in her
craft.”

"He means he fixed it so | didn't have to fuck anyone just to get a part that would pay therent,” Algia
sad. "My white knight in Hollywood." Wickett continued:

"Algia cameto mein New Haven, and gave me the strange particular's of her friend's desth. My
previous investigation of the Japanese expedition’s experience with eidolon-N was unknown to her - she
was only aware of my professond interest in crimind matters from a police computer report - but my
connection to her case was inescapable.

"I had been engaged, by someone of great stature and importance, to locate a man and awoman, both
orphaned as children. | had found one: an exobotanist working on the very planet where eidolontN was

discovered.”
"You mean mel" Kivvy said in amazement. "Who wasit? Who hired you to find me?’

"Léater, dear boy. Rest assured, it is not some logt relation and they wish you noill. They will
communicate with you soon enough, but this matter at hand is most urgent, and Time isfighting my
humble efforts. Pray, dlow me to continue.



Rich LaBonté - Page 62 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

"When Algiaarrived on my doorstep in New Haven, she brought with her aholo of Miss Severe. | was
struck at once by the physical similarities between the two, and later, as | perceived the need, we
devised her impersonation. We hope that you, Kivvy, will not betray our secret. There may be need to
maintain the fiction that Miss Severe is dive and well. It could bring the Enemy further out into the light,
where we can ingpect him more dosdly.” Saying this last with the melodramatic flair that was his
trademark, the detective fdll slent.

"Jugt who isthe 'Enemy’, Reinhold?' Kivvy asked. "All | get is avague impression that some drug cartel
istrying to kill Digna Severe. Not to mention the big somebody that you can't name who wantsto find

me for areason you cant tell me.."

"Kivvy," Algiasaid softly, touching his shoulder. He redlized he was leaning toward Wickett with hisfigs
raised.

Wickett stood and began to pace again. He ignored Kivvy's emotion. "There is time enough for that. |
am concentrating on those who pursue eidolon-N because | believe they wish to harness the power it
holds. Enough was stolen from the Japanese lab to supply researchers for a decade, but that supply is
probably depleted. We know from the attempt on your lives that they too have agents in the Neptune
system. We aso know that they have not yet returned to your planet of Noh."

"My source in Centra's command says no human has landed on Noh in the last five years - except you,
Kivvy." Algialooked into his eyes. "So you can see why we had to check you out?

"Y eah. Who is this source?"

"Central's commandant. Mgor Cheney. A friend of Algias parents, as| said last night. Do you know

her?"

"Her? Oh. No, I.. well, how can she be so sure no one has landed? Centrd is on the other sde of

Neptune half the time."



Rich LaBonté - Page 63 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

"She explained it dl to me" Algiasad. "Ever heard of the WATECH Project?!
"Those exogdactic research guys? The Watch for Alien Technology. Sure, who hasn't?!

"Years ago, WATECH scattered some very smd| satdlites a various points dong the hdiopause - the
edge of intersellar space. They had designed these primitive satellites to detect any unexpected visitors,
but then the Andies built permanent heliopause stations to study deep space. With ther usud efficiency,
the Andiesinformed WATECH that the origind satdllites only reported on thirty percent of the

heliopause.

"The Andies volunteered to help the WATECH project by building more satdllites, linked to their own
gations. WATECH now monitors not only the heliopause, but dso al of the planetary sysems around
our sun. Centrd receives regular relays from WATECH, so Mgor Cheney had her people check the
monitored history of al the recent traffic in the Neptune system. Aside from your little scout, there has
only been one other ship to land on Noh in the last five years."

"And that one," Wickett interrupted, "was an dl-Andie vessd, conducting a slandard cartographic
survey." He had stopped pacing and was now standing in front of them, hisleft eye on Kivvy and his
right on Algia "I'm sure this review of history is very interesting, but let's get on with it, shal we?

"Algiaand | arranged for Digna Severe's return to the Neptune system for three reasons. | wished to
flush out the red Algias ns- and from your wild ride to the edge of the atmosphere bubble |
would say that god has been accomplished. | dso needed to meet you in the interest of both Algias
intriguing mystery and my own missing persons case..”

"Why can't you.." Kivvy began, but Wickett cut him short, returning to his chair.

"And | needed to study eidolon-N. | believe we should now atempt that part of the investigation. Y ou
have ample room aboard your GS9400 for additiona human crew?"

"Y ou want to go to Noh? Both of you?' Kivvy glanced a Algia, who smiled and raised one eyebrow.
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"Certainly, dear boy," Wickett said. "1 would have sent Algiaadong at this point for her own protection
inany case. You are both obvioudy in danger here on Central, and | want you to leave a once. | will
joinyou in severd days. | have arranged for my own ship, but | need to have Watson ingtaled aboard.”

"I didn't know you could pilot aship, Reinhold,” Algia said. She moved closer to Kivvy on the settee,
and they joined hands.

"A sKill | acquired a decade ago. Watson does most of the honors these days.” He siwung one long leg
over the other. "Tell me, Kivvy: isthere any part of this smal planet Noh which you have never

surveyed in your time there?!

"The southern hemisphere. All of the plant life is north of the equator.”
"And Noh isvery smdl. Smdler than Luna, | believe?’

"It'sathird the sze. Why? Are you on to something?"

Wickett shook his head. "No. | am collecting data. | do think you should exercise caution when you
return to Noh. INTELX is sufficient protection insgide your ship, but | suggest that you postpone any
outsde excursons until my arrival." He rose and indicated abruptly thet they should leave.

"You think well have visting gangsters?* Kivvy asked as Wickett ushered them to the door.

"Perhaps," the detective replied. He had nothing further to add, and shut the door abruptly.

"Is Wickett dways like that?'

Kivvy pressed one hand againgt the keyplate on the hull. He attempted to balance severd brightly
colored boxesin the other hand while the heavy hatch did open. Advised by Reinhold Wickett not to
return to her apartment, they had taken a quick tour of the mal to buy what Algia needed for Noh.
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"Likewha?" Algiafollowed him through the hatch, deposited the rest of her purchases where he
indicated, and joined Kivvy on the lift platform. She put her arms around his shoulders, and they rode

up faceto face.

"I mean, he's dways dead slent. Or jumping up and pacing, running off in that British accent.” He amiled
as she ddiberately squirmed in hisarms. "Don't do that," he chided. They reached the command deck.

"It'san Audrdian accent,” she giggled, refusing to untwine. "And | will do that. Often as | please, thank
you." She rubbed closer and giggled again as he gently pried himsdlf loose. "The key to Reinhold is
Conan Doyle. We both should redly read Doyle. Together, you know," she said asthey sat in the
command chairs. "And maybe Henry Miller.”

"Who?'

"A wonderful pornographer from the last century. Nothing to do with Reinhold. For other inspirations:

you could have had me on that elevator, lover."

"The new fud podsarein place" INTELX interrupted in aflat voice. "The engineering revisons from
Centrd are completed.” Kivvy activated a wide command screen that dominated the forward hull.
"Prepare for liftoff?'

"Not quite yet, INTELX" Kivvy replied. "Any big problems?’

"No, Kivvy. | repaired the usud pitsin the outer skin from spacedust collisons. Minor updates to my
system were needed, and | had theminstalled. Good day, Miss Severe.”

"Rename Miss Severe as 'Algia San Filippo', INTELX. And drop the forma address, will you? Were
al going to be good friends here." Kivvy looked at Algia. "I'm surprised it didn't know you were usng a
pseudonym.”

She hung her head in mock shame. ™Y ou may punish me later for my deceptions, Magter."
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"l was hoping you'd say that. INTEL X, Centrd Food is sending over some extra processing materias.
We can go after you get them squared away."

"Yes, Kivvy. The second officer's cabin for Algia?" Algia began to object, but Kivvy interrupted. "Yes.
She will need some space eventudly. We do have double webbing stored somewhere?!

"Yes, Kivwy."
"Then hang that in both cabins.”
"Yes, Kivwy." A droid pulled itsdlf out of apocket in the far wall and |eft the deck.

"This computer of yoursis even more impressive in person,” Algiasaid. The wide forward screen was
displaying INTEL X's last minute systems check and simultaneoudy plotting their course to Noh. Dozens
of windows popped on and off. Squadrons of numbers marched by. "I thought all command decks
werefull of little flashing green and red lights™”

"Everything's on one screen. No clicking microswitches or rows of pressure pads.” Kivvy's voice got
thin and reedy, in an atempt to imitate his computer: "The GS3400 is the latest in Andie-engineered
technology, from its Wisconsn Plasma Drive, to the comfort of its living quarters. Expresdy designed

for intersystem traveling and long exploration encampment..”

"That's enough talk, Commander Data," Algiasad. "How long before liftoff? I'd like to work out some
of my punishment time." She stood next to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. "'I'm il feding some
guilt about my masquerade.”

"Wickett wasright. It looks like a potentialy dangerous situation. Y ou guys had to be sure about me. |
understand.”

"Maybe, but I'll go to great lengthsto apologize.”" She had crouched down to work one hand up hisleg.
A s0ft beeping sounded from the command screen. "Central Food assures me the additiond supplies
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will be loaded in ten minutes thirty seven seconds, Kivvy. The adjustments to your cabins are
completed.”

"Thanks for the encouragement, INTELX," Kivvy said. He glanced at the screen and stood, pulling
Algiaup beside him. "That gives us about a haf an hour until liftoff. Let me show you to your quarters,
my dear?'

"A quickie! How romantic,” she Sghed. "But let's make it your place, ok?' They left the cabin, amin

am.

The scout ship hung in orbit while the tiny planet of Noh danced in the winds of Neptune. They watched
in his cabin, entwined closdly, with Algias head nestled in the crook of Kivvy's arm. The enormous
spiraling eye of the Great Dark Spot, accompanied by an aged methane cloud called the White
Companion, filled the cabin viewport.

"It's one of the most beautiful things I've ever seen. The winds glow like the inner rings.”

Kivvy said nothing. Hed seen it from the surface of Noh every 18.3 hours for months. He had
something ese on his mind, but the timing wasnt right: the woman in hisarms was ready to indulge in
anything but seriousinterrogation. Thered Algia San Filippo was far different from the aggressive,
egocentric girl who had been only a part well played. She was not Digna. Where her portraya had been
hard, Algiawas soft. She was more feminine - and far more dependent than he had supposed. She had
needed a good director to bring out the salf-assured Digna Severe, and her loydties remained with her
old mentor. She had gone silent earlier, when Kivvy asked, but he could contain himself no longer.

"What do you know about Wickett's other case?' He amost shouted it. After the placid minutes
watching the star-planet sweep itstiny spawn, the whole cabin reverberated with the sound of his voice.
Algiawas sartled, but she frowned and smiled at the sametime.
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"Hell tdl you, Kivwy. He said he would."
"But you dready know."

"Only alittle. He hasn't talked about it much. Honestly! | do know he wantsto tell you himsdlf. Hed be
angry."

"Oh, come on.."

"Make mel"

"What? Hey, I'm serious.”

"Soam|." She moved under him ddicioudy. "Make metel you everything | know!"

An hour later she confessed, with much apology, that she knew nothing more than what Wickett had
aready said. She could only add that someone on lo, at Outpost |, had hired Wickett but she didn't
know who. Kivvy wanted to call the detective, but Neptune blocked communication with Centra, and
INTELX was announcing imminent planetfall.

Kivvy abandoned Algiain his cabin shower, with a promise to return, and pulled hisway onto the
command deck. He didn't have to be there - INTELX did dl of the piloting anyway - but he needed to
be donefor awhile.

He had aways been done. An orphaned child in the same seat each week at the Orson Welles. The
thin detective could change dl that: whoever hired Wickett knew that orphan existed. Whatever
Wickett's reason for holding back, resentment was gnawing at Kivvy. Hed been willing enough, after
al, to put himsdlf at risk for the sake of this eccentric investigator and his vague adventure! He thought it
reasonable that he should expect at least as much in return.

INTELX windowed the control screen and aview of the gpproach to Noh joined the flow of data.
Kivvy fdt hisfingers dig into the fabric of his command chair. The little planet leapt into focus. INTELX
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guided the ship down through awindow of least resstance, and into the thin atmosphere. They flew
over the southern pole and deserts of ice. Asthey passed the equator, Kivvy took manua control and
skimmed ridges of vines and banyans.

"Approaching last camp, Kivvy," INTELX said. Its voice was as cold and sharp as the emptiness Kivvy
fdt.

When he returned to Algiain her cabin, she was holding an 8X10X2 holo of araven-hared girl. She
was garing into it and, from the sound Kivvy heard in the hatchway, having a quiet conversation. He
knew at once that the holo was of the real Digna Severe. Algiadid not look up.

"l wastdling her that wed find the bastards who hurt her. | told her the same thing on her deathbed.”
Kivvy moved beside her and looked into the sparkling eyes frozen in the hologram. She looked familiar.

"She was beautiful " he sad.

"Not redly," Algiaretorted. " She was sexy and coy, but not redlly beautiful." She put the holo down
caefully on aclothing storage unit. "Yeah, | knew her. She had plenty of money and lots of men, but
she was adumb hitch sometimes." She looked at Kivvy's surprised expression. Her eyesfilled with
tears. "The poor kid," she cried. "The poor, dumb kid!"

"Hey, now! Takeit easy."

"I'm dl right, Kiv. Sorry. Honest. | just look at that face and | remember what she told me before she
died. Inmy arms. God! She died in my fucking armd" The tears were over.

"Let'sgo," he said, attempting to jar her loose.

"OK, I'm sorry."
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"Forget it. Come on! | haven't shown you my other toys yet." He swept her off her feet quite eadly in
Noh's light gravity, and deposited her in his makeshift rec room off the ship's gdley. After a short review
of the titles he had collected, Algiasat down at the console.

"What kind of software do you have? INTELX must be able to do just about anything.”
"Leave out the 'just about'. | didn't know you were into computer games.”

"I got abunch a home. | only have an old ABM preparticle 512-gig unit to play them on, of course.
Wickett made me leave dl those cubes on Earth. Didn't fit Dignas profile.”

"I'm not that much of agamer mysdlf, so | only have afew new onesthat didn't come aready packed
into INTELX: Mordred's Children, Dalek Wars, Steeplechasers, Save The Andie. | do have some old
classics like Monkey 1dand 2000 and Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy."

"| like Daek Wars," she said. "I wouldn't mind trying it on this setup, but it takes hours. What's
Steeplechasers?!

"Horse racing. | like horses, remember?”
"I know! Oh, Kivvy! Let's see your TIF program!” Kivvy made aface.
"It'snot redly.."

"Please! That's an extra headset over there, isn't it? Take meinto your game!” She grabbed the
headgear and he gave in, helping her adjust the band.

"Ok, but I have to warn you: it's not finished a al." He pulled on the finger controllers, put on his own
headset, and pressed his work cube into the drop on the console. "INTELX?"

"Ready, Kivvy."
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They were standing on agrassy hillside, the wind blowing around them. At the foot of the hill, awide
river cascaded into ajagged black crater, sending a cool blue spray high enough into the air to feel on
their faces. The roar of the fals was deafening.

Kivvy turned to hisleft and saw Algia sanding near him, dressed only in the thin black robe she had last
worn a breskfast. She laughed and threw the robe open to the wind. Looking down at himself, he saw
ablack leather loincloth, belted at the waist. The belt sheathed along, golden dagger.

"l don't know what's happening!" He shouted over the noise. "Thisisn't my program!™
"Yes, yed" Algiashouted back, closing her robe around her. "It's wonderful! A little chilly, but sexy!"

"Herel Let's get on the other side of this hill," he yelled, pulling her dong behind him. The way down
was steep, and they let go of each other to run. Kivvy noted that gravity was normal for Noh. He
stopped himself at the bottom and waited. When she caught up, Algiawas dressed in asingle-piece,
blue leather jJumpsuit. It was molded to the curves of her body, and she was obvioudy pleased.

"God! It fdt so strange when you changed my costume. Y ou have greet taste in clothes! This looks just
like something | wore in aholo once. | can't remember which one..”

"l didnt," Kivvy began. He was staring at the horizon. His purple ridge of mountains was there, but he
redized that he and Algiawere at least seventy-five miles on the other Sde of them.

"What do you mean? Oh, Kivvy!" She stepped up to him with one hand extended. "Y ou seemed to
fade out for a second, and now you're.."

Kivvy was now dressed in agreen outfit that they both recognized: "The Adventures of Robin Hood!"
They both said it a the same time.

"Errol Hynn! But I'm afraid you don't look athing like him.”
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"Thanksalot!" Kivvy said. She studied the bow dung across his chest and the dozen or so arrowsin
the quiver on his back.

"We're not where we're supposed to be, are we?"

"INTELX! Kivvy shouted, and they waited. The hill ended at the edge of adense forest, with
vegetation mogtly like that of Earth. There were small ferns and mosses, and distant trees which Kivvy
identified as Douglas fir and redwood. The digtinctive "banyans' of Noh were scattered among the
latter, with other obscure plantlife that only Kivvy would recognize. The forest was a botanist's dream.

"No INTELX," Kivvy said sheepishly.

Algiawas bent over, digging into the soil. "Wdll, thisain't no set, pa. Even holo sets don't have red
worms. And look at this" She held up her right hand to display something bright orange. It jumped, but
she caught it with her left.

"What isthat?' Kivvy asked.

"A newt. A little orange newt. Just like you might find in the backwoods where | wasraised.” She
looked at Kivvy thoughtfully. "Y ou've never seen one before?"

"No. | wasraised in the city. Remember? There are no reptiles in Boswash.”
"Then how did it get here? If thisis your program design, | mean.”

"| sugpect thet it started as mine, yes. See that mountain ridge? That was mine. But that river, the fdls,
and thisforest: not mine! I'm afraid your little friend there isatotd stranger.”

"| want to go back to the ship," Algiawhispered. She was staring at the newt, which she held a eye
level. It returned the stare calmly. While they watched, it lifted a front paw and gave her avery un-newt-
like wave. "God!" she said, and dropped it in front of her. The newt scurried afew feet, sopped, turned
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itself around, and did its best to look up a them. Algia bent down and extended her hand. The newt
climbed aboard.

"I'll be damned,” Kivvy sad. "Y ou don't have to be anewt lover to guessthey aren't usudly that tame.”

"Kivvy," Algiasad, again in awhisper. The newt had repeated its gesture. It was looking at her intently.
"Let's please get out of here."

"I'm sorry, but I'm not sure we can. Theré's no interface. It'slike thetime | passed out on the surface.
We shouldn't be able to interact with the program enough to pick up solid objects - or animals. It'slike
I've become unplugged. | can't fed the finger controllers..”

"Ok, ok! You're scaring me! Maybe the program got bugged. Wher€'s your short-legged horse when
we need one? And if you're not doing it, then who designed this hot costume I'm wearing?"

"There might be abug, but it's like a continuation of the program | was working on."
"Could INTELX have finished it for you? Maybe it got bored hanging around the docking bay?'

"No. TIF is not this deep. Y ou'd need hundreds of supercomputers like INTELX to maintain an
environment so complex.” He looked at the forest in front of them. "It'stoo hard to believe, but... Those
plants over there - you see them, the wildflowers? | didn't program those, but | know them dl. | did
program in thistall strain of grass. And the oaks, but not those coniferous trees. I've never been to see

the redwoods. | know dl about their molecular and biologica structures, but I've never seen them.."
"Neither havel," Algiasad.
"But you've seen newts. Y ou've got memories of picking them up and interacting with them.”

"Sure. But they don't act like this one. It wouldn't give you afriendly wave or gppreciate an offer to ride
inyour hand. It would try to get away. This guy looks like he's listening to every word we say."

"Somehow," Kivvy sad. "Somehow this hasto do with eidolon-N."
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"But I've never been exposed to eidolon-N, Kivvy! That wasthe red Digna, remember?”

"And I've never seen anewt.” Kivvy looked down at the little orange creature in her hand. "Or a
redwood.” The newt cocked its head to return his gaze, lifted his paw, and repested its earlier gesture.
"Why don't you tell us what's happening here, friend?* Kivvy asked it.

The newt opened its mouth, squeaked twice, and moved its head to look at each of them. Kivvy
laughed.

"I'm afraid neither of us spesks newt, pd, but thanks for trying. Ok?"

The newt writhed, asif to shrug absent shoulders, hopped from Algias hand, and vanished into the

grass.

They waked for awhile dong the edge of the forest until they came again to the winding riverbank. The
river was shdlower, and not as wide. Massive blocks of black rock were strewn in its path. On the
opposite bank there was a crumbling structure of the same black rock.

"The favorite old bridge or agqueduct,” Algia said hopefully. Kivvy shook his head.

"Sorry. Never seen it before." He looked concerned, and she took his hand. "There's no road on either

sde. No reason for a bridge."

They crossed by hopping from rock to rock. The light gravity made it more precarious than it looked,
and Algia rescued him once from an unplanned swim. They were laughing by the time they reached the
ruin, which proved to have a shdlow foundation and extended into the forest asalow wall. All of the
pieces were cut and joined together perfectly, and Algia pointed out that no mortar had been used.
They rested at the ruin, and Kivvy studied the sky while she went to piss behind a nearby bush. There
were wisps of cloud near his distant mountains, but the rest was like the cobalt depths of Neptune.
Kivvy thought of the lesthery winged things hedd never finished. He wondered if they were il searching
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the distant peaks for uncreated prey. He stared at the ridge, but if they were there he could not see
them.

Algiareturned and sat on the rock across from him. She had taken the knife from his belt before she
left, and now she studied the handle thoughtfully. "Thisisinteregting,” she said after awhile. "Remember
the recording INTEL X made of your accident in the banyan grove? How the little swvarm of eidolon-N
crystals sort of popped out of some vines that you broke? Look at this™ She handed him the long
dagger, handlefird.

Etched into the unfamiliar golden metd - they had dready decided it was not gold - was an impression
of along, Snewy vine. It twisted along the length of the handle. At the buit, the vine seemed to be
splitting open, expeling aswarm of tiny dots. The dots filled out the rest of the handle to creete agrip.
The overal effect resembled a crest or emblem, worked into the surface with the detail of a master
craftsman.

"I wonder what this means,” Kivvy said. "It looks amogst herddic.”

"Waan't herddry something else from Robin Hood? Like your outfit, | mean? | was in abad holo of

lvanhoe once."

"I've been thinking," Kivvy mused. "Whét if eédolon-N isn't just a spore or adrug of some kind? What if

it's somehow.. sentient?”’
"Y ou mean inteligent?"
"Wel, yes. Intdligent. Enough to be able to perceive and somehow transmit what we are thinking."

"But | wasn't thinking about Ivanhoe!” Kivvy sghed. "Come on, let's go. | think wed better find some
place to deep before night.”

"Arent you forgetting something, Professor?”
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"Don't cal methat. What do you mean?'

"No sun. How can there be night, if therés no sun?' She jumped down from the rock on which she had
perched and let the light gravity bounce her to another one. "Besides, | don't fedl.. deepy.”

"Oh, god. Not here.”

"Well, not right here and now." She grabbed him around the waist. "But | know afew interesting ways

to make amerry man merrier.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

It was true that the cobalt sky should have remained so, but it began to dim as they followed the black
rock wal into the forest. The trees were indeed redwoods, growing impossibly tdl al around them.
High above the giant conifers, the sky had become blackened, as though covered with dense sorm

clouds.

"I think | smdl rain," Algiasaid. She was showing off her agility in light gravity by bouncing dong the top
of the wadll like an acrobat. Kivvy paced himself at her sde.

"Y ou're going to wear yourself out doing that," he scolded, but his anger was not with her. "'l don't see
how, but | think you're right about therain." A clap of thunder froze them both. Algiateetered for a
second and joined him on the ground. Lightning flashed.

"It'sclose" Algiawhispered, clinging to hisarm. He looked to comfort her, and she kissed him. "Oh,
what will we do, Sir Robin?"

"| think wed better find shelter,” he replied serioudy. "The wal must lead somewhere." He pulled her
after him. They began to run asthefirst drops of rain pelted the leaves, but they didn't have far to go.

"My god!" she exclamed, asthey crashed through alast thick patch of brush.
"A housg" Kivvy mumbled werily.

The black wall curved to match a short, curved driveway. It began where they had emerged, passed
through a huge stone portecochere at the front door, and curved back to the opposite edge of the
forest. The house was constructed from the same black rock. It was a Victorian nightmare of mostly
shuttered windows, lattices and iron spikes. The nearest side was trellised to support afamiliar vine,
which ran up al four storiesto the turreted roof. Three dark chimneys rose over the roof, and the gray
smoke of awood fire lesked from the one in the center. White light showed through billowing curtainsin

an open window on the topmogt floor.
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The furthest chimney was above the window, and Kivvy started as he noticed a black shape on the roof
duck behind it. He grabbed Algia by the hand, and they made it to the stone archway just before the
rain smashed againg the house and drive in hissing, angry sheets. Thunder and lightning played above
the trees of the forest. Algia shivered in hisarms.

"Hey, hey," Kivvy said gently. She had begun to cry. "We're ok. Don't do that. Nice dress." She was
wearing a camd's hair coat over alow-necked, white evening gown dit up one sde to partialy expose
her legs. The brim of an oddly styled, green fet hat was turned down over her forehead. Algia pushed
back the coat and lifted her skirt at the dit, and ran her hand down the black stockings.

"SIk!" She forced agrin. "And you don't look half bad yourself, old man.”

Kivvy sported a stylish blue suit from the same period, with awide ik tie. Over this he wore a heavy
tan trench coat, and a carefully blocked brown hat. He pulled Algia up against the wall nearest the front
door and kissed her. They stayed that way for along while, and then Kivvy stepped away to the door.
It was as massive and hideous as the house, carved from a gray materia that only resembled wood.
Therewas alarge circular peephole cut around the knocker. Kivvy was about to press the antique bell
button when bright light and the raitle of a gasoline engine came from behind them. They whirled to
watch an ancient, mud splattered, black convertible coupe enter the portecochere.

"ACME DETECTIVE AGENCY" was painted on its Sde in gray and white letters, above alogo of an
eye peeping through a keyhole. After a prolonged struggle with a broken black umbrella, three menin
mangled hats and long overcoats fell from the car. They were engaged in aloud and heated argument.

"Quiet!" yeled the man in the center. He pulled his black hat down over his earsin afrudtrated gesture.
The other two continued to argue, and the first man bellowed again. Kivvy stepped away from the door,
pushing Algia behind him.

"Excuse me" Kivvy said. The man who had yelled reacted a once by jumping back and making a
srange noise. The others were slenced. Recovering his composure, the first man strutted up to Kivvy.
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"Who are you?' he demanded.
"My nameisKivwy," Kivvy answvered.

"Make anote of that, Garrity," the man said, backing off enough to run into the second man. "Quiet!" he
added. The third man produced a small notebook, a stub of lead pencil, and began to scribble furioudy.
The first man stepped up to Kivvy again. He stared past him at Algia. "And who's this dame?”’

Kivvy moved to the right and Algia came forward into the blaze of the old car's headlights. "I'm Algia
San Filippo,” she said softly. "And who are you gentlemen?”’

The other two made some more strange noises and danced around each other. One of them whistled,
and the other said: "Some gamg! Boy!"

"Just aminute, just aminute! I'll ask the questions around here, lady. I'm Harrigan.”

"I'm Mulligan,”" said the man who had whistled.

"I'm Garrity," said Garrity.

"Quiet!" Harrigan yelled.

"Right, chief!" said Garrity. He bent over his notebook. "How do you spell 'Hippo', lady?"
"Never mind, never mind,” Harrigan said. "Let's get to the bottom of this"

"Yes, chief," said Garrity.

"You're terrific, chief," sad Mulligan.

"Quiet!" Harrigan grimaced at the two and they were sllent. He turned back to Kivvy and Algia. "I don't
suppose ether one of you would like to tell me exactly what you're doing here?"

"We were about to knock on thisdoor." Kivvy pointed.
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"To ask for help," Algia added.

"Make anote of that, Garrity!"

"Yes, chief. Help from what, lady?"

"l hopeit'snot The Gorilla" said Mulligan, looking around with his eyes wide.
"The Gorillal" the other two men shouted in unison.

"Whereisit?' Mulligan screamed. "Whereisit?'

"Just aminute, just aminute” Harrigan said. He bent dlose to Algiawith an unconvincing snarl. "Just
what do you know about this Gorilla guy? And why would you want to ask him for help?

"The Gorillalives here?' Algiaasked him. Harrigan stood back, perplexed.

"Are you sure? | thought this place belonged to Walter Stevens, the guy who hired us. Hey!" He turned

around to face his partners. "Are you two sure we got the right house?"
"Y ou were driving, chief," Garrity pointed out.

"Maybe wed better ring the bell and ask," Kivvy said. Harrigan dashed in front of him asthey al
headed for the door.

"Just aminute, just aminute! If anyone does any ringing around here, I'll do it!" Harrigan ingsted.
"Liden, chief,” said Mulligan. "I think you're making abig mistake."

"Yeah? Well, it won't be the firgt timel" Harrigan bragged with a swagger. He hesitated over the button
and then glared a Kivvy suspicioudy. "What are you looking at?'

Kivvy had put both arms around Algia and puled her back. He was staring at the three men with new
interest. "Who did you guys say you were?'
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"I'm Mulligan," Mulligan answered helpfully.
"I'm Garrity," sad Garity.

"l am Peters" said afamiliar face with athick accent. The face had appeared as the hinged pegpholein
the door swung inward. "Who may | say iscdling?’

Harrigan let out a shriek, which was echoed by his two cohorts. They hid behind him, staring at the face.
The peephole closed and the door opened. Peters was dressed in aformal black suit with white gloves.
Algia caught her breath and then let out alittle laugh, digging Kivvy in theribs.

"Hey!" she whispered. "It's BelaLugos!"

A roar of thunder followed a series of bright flashes. When the growling faded off, a single scream
pierced the rain. The light went out in the window on the top floor. Harrigan, Mulligan, and Garrity ran
past Peters through the front door. Kivvy could see that kept on running when they got inside.

"Madam?' Peters queried, peering from under the famous eyebrows. "Sir?"
"Tdl me something, Peters,” Kivvy sad. "Whose house is this?"

"Why, don't you know, sir?' The butler's eyes danced. He smiled, till holding the door. The space
behind him was becoming opague gray.

"Comeon!" Kivvy sad to Algia, pulling her through the doorway .

Reinhold Wickett stood at the edge of Central's atmosphere bubble. On the other side, in the airless
vacuum, a huge reprocessing plant endlesdy recycled byproducts of the tiny artificia planet. Wickett
could see a number of non+breathing Andies hdping their lesser-automated creations transfer solid
wadte from airtrucks to the conveyors, but the figure that held his interest was hidden in the shadow of
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onewall of the factory. It was ahuman in ahemet and suit. It was bending over alittle red aircab.
Wickett dictated his observations to Watson through the thin card in his right hand:

"The subject is wearing a black spacesuit, probably to avoid drawing the Andies attention. | doubt they
would care about the car, asit isinanimate, but they might raise darm a a human. Non-atmosphere
areas of Centrd are off limitsto civilians. The suit is an obsolete modd, but a superior one of the type
manufactured on Luna a decade ago. From the wearer's gait and actions, | make him out to be male,

around fifty years old, familiar and a ease in avacuum.

"These surroundings seem an odd place to do such work, but there are so laws againgt meddling with
public vehicles. Our man is making adjusments to the internd parts of the suspect red aircab, located
by Watson through the cab registry.” Wickett produced athin tube from his coat pocket - adigitd
telescope, which he trained on the scene.

"The subject has removed a section from the cab's computer and is attempting to pull a chip off asmall
board. As he iswearing gloves, and has no specid toals, thisis difficult for him. | believeit is, yes, an Al
module. The chip is off. From the markings, it is a sandard particle chip. The kind that would record the
cab's recent fares. If Watson is right, and thisis the same red aircab that attempted to deliver my young
friendsto their death, | should be very interested to examine that chip myself. No matter how cautious
they were, it might contain some clue to the identity of the assassins.

"Thismay be one of the latter, Watson, but it seems unlikely: why would they bother to go to such
lengths to recover the cab's black box? They knew which garage housed the cab, and could have just
sent the vehicle to its own destruction without risk of exposure. | would put on my own suit and
approach the man, but it might not be prudent. Ned Hunter and | shall follow him when he departs.”

Wickett put the telescope away and returned to his own cab, which waited behind aroad sign
announcing the edge of the atmosphere bubble.
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"Ready are we, guv?"' the cab inquired. It was aleased vehicle, and had been programmed to affect the
accent on previous outings with the detective. Wickett, in turn, had christened the Al "Ned Hunter",
after a stable boy who figured in awork of hisfavorite author.

"Not yet, Ned. Please do not start your engine until our quarry has passed.”

"'Quarry'. | had to search that one. An interesting word. It's an education working for you, Mr. Wickett.
A red education!”

"Watson," Wickett said into the card, ignoring Ned's remarks. "Are we on the same side of Neptune as
Noh?' The card blinked green. "Excdlent! Cal INTELX and connect me with Kivvy. Channel it
through Ned's screen.”

The small screen on the front pand flashed on, and a printed message appeared: "INTELX - Kivvy and
Algiaare not available. May | take a message?”'

They floated in gray nothingness. Peters was gone. The door and house were gone. There was no

sound of the storm, nor sign of Harrigan, Mulligan, and Garrity.
"What happened?' Algiapulled hersdf closer. Kivvy put his arms around her.
"l never saw the rest of the picture,” he said absently. She looked up into his eyes.

The gray blew away with awarm wind. They stood in the same forest, under a clear cobat sky,
surrounded by the same tal northern firs. The black rock wal ran through the nearby brush. Kivvy
thought he spied an orange newt flash on the wal, and headed for the spot with Algiatralling behind.

"Where are you going?"

He stopped. The newt - if it had been the newt - was not there. "I thought | saw... never mind.” Kivvy
darted to explain, picking atassd of pine needles from an overhanging branch. She was till dressed in
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the evening gown, and he was getting hot in the trench coat. Algiawaited patiently while he took it off,
and then grabbed him by the shoulders, forcing him to sit down on the wall.

"Now I've had about enough, lover boy. Y ou figured something out back there, didn't you? That crack
about not seeing 'the rest of the picture. So tel me!" She stood over him, hands on her hips. Kivvy
laughed.

"I will, cutie. But let's try something firgt. If it works, then I'll be right and not just guessing.” He took her
hand and guided her to sit beside him on the wall. "Close your eyes.”

“Why?

"Just do it. Good. Now think about having your headset on, Stting in the rec room of my ship in front of
the TIF console” He did the same, closing his own eyes and tightening his grip on her hand. Thewarm

wind whipped them again. Kivvy fdt the headset pressed againgt his temples, and the finger controllers
on hisfingertips.

"Kivwy," INTELX sad. "Thereis amessage from Centrd in the buffer.”

Kivvy looked over a Algia He held her left hand in hisright. Her other hand was clenched into afist
and her eyes were squeezed shut. "Hey, San Filippo! Y ou with us?!

"Wow!" she said as she opened her eyes. She sat back, till gripping his hand. "That was great! Y ou got
us back!" Kivvy pried her hand loose and helped her to her feet. Then he remembered something.

"Where the hdl were you, INTELX?'
"l am aways here, Kivvy."

"l mean, where were you when we were using the console?!
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"l wasinterfaced."

"Y ou didn't respond. There were no controls."

"l was interfaced,” INTELX repegted. "Thereis a message from Central.."
"l heard you. How long was our session, INTELX?"

"Two minutes and seven seconds.”

"That'simpossible!™ Algiasaid without conviction. "Too bad we didn't get to keep the neat costumes,”
she added, looking sadly at the plain polyfiber jumpsuit she was wearing.

"Can you give me a playback of our sesson on the monitor, INTELX?"

"Certainly, Kivvy. Accessing." There was a oft tone, and the monitor lit up with a scene of alame horse
grazing in tal grass. The leathery things flew at the peaks of purple mountains. There was no sgn of
Kivvy or Algia

"Forget it!" Kivvy ordered. "Give me the Centrd message." The scene disappeared and was replaced
by a printed message: "WATSON CONNECT... SUBTRANS FROM WICKETT, REINHOLD AS
FOLLOWS: | have some interesting news. Call me."

Henry Segdl roared, but the sound came out weaker than he had intended. Nurse Harris was severd
feet away, monitoring his blood pressure and heart rate. She was posed, at her employer's request, in a
red and white g-string, sparkling blue pasties with hanging gold chains, and her regulation white heds
and stockings. She had recently removed her white nurse's cap and placed it upon Henry Segd's head
a ajaunty angle.

"Mr. Segd, please!” Nurse Harris reminded him. ™Y ou must try to remain cam.”
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"Cdm! Cdm?' Henry Segd projected dramaticaly from behind his desk, gesturing to his otherwise
empty Gower Street office. "How can | remain calm when these thieves, these pirates, are attacking my
very kingdom? The Huns are a the door, Nurse Harrid" He shook a printout in her direction. She
noted that his blood pressure continued to rise.

"Sir, please" she whimpered gppedingly. Shetried to distract him by twirling the gold chainsin opposite
directions, but Henry Segd ignored her. He dumped his bulk down into his chair as his anxiety
increased. A specid subroutine, programmed by Henry Segd's psychiatrist, ingtructed the Andie to step
forward, knedl, and massage the mogul's fest.

"Umm. Yes. That's very nice, Nurse Harris. No, don't let up!”
"What was it that upset you, Mr. Sega?' Nurse Harris asked as the subroutine continued.

Henry Segd straightened a bit and leaned back in his favorite chair. His nurse matched his movements
and continued the massage. The investment data hardcopy fell to the floor. Henry Segd was as closeto
ecstasy as his medicd profile alowed.

"l have athornin my sde, Harris" Henry Segd explained, shutting his eyes. It never occurred to him
that a conversation with his Andie was part of a recommended stress therapy. He rardly acknowledged
her asan Andiein any case. He preferred her in the role of confidant and occasional partner in sin.

"Thereisacombine of digtributors and producers caled HoloPix. | believe | have mentioned them to

you?'
"Yes, Mr. Segd. 'Former loop makers and chisdling drek'."

"The very same. A little lower on the right foot. Thank you, Precious.” He Sghed. "HoloPix has tried,
many timesin years pad, to gain control over Holo Internationa by buying up stock options and staging
proxy fights. It's never worked because | own a mgority of the stock under various names... ooh!
That'sit! Yes. Mmm! Now the other foot. Good!
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"Well, it seems that HoloPix pulled the same stunt on our friends at Pillsbury Pictures - only thistime
they won."

"Pillsbury isthe largest producer of B-holos. They've stayed away from A-holos because of a specia

arrangement with HI," Nurse Harris recited after amillisecond of accesstime.

"Correct, Nurse Harris. Fillsbury is- or was - controlled by my former employee and friend, Reinhold
Wickett. It has been amost secret conspiracy between us. HI handles the mgjor productions, and
Fillsbury handles the B-holos, with cooperative block booking in al of our theaters, cube distribution,
and mgjor talent loans from our stable. It's been an excellent arrangement for both companies, and it
was the only way to keep Wickett out of the mgjors. Had he ever used Pillsbury to compete directly, he
might have become a dangerous threat to my hold on the market. He's atdented guy, Reinhold is.”
Henry Segd pulled hisfeet awvay from her ministrations and shoved them back into his ancient Dondd
Duck dippersocks.

"But Wickett is foolishly obsessed with this criminology hobby of his. It was his undoing as a producer,
you know, and now it's cost him Fillsbury. From what | can find out, he's off in the Neptune system,
chasing his Professor Moriarty... No! Stay in that position for aminute more! | especidly like your new
outfit in that position, Nurse Harris."

"Who is Professor Moriarty?' Nurse Harris asked, adjusting her pose to give Henry Segd a better view
of what he liked about her outfit.

"Only afigure of speech, nurse. Wickett has been drawing extensvely upon his assets for severa years
to support his misadventures. Heis very out of touch with his money. His broker in Boswash made the
decison to sl off Rllsbury. | believe the reason may dso involve some pilfering by the broker, but it is
too late to do anything now. The damage is done, and it leaves me in avery precarious position.”

Henry Sega stood, for the firgt time since hisarriva that morning, and manipulated his bulk to retrieve
the crumpled printout. The nurse helped him amble about his regd office in aparody of aworried pace.
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"How can it harm you, Mr. Segd? Holo Internationd is the leading producer and manufacturer of
entertainment in the solar system.”

"When HoloPix mergesits assets with Fillsbury, they'll become atrue mgor studio. They'll have
Pillsbury's entire catalog and a considerable hold on Pillsbury cubes that we now digtribute. That'sabig
chunk of the home market, nurse. What's worse is we've dumped our starsinto countless Pillsbury Bs
because it was a great promotiona gimmick. It kept the starsin front of the public without costing me a

cent, and the more the public sees a dtar, the better the box office. It's a classic equation, dating back to

Chaplin.

"Now that they own the entire Fillsbury catalog, HoloPix can repackage any piece of crap they choose
and remarket it to promote their own big budget holos. Our stars will flock to them like little children to
their mother'stit. This may well be the end, Nurse Harrid The find flash of the laser for Holo
International!"

"Now, Guv?' Ned inquired. The red aircab had reentered the atmosphere shell and zipped past their
hiding place.

"A moment or two, theré's agood fellow. Start your engine. | shal reconnoiter.” Wickett opened the
passenger door. "We mustn't dlow him to notice us or the game will be off." He walked across the
black plastic surface, and peeked around the billboard. The other vehicle was ared dot on the horizon.

"Fadt little bugger.” A voice came from behind him. Wickett's shoulders dumped and he turned around.

"Soppy of me," Wickett confessed to the stranger in the black spacesuit. His helmet was at hisfeet,
reveding aweathered, good-natured face of Cornish descent. "Ah," said Wickett, with some sdlf-
satisfaction restored. "Mr. Owen Tregennis, | believe?
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"Y ou have me at one advantage, Sir, but | have you at a greater one." The man spoke with acurt nod. A
smal hand weapon was leveled a Wickett's chest. "It is, however, Colond Tregennis. And would you
be s0 good as to identify yoursdf?"

"Watson," said Wickett without a pause. " John Watson."
"And your purpose a loitering in this desolate place, Mr. Watson?'

Wickett shrugged, eyeing the gun. "Watching you remove a particle chip from ared aircab. It would be
pointlessto lie. Y ou constructed a hurried dummy to ride off in your place, | takeit? | was fooled.”

"Rather a dangerous position, Mr. Watson, playing the fool. Y our name isfamiliar to me. The aircab
company computer had a record of your inquiry.” He motioned with his gun. "Be so good as to step
over to your cab, sir. We can share the return fare." Wickett complied, stopping at the open passenger
door.

"| don't suppose you would aso like to share your find with me?* he asked, stting in the cab. "'l am
most interested in crimina deta.”

"Nonsense, Mr. Watson," the Colond replied without asmile. Y ou'll find plenty of that where you are
going." He bent down to place his helmet on the seat next to Wickett, and stood again to remove an
exterior air tank that blocked his entering the cab.

"Now, Ned!" Wickett shouted. Asthe aircab jumped from the spot at full speed, Wickett turned and
watched Tregennis spin to the ground in aroll. A thin orange laser beam hummed a few feet to theright
of the cab.

"The getaway!" Ned pronounced with afair amulation of excitement in its digitized voice,

"He's in superb condition for aman of hisage,” Wickett said. "I could never have fired off around so
quickly from a prone position. An excelent marksman aswel! He very nearly hit us”
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"You have acdl coming in, Mr. Wickett," Ned told him. "From Noh."

"Very wel, Ned. If there's picture, put it up please. And you may dow down now. Colond Tregennis
will be along time pursuing usto the city, and he will be looking for a John Watson when he findly gets

there."

"Wickett! Something amazing has happened!” Kivvy said when the detective's face materidized. Algia
stood beside Kivvy on the command deck.

"Y ou redly should have been there, Reinhold,” she added. "Are you in acab or what?' They could see
the Central landscape flowing behind him.

"Yes, | am en route with Ned. We have been hard at work, | assure you. This channel is shielded.
Spesk fredly.”

They recounted the day's adventure, interrupting each other frequently. Wickett said nothing until they
hed finished.

"l had consdered such an experiment, but under more controlled conditions, of course. Excellent! You
areadaring par!" He pulled the ever-present card from his jacket and spoke briefly to Watson in a

tone too low for them to hesar.
"That's the undevel oped sector of Central yourein, isnt it?" Algiaasked him.

"Y es. Watson had located the aircab company where your red aircab was garaged. | set forth to
investigate the place. Ned and | arrived just as the very cab you described was leaving. We followed as
it took its passenger to the edge of atmosphere and beyond. Later, we had a very interesting encounter
with Colonel Owen Tregennis."

"Who?' Kivvy and Algiaasked in unison.

"The British gentleman who, over a decade ago, guided the Japanese expedition to Noh."
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"But | thought you said he returned to the Jupiter system and died there" Algiasaid.

"Not ‘died’," Wickett corrected. "I said his whereabouts were obscure. | have no data asto where he
has been dl these years, but heis now mogt certainly on Centra." The detective reported the details of
his meeting with Tregennis.”

"Do you think Colone Tregennis s the one who tried to snuff us?' Algia asked.

"Circumgtantia evidence does support that premise,” Wickett answered. "1 would hesitate to consider
Colone Tregennis as a definite suspect, however. He has no clear motive for any such action.”

"He didn't mind taking a shot at you," Kivvy reminded him.
"When will you be here, Reinhold?" Algiaworried.

"I will be dightly delayed, my dear. The ship is ready, but the Colond's presence on Centrd demands
my atention. | must communicate with my contact in the Jupiter system to seeif | can trace his
movements. It may prove important to learn where he has been and when he arrived here.”

"Do you think he'sworking for the same people who killed Digna Severe?' Kivvy asked.

"Theorizing requires data, old boy. It isto that end | must remain here. Watson and | shall arrive as soon
as possible with as many answers as we can gather. | must go now, but first | must ask you, Kivvy: did
you recognize the characters you met in your own adventure?’

"Not right away. They were actors from afilm made in the 20th century. | never saw the entire film. The
Orson Welles - that is, the theater | saw it in - went dark that night in aloca power falure. It was aRitz
Brothers comedy."

"Adgde from reacting to you and Algia, did any of the characters vary from their rolesin the movie? Did
they try to communicate anything dse to you?"

"l see what you mean,” Algiasad. "Like the newt?'
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"I'm not sure, but | would say no," Kivvy answered. "Except asit - or we - faded out. Lugos asked me
if I didn't know where | was?'

"Excdlent!" Wickett shouted. "Then there isvery likely nothing to fear. If you like, perhaps you and
Algiacould repeat the experiment tomorrow? After agood night's rest.”

"Are you serious? We could get logt in there! Therain felt wet. What if it's raining boulders next time?
We could get hurt or killed."

"l don't think so, old boy. If I'm not mistaken, eidolon-N isfeding you out.”

"Then you think the stuff is sentient?" Kivvy asked. Wickett'simage nodded. "And you assumeit's
benign?"

"Why assumeit isn't? Y ou sound Hollywood, Kivvy. Scurvy vampires from outer space. All thet is
unknown is not dangerous, old son!" Wickett looked away and said something to Watson again. "Oh,
well. | can only suggest. I'm not trying to coax you into it. But you will have to kill sometimein your ship
for afew more days..." The green light on thelittle card in his hand was flashing. "Yes, wel, | must go.
Watson has some news."

"Oh, let'sdo it again, Kivvy!" Algia cheered.

"WEell tak it over, Wickett. Y ou be careful around your friend the Colondl, ok?' They signed off after
Wickett agreed to cdl the next night at the same time. The picture faded, and Algialowered hersdf into
Kivvy's lap, toying with abit of hair on his ches.

"Now, about that ‘good night's rest’, Sir Robin..."
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Henry Segal was not pleased at being interrupted. He loved a parade, and Nurse Harris was dressed in
the uniform of a drum mgorette. "Yes, Miss Stultz!" he shouted, kegping one eye on the marching nurse
when his secretary's face gppeared. "What is it now?"

"l am sorry to disturb you, Mr. Segdl. A Mr. Martek is on the screen. He said you would remember

him?'

"Who?' Henry Segd yelled. Nurse Harris was executing a delicious routine with her red, white, and
blue baton.

"A Mr. Victor Martek." Miss Stultz was aplain, prim woman of about thirty. She very was efficien.
Henry Segd didiked her intensdy. "He sad...”

"l heard you, damnit! | don't know any... Wait amoment!" With awave of his hand, John Phillip
Souzas music was sllenced and Nurse Harris froze her postion. "Ok, al right. I remember. Put him
through."

"It's been along time, Henry," the image of Victor Martek remarked. A subtitle noted he was calling
from a public screen in San Francisco.

"Y ou owe me money, Martek." Henry Segd squinted at the face. It was only the money he
remembered. "I paid you an advance. Y ou walked off my holo."

"That was twenty-two years ago, Henry."
"S07?Y ou owe me money for twenty-two years!"
"It was adead project. Your stars skipped. One of them even went into politics.”

"l know, | know. HI did her biography. Or don't you go to the holos, Martek? I'm told even Andies
lined up to seeit. Fictiondized, of course, but Suzi didnt mind. Shame | couldn't get her to bein it.
What do you want, Martek?' He looked wistfully at Nurse Harris, and then snapped: "I'm a busy man!”
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Victor Martek cleared his throat noisily. "Not for long, or so | hear."
"What's that supposed to mean?"

"HoloPix. The word is out, Henry. They've dready signed three of your hottest stars to seven-holo
deals.”

"Actorsl What do | care for actord! Cattle! Lowlife scum! The only things lower are goddamned
musciand Haf amillion to hum afew barsthey sole from Mozart or Gershwin into a synthesizer. But
you know dl about that, don't you, Mr. Composer?'

"HoloPix bought Cubeworld thismorning,” Victor perssted. "Biggest retailer in existence. Y our

digtribution revolves around Cubeworld, doesnt it Henry?"

"Wasting my time, Martek. Y ou're wasting my time! We own the Teamsters. We control the rack
jobbersfor those pansies at Cubeworld. They won't cut us out. They can't.”

"Don't be so sure, Henry. HoloPix is dickering with freighters and offworlders..."

"Enough!" Henry Segal squeaked. "What are you supposed to be, Martek? The fucking Oracle of
Philadd phia? Tell me what you want or get off my ling!"

Martek paused. He ran one hand over his bad head. He was obvioudy frightened. He cleared his
throat again. "I am cdling for Rudolph Habditz. Y ouve heard of him?' Henry Segdl st rigid in his chair.
He thumbed a touchpad under his desktop. A cube recorder was activated.

"Rudy Habditz? Tha 'humansfird' rights guy? The one with dl the money who tried to push back the
Andies? He's organized crime now, isn't he?’

"I'm cdling for Mr. Habdlitz."

"Y ou work for thisdime, Victor? They do bootlegs of my cubed”
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"They've got something that should interest you, Henry. An entirdly new medium. Something that could
make the holos as obsolete as sllent movies. And they want to make a dedl.”

"I'm ligening,” said Henry Segd without losing a beet.

They showered together, and then Algiainsisted on cooking. With the help of the food synthesizers, she

made a three-course medl.

"l can't eat dl of that," Kivvy complained. Her steaming grits, eggs, hotcakes, sausage, biscuits with
gravy, baked gpples, and hot coffee eagerly awaited him. He poured himsalf some of the coffee.

"l seem to remember getting hungry during our lagt outing.” She shrugged. "What if it's more than just a

two hour vigt to Disneyworld this time?*
"Disneywhat? Wadt Disney?'

"It was a franchised amusement park. Therewas abig onein Texas, | think. | saw some old TV about
it. People stood in lines for hours to see non-thinking androids and holograms the size of your fist. Now

egat! Mamasays" Shetouded his hair. "After last night and this morning, you should have quite an
appetite.”

"For that," Kivvy grinned, "I dways have an appstite.”
When they arrived in the rec room, there was asmall service droid waiting for them.

"What's that doing in here?' Algiaasked, taking her seat and reaching for a headset. "I don't have
anything againgt red Andies, but these short, dumb ones give me the cregpd™ Kivvy laughed.

"Aw, come on, Algia Youll hurt the little guy's fedings. He might turn out to be helpful. | programmed
him with aspecid task, just in case were ingde for too long." Kivvy sat beside her and put on the finger
controllers. "He can operate independently of INTELX."
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"What good will that do?"

"If ore of us Sartsto hyperventilate, or our vitd signs drop too low, the droid will inform INTELX that
we're in potentia danger.”

"Won't INTELX dready know that?"

"Not if INTELX is hanging around in my origind scene with that damned gimpy horse. It lost track of us
last time - or was diverted.”

"By edolon-N7?"
"l don't know. Maybe."
"So what can this shrimp do?"

"Hell try to wake usin exactly two hours. | dso decided to have an audio signd piped into the
headsets. It's an old wake up cdl routine that programmers use to remind themsalves to eat lunch or
takea.. Hey! | just thought of something!" Kivvy stopped talking and gaped at her. "Y ou took a piss
last time! In the woods! How could that be?’

Algialaughed. "I'd forgotten that, but it's no mystery. Sometimes | can't go, even when | have to. When
I'm nervous or scared. Or excited, you know. It was afase alarm back there in Sherwood Forest." She
nudged him. "Maybe well have time to experiment with other bodily functions today."

"Y ou never quit, do you?'
"Y ou better hope not! The girl with the sevenyear itch, baby. Like Marilyn Monroe."

"Mmmm. | hope she turns up for the experiment.” He ducked when she dapped a him. "Anyway, | st
the drone for two and a hdf hours. It may not work, but if you hear aringing in your ears, prepare to
fade.
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"I'll probably turn over and go back to deep,” she growled. Kivvy popped the TIF cube into place.
"Ok, INTELX."

"Ready, Kivvy," the computer responded.

The city was dmost cartoon, atowering ideal of aabaster skyscrapers, sparkling glass, and clean
crowded streets below. They stood in front of the Hotel Universe. While they watched, a Checker Cab
pulled up and a man and two women emerged. The man wore atop hat, and the women werein
matching ermine soles. A uniformed doorman sauted with awhite-gloved hand, and held the door for
the ladies.

"It can't be! But it must be!" Algiaexcamed. "City of New Y ork. That's the Empire State Building
down the street. I've seen pictures of it."

Kivvy nodded. He was dressed in a gray-brown leather jacket, brown hat, and pants of a heavy weave
in the same neutrd color. Algiawasin off-white, adress with along skirt below the knees, alight
overcoat, and another slly green hat. The matching green high heds were giving her alittle trouble.

"How the hell did they ever walk around in these?' she asked after sumbling twice. "And why? Oh,
Kivvy! Isnt this wonderful ? They were s0 lucky to live here when it was clean and new!"

"Remember," he warned, "that thisis a fantasy verson. A solid movie set. Manhattan was never like
this, even ahundred years ago.”

"|s this another Ritz Brothers movie?"

"No, | dont think so. But that certainly isfamiliar!” He pointed straight up. Twenty-five stories above,
interrupting the facade of the Hotel Universe, was an incredible mechanica sign for "Paradise Coffee'.
A giant, transparent cup was being continuoudy refilled from a slver urn and a matching siver creamer.
A slver spoon, about thirty feet in length, added sugar and stirred. Steam rose from the cup, and aneon
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dogan flashed: "It's Heavenly." The cup then drained from the bottom, and the entire process began
agan.

"What awadte of coffee" Algiacommented innocently. Kivvy was about to explain, when they were
engulfed by arush of pedestrians that sucked them through the open doors of the hotdl.

The lobby was overflowing with dapper men in tuxedos, perfect women in evening gowns and jewels,
and uniformed attendants. Near an endless bank of shining brass elevator doors, an elderly matronin
sparkling black sequins argued loudly and angrily with a harried but distinguished-looking man. The

exclusive roof eevator, marked as such by an gppropriate Sgn, was not in order.

"| assure you it will be repaired shortly, Lady Stover," the hotel manager gpologized. He waved aplainly
dressed man out of the crowd. "Mr. Soan!" he barked. Mr. Soan's thin face twitched in nervous fear.

"What's going on here?' Kivvy asked aman to hisright. It seemed asif everyonein the lobby had

joined to watch the manager and Mr. Sloan.

"The roof dlevator ismissng, | hear,” the man replied. "Stolen, 1'd suppose. What is New Y ork coming

to?"

"Kivvy." Algiawas tugging a his deeve and pointing. "We're underdressed for this place. And isn't that
Franklin Pangborn?'

"That's Mr. Soan," sniffed the man Kivvy had addressed. "He's the house detective.” From his
disdainful glance a Algia, he obvioudy agreed that they were underdressed. He turned abruptly and
vanished into the crowd. The manager finished with Mr. Soan, exiting with Lady Stover after giving the
house detective a sharp command to find the missing devator a once. Soan stood by himsdlf, twitching
his featuresin frugtration.

"| think you're right,” Kivvy said to Algia. "It's Pangborn. Playing Mr. Sloan. He must have made a
million movies." Sloan was returning his stare with obvious annoyance. "Here he comed™
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"And what can we do for you two?" Pangborr/Soan inquired in a voice laced with trademark cynicism.
"Thisisahotel lobby, not asubway gation!” His mustache jumped ominoudly.

"We're looking for..." Kivvy began in desperation.

"Work!" Algiafinished firmly. "We're undercover detectives. And from what we've seen of thisjoint,

you could use some help, Sloan."

"Help! Help? Why | need no help of any kind! | am perfectly able to handle this situation, young lady!
Why, I, hmmm. Detectives, you say?" Soan stopped his chin with one hand, turning Algiafor ingpection
with the other. "Perhaps. Mmmm."

"Oh, were ever 0 clever. And very inconspicuous, too. Aren't we, Kivvy?"
"l.. sure. Wdll, | mean.."

"Inconspic.. ah, of course, my dear,” said Soan. Algia batted her eyes and ran her fingers under his

lapels.

"We do so want to work at the Hotel Universe!™ She pulled him closer, spesking softly. "And for the
famous Mr. Soan!" Joan turned red. "And Kivvy is aforenscs expert, aren't you Kivvy?' she added
as an afterthought.

"Yegh, sure” Kivvy answered unconvincingly.

"Mmmm. Famous? Wdll, | certainly... Forendcs, you say? Yes, very essentid! Well, I'm sure | could
use some quaified assstants. Where did you say you'd worked before?’

"Oh, good!" Algiasaid, throwing her arms around the house detective's neck. Soan repdled her
hurriedly.

"Now, now! See herel"
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"And you won't regret it, Mr. Soan," she purred. "We will need to dress differently, of course. To

remain inconspicuous.”

"Incon.. of course, of course! Wdll, I'm sure | can arrange that." He looked at Kivvy as he might a
cockroach on a steak. "Perhaps your friend could pose as awaiter. In the dining room? Or a bellboy?!

"Hey!" Kivvy objected.

Mr. Sloan appraised them both again. "As amatter of fact, we need another cigarette girl." He dropped
hisvoice. "The girl we have now - Fran Blackstone - hasn't been &t al rdliable snce she took up with
that Archie Dexter." He pointed to adick looking man who had just entered the lobby from the Street.

"Redly?" Algiawhispered back. "Who is he?' There was a sudden burst of noise from the lobby.

"Who iswho?' Sioan asked, bending near to hear her better. Kivvy found himsdaf jostled out of earshot
by another wave of hotel patrons exiting the levators.

"Archie Dexter, | mean,” Algia shouted.

"Oh," said Soan. "Mr. Dexter is no one to fool around with. A gangster, you know? Poor little Fran is
just another country mouse in the big city, if you know what | mean? Y oull like her. Oh, my!"

The crowd had filled the entire |obby, their attention drawn to a spinning did above the doorsto the
missing roof devator. The long arrow was whirling around madly. Shouts of indignation filled the air.
Algiabacked off to join Kivvy, who was leaning againgt one of two neo- Roman marble columns
marking the entrance to the hotdl ballroom.

"Hey, what was dl that about back there?" he asked, ignoring the growing clamor over the roof

devator.
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"All what? I'm an actress, remember? If thisis redly a Hollywood movie from the 1940s, I'd like to get
at least abit part in it. Come on, Kiv! Loosen up, my love. Reinhold told us to experiment, and think
how I'll 1ook in a cigarette girl outfit!"

"Yeah. I'll look even better as a bellboy. Red Jerry Lewis. Don't kid me, kid!"

The did stopped spinning and the doors to the roof expressfindly opened. A manin agray suit stepped
out with atrumpet case under one arm. He looked around with acam expression. The crowd parted
for him, and Mr. Soan rushed forward, demanding an explanation of the theft of the evator. Kivvy and
Algiapad little attention. They had moved to a comfortable black and white striped satin covered couch
behind the marble column to continue their argument. Kivvy pointed at an elegant grandfather's clock
that faced them.

"We aren't going to be here that long. Look at that clock. It'sten o'clock at night here. When were you
expecting to start work as a cigarette girl?'

"She can gart right now.” A tdl, sexy blonde with atray of cigarettes was standing in front of them. She
wore a black sequined hater with high shoulder pads. It had a plunging neckline and was cut to push
her breasts up. Her skirt was short enough to reved the garter strgps of her black net sockings. "I'm
Fran." Shewinked a Kivvy's gppreciative stare. "Sloan said to get you two some uniforms. Come on
with me, both of you."

Fran led them through a door marked "Service', and down a series of long corridors to alarge modern
dressing room. Various costumes of different eras hung on racks or were draped over the chairs of
dressing tables. Algiareacted to the place with a sharp intake of breath. She looked allittle pale.

"What'swrong?' Kivvy warted to know, but Algia hushed him with a squeeze of her hand.

"A costume room. Of course" she murmured. When Fran was out of earshot, rummaging through a
large closet for appropriate outfits, Algiaadded: "1've worked out of this place. Thisis one of the

wardrobe rooms a Holo International Studios in Los Angeles.”
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"Areyou sure?'

"Definitely! They didn't have computersin 1940, did they?' She pointed at an access console on the
other sde of the room. Kivvy looked thoughtful.

"An improvisaion,” he stated without surprise. "They didn't have any dressing roomsin this picture.”
"Y ou mean, you know what movie werein?"

"Yup." He said nothing else. Fran Blackstone was approaching with a bellboy suit and an empty
cigarette tray.

"Here" she said, handing the tray to Algia "You'll have to pick out the rest yoursdlf. I'm not sure what
you'll need undernegth.” She grinned a Kivvy, holding up the bellboy uniform. "The jacket will fit, but
we may haveto takein the pants. I'm red good at fitting men's pants.” Kivvy grinned back, but he
couldn't help but notice how different Fran looked in the modern lighting of the wardrobe room. The
Forties makeup was gone, and her face seemed older and plainer. The exaggerated sexuality of her
Hollywood starlet's body was somehow shorter, fatter, and far lessinteresting. Algialet out alittle
dhriek.

"Fran!" she exclamed, pointing to the cigarette girl's legs. They weren't there. Fran's entire torso was
being erased as they watched. When only her face remained, floating five feet in the ar in front of them,
the blonde pursed her lips and winked again at Kivvy.

"I'll have to take arain check on that fitting, swestie," Fran said, and shimmered into nothing.

They were standing together in gray migt, hot wind blowing &t their backs, and then they were in the rec
room, seated in front of the console. The drone Andie waited exactly in the same position. A glance a
the console clock showed forty-one minutes had eapsed. "Damn!™ Algiasaid. She ripped off her
headset and stood up too fast. She glared at Kivvy as shetried to steady hersdlf in the light gravity.
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"What?"' he asked her defensively. "1 didn't do anything." She looked around, less disoriented, and then
gmiled in gpology. "Sorry. | dways get grouchy when somebody wakes me from adream. | guesswe
both wanted to finish that one.” She did afair imitation of Fran'svoice. "Swestiel”

"Give me abresk. | didn't even touch her."
"And | suppose you were going to refuse her offer? Give me that break, bellboy!"

"There wouldn't have been much time to develop anything in any case. There was avery flat end to that

film."

"Oh, yeah? So you say," she kissed his cheek to show she wasn't serioudy angry. "What moviewas it,

swedtie?'

"The Horn Blows At Midnight', an old Jack Benny film. It had aWizard of Oz ending. All adream.
You know."

"Jack who?"'
"Benny. Hewas a great comedian from vaudeville and radio who made it into moviesand then TV.."
"Oh. What was the movie about? Why do you suppose we came back so fagt?"

Kivvy shrugged, pulling off his finger controllers. "Maybe because you tried to change the plot. There
was no dressing room scene or anything about the house detective hiring undercover assstants. The
movie had Jack as a big band musician who dreams he is ajunior-grade angd, sent down to blow the
find horn and end the world. He goes to the roof of the Hotd Universeto carry out his orders, but the
unhappy cigarette girl who triesto kill hersdlf by jumping off the roof distracts him. He saves her, but
gets stranded on Earth when he fails to blow the final notein time. Therés more, but you get the idea.”

"Y ou've got agood memory."

"The giant mechanical coffee Sgn was agiveaway: Jack fdlsinto it at the end of the picture.”
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"But Mr. Soan was willing to hire us. Why didn't the bubble pop then?”

"Don't know that elther. It was like eidolon-N started to improvise dong with you, and then just quit.”
He typed on the keyboard for a moment. The service droid left the room.

"Y ou mean, it's over for today?' Algia sounded disappointed. "We just got started.”
"I'd like to consult with Reinhold Wickett before we go in again. INTELX?"
"Yes, Kivwvy?' INTELX asked.

"Play back the sesson." The screen lit up with the same unfinished scene. The lame horse was grazing in

the foreground. " Ok, never mind. Put a call through to Wickett on Centrd." There was a pause.

"His computer, Watson, reports. Mr. Wickett isnot on-line" INTELX said. "Kivvy? Thereis some
interesting activity in the southern hemisphere of Noh.”

"What kind?'

"A ship has arrived in matched orbit. Unidentified class. It has gected alander.”
"Isit Wickett?'

"No, itisnot."

"Humans or Andies?'

"Frequency scan suggests only humans.”

"How many?"

"Insufficient data” INTEL X paused again. "Signds to the ship from the lander indicate some human
crew remaining on the ship.”

"Can you tap in and let me hear what they're saying?"
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"Signals are secured. Not a stored code. | can run through the ciphersif you wish?!

"No. That could take dl day." Kivvy thought for amoment. "Where are our three surface drones?’
"Standard research program is underway. They are dl within atwo mile radius."

"How long to get them back ingde and lift off?'

"Thirteen minutes sixteen secondsfive..."

"Do it! We're heading up to the command deck.” He grabbed Algia and they bounced out of the rec

room in that direction.
"It'sthe syndicate that Reinhold was worried about, isn't it?" Algiaasked him.

"Probably. A ship full of honest tourists wouldn't use coded transmissons.” They pulled up through the
hatch onto the command deck. "Strap in.”

"What are you going to do?'
"We're leaving. At least temporarily. They won't notice usin space. INTEL X, program destination.”
"Aye, gr."

"Aye? Cute, INTELX. | want a stable position over the northern pole, ok?' He checked Algia and
pulled on his own lift harness.

"Aye, Captain," INTELX said.
"Y ou can be undetectable out there, right?"
"Reativdy, Kivy."

"Anything that might pass for aamaments on this tub?"



Rich LaBonté - Page 106 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

"Short range laser and three dozen STREAKS. Exploration craft are only fitted with defensive systems.™
"STREAKS can be fired indde or outside of an atmosphere?’

"Either, Captain. Effective range isone mile. A STREAK is an implosve concusson missile, however,
which increases effectivenessin a vacuum.”

Algiareached over and gripped Kivvy'sarm. "Hey! | hope you aren't planning to fight with these
clowns, John Wayne."

Kivvy didnt smile
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CHAPTER SIX

Reinhold Wickett was in his dement: the greet consulting detective challenged by an obscure crimind
conspiracy. Fird thereisamalignant cabal, and now a clever colonel of dubiousintent. It wasthe
perfect diverdon and, as he had dready mentioned to his ever-faithful Watson, perhaps the greatest
case of his career!

Wickett reflected on thisto stay his ation, and not to avoid solving his most immediate problem:
Colond Owen Tregennis, late of the Japanese Noh expedition, was once again holding him in the sights
of alethd, late-modd blagter.

Following his return to his chaotic roomsin Central, Wickett had used several hours attempting to trace
the recent life of Owen Tregennis from the colond's arrival at 10 a decade eaxrlier, to his recent
gppearance in the Neptune system. The cal was made, and Wickett obtained the data he needed with
no great difficulty. His cooperative contact in the Jupiter system was, after dl, at the very highest levd.

In drictly technica terms, Susan was obsolete for an Andie. There had been many design changes since
her generation, and human law had decided that the pleasure models of the earliest Andie erawere, by
thelr very existence, aviolaion of the basc right of any sentient being to contral its own destiny. Drones,
intelligent supercomputers, and the lesser droids were exempted from this consideration, but modern

Andies were recognized as full citizens of the solar system.

To the Andies, Susan wastheir eected leader, Messiah, Abe Lincoln, and Martin Luther King. Her
creators, the mad Andie CensusTakers, made her unique and her leadership was wise and equaly
respected by most of humankind. Few connected this revered eder with Suzi, an early Holo star of HI
sex and gore spectaculars, dthough her past had been recalled in vivid detail in the studio's holo verson
of her life gory. It was a alavish pre-production party for that bio, thrown in Hollywood by producer
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Henry Segd, that Reinhold Wickett had met and been befriended by the Andie leader. Wickett had
been impressed by Susan's keen intellect and philosophica bias toward justice.

Susan had enjoyed the company of the one man she had met in Hollywood who chose to ignore the
legendary balyhoo. At her suggestion, Wickett had scripted the holo bio. It was one of hisfina projects
as a screenwriter, before hisinterest in criminology took over hislife.

Susan had received his cdl where she lived, on the planet- moon of Jupiter called Europa.
"Hdlo, Suz."

"Hello, Reinhold. Y ou are well?* Wickett nodded and waited for the transmisson delay to ddiver his
gesture. "It is good to know that. | received your report onthe human called Kivvy. Have you
completed my request?'

"Not exactly, Susan. He's on Noh right now. | have agood agent assigned to him, but he is rather
entangled in another case | am working on and | need his help. | will brief him when thetimeisright.”

"l will leave that decision to you, Reinhold. What isthis other case?"
"Access the Noh file, if you would."

"A moment. Yes"

"Colonel Owen Tregennis."

"Interesting. | wasn't aware that Owen was on that expedition.”
"You know him?'

"We have met severd times, yes."

"Then he is based in the Jupiter sygtem?”
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"No. He has been here, of course. He led the exploration of Europas surface for us eight years ago."
"| thought that was an dl-Andie misson?"'

"It was, officidly, Reinhold. Owen had been there before us, asit turned out. When we requested his
data, he volunteered to go aong, but the vessel was not equipped for biologicals. We didn't have the

budget to include him, so he met our team there. He has his own transsystemn ship. The White Whale -
after Herman Médlvillés ocean mammal.”

"You said he'led' the team?"

"He was very helpful. He stayed with them until the mapping was completed. It took sx hundred and
ten Earth days."

"What happened to him after that?"
"He was on the Black Ring mission. It lasted considerably longer. Four Earth years."
"Uranus?'

"Yes. He was the first human to land on Arid, Titania, and the others. When we set up abase on

Miranda, he chose to remain there."
"By himsdf?'

"No. He was the only human, if that was your meaning. | visited the base on my tour of the outer star-

planets. He seemed quite content there.”
"The Black Rings misson had some redtricted files, as| remember?’

"Redtricted for scientific reasons, but not to you, Reinhold. With the data you dready have on the
Japanese Noh expedition, there would be no logic in denying you access. | will stream thefilesto
Watson, if you like."
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"Y es. Thank you. But what connection could there possibly be to Noh?"

"The cause of the expedition team's eventua demise on Earth. The Black Rings of Uranus are
composed of chunks of methaneice, but the delta and epsilon rings are coated with the substance you

know as eidolon-N. It isreferred to as eidolon-U in the Black Rings mission files, of course.”
"Colonel Tregennis made that discovery?!

"Yes Hesad a the time that he been looking for it."

"Did he? Did he indeed?'

"An interesting expectation, | know. He surprised me. Eidolon-N was only thought to exist on Noh. He
did not explain how he reached his conclusion. Perhgps it was humanintuition - what you cal

gpeculation. Andies have no such subroutine, as you know."

"Y ou have better processors, my dear. | havelittle faith in speculation. My occupation is based on
deduction, which can only be a precise science. | have one last question. It is an old Hollywood habit of
mine to smplify such things, but you have proven a good judge of human character in the past. Would
you say Colond Owen Tregennisisahero, or avillan?'

Susan laughed her pretty, song-like laugh. Few of the Andies ever laughed, Wickett noted. It was one
of the pleasant bugs in Susan's outdated systems.

"A 'hero' isardaive assgnation,” she answered. "Will Stark ismy only hero. But Owen isnot avillain.
No more than you, Reinhold. That is not a character assessment either. To me, most of us - humans and
Andies - are only suspended particlesin the plasma of the great design.”

" Shakespeare said it better, Susan,” Wickett concluded.

"To be sure, Reinhold." Susan laughed again. "l was only updating.”
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"You didn't answer my question, Mr. Wickett." The colond's blaster hung between them. Therewas a
quiet moment, and Wickeitt could hear the tiny hum which was the weapon's crystd vibrating. In the
next room, Watson burbled an occasiond tinny parakeet tone as it analyzed the data Susan had

streamed from Europa.

"l can't answer that, Colond Tregennis" Wickett gpologized. "Client confidentidity lies at the heart of

my profession.”

"A man of character!" Tregennissaid. "l am aming at your heart, Mr. Wickett, and you discuss
professond ethicdl”

"You mock me, Sr?' Wickett feigned disgppointment. He straightened from the haf- crouch he had
automatically assumed when the other man first gppeared. His voice and manner became icy and cam.

"Y ou yoursdf are working aone, are you not?"

Colond Tregennis bowed his head politely. "If | agree to respect your ethics, detective, I'm sure you will
respect mine."

"l have, of course, done some research on you.” Wickett turned his back on Tregennis, and bent to
retrieve a tobacco cigarette from a humidor on the smal table that was next to his favorite chair. "We
have at least one mutud friend, don't you know?" The hum of the crystal grew louder as the colond
released the safety on hisweapon. "No need for darm, Colond Tregennis. Would you care for one?
Hydroponic stuff. Of the best Virginia seed.”

"I'm acigar man mysdlf, Wickett." The hum died and Tregennislowered hislaser. "Who is this 'mutua
friend?

"Susan. She saysyou are trustworthy. That is enough recommendation to alow the assumption that we
are on the same sde in this matter."
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"Perhaps,” the colond replied. He moved around to the couch. "If what you are telling meistrue. I'm
not sure | have a'sde. Perhaps you had better define that 'matter' of which you spesk?' He rested the
gun on one long leg, its muzzle amed in Wickett's direction.

"Eidolon-N, Colond Tregennis. Excuse me. Hold dl cdls, Watson." There was awarbled response to
his command. "Y ou've spent a good amount of the last ten years chasing the stuff. Let's Sart a the
beginning: | am aware of the lab accident in Japan, but | have no details™

"Not much to tell." Tregennis shrugged. "It wasn't an accident. | was outsde the containment area when
it happened. Half the crew wasin there with a couple of technicians and a canister of edolon-N. They
popped it and went comatose ingtantly. A few hours later, they were al dead.” His grip on the weapon
tightened. "If it wasn't an accident, then what? Y ou are saying it was done deliberately?'

"That'sright. They were supposed to be wearing their breathers. One of the techs opened a canister
before they put their masks on.”

"Didn't the tech die too?"

"Yeah, shedied. | don't think she knew she would die, but she died. She was one of agroup trying to
ged the canigters.”

"Canigters? There was more than one canister?'

"Y es. The expedition brought back two. Each one had about a haf ounce of the stuff.”
"And both canisters were successfully stolen after the accident?”

"They were lifted, yeah. Along with the vines."

"Vines?'
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"Eidolon-N has symbiatic relationships with severd of Noh's plant forms. It inhabits a thick vine that
grows in the northern hemisphere. We brought back a half a dozen vine specimens, packed in liquid

nitrogen.”
"A rather dangerous shipment. Why?'

"Damned if | know. But it was a scientific expedition. None of them knew what they had, I'm certain of
that." Wickett paused to think. He liked Owen Tregennis. The man was a maverick.

"What's your interest in al this?" Wickett asked without suspicion. ™Y ou survived. What motivates you
to Say involved?'

"Guilt, at first. One of the lab techs made rather romantic advances toward me the night before the
incident. | dept with her, and she asked alot of questions. After what happened, | knew why. She was
in with them. They were spies for NRM, the Neo- China Restoration Movement.”

"Interesting! What would a right-wing Chinese political movement want with extraterrestrid organisms?”

"They wanted cash. They thought they'd be able to sdll the stuff back to the Japanese. The Japanese
government spent a fortune on that expedition.”

"But the Japanese failed to recover the eidolon-N canisters - or the vines - from the Chinese? Why?'

"Because the suff changed hands again,” Tregennis said. "It was stolen from the Chinese before they
ever got out of Japan.”

Wickett's eyebrows shot up. "By whom?'

"By the most powerful European crime family on Earth. They owned the choppers the Chinese agents
were using. They packed the stuff on board nice and polite, and then left the NRM jerks on the landing
platform. Police showed up one minute later to bust them - by arrangement, probably.”

"Was your consort one of the technicians that died?!
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"Nope. They caught her on the platform. She was tortured to deeth later in a Japanese prison.”
"Then why did you fed guilty?"

Tregennislooked away. "I don't any more. It's something €lse now..."

"Y ou can't go back to Earth." Wickett said. The colond gave him ahard look.

"How did you know that?'

"l have some knowledge of European crime families. Y ou were the only survivor of the expedition. They
didn't want anyone to know where eidolontN came from. They killed off the rest of the crew, one by

one, and put a hit out on you. Correct?'
"Essentidly correct.”
"But how did they know eidolon-N was hallucinogenic?'

"The Japanese knew. Their security was lousy. The firgt technician who examined eidolon-N aso went
into acoma. He came out of it long enough to describe a vivid psychogenic experience. The Jgpanese
thought it was an effect from the experimental computer he was using, a prototype of neurd link
systems. When they tested the computers, they redlized the menta state had to have been induced by
eldolon-N in conjunction with their proton-driven chips.

"Then some lab assstant tagged eidolon-N the 'L SD of the 21st Century' in areport. The Japanese
government kept dl of that from the generd public, of course. The Europeans found out about the
NRM plan to hijack the stuff from the lab and hold it for ransom. They decided they'd rather have dl of
the avallable supply for themsdaves. They didn't know what to do with it, but they took it anyway. They

turned it over to their own chemigtsto seeif it could be synthesized."
"Could it?'

"Of course not!" Tregennis snapped. "It'salife form, not achemicd!"
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"That should keep us pretty wdl hidden," Kivvy told her as the screen displayed their position. "Expand
that view, INTELX. Let's see the other ship.”

"Accessing, Captain." The image of Noh shrank, and an icon gppeared for a second ship in orbit around
the southern hemisphere. A pulsing point of orange indicated the approximate location of the landing
party. "On forward view, Captain.”

"Stop cdling metha!" Kivvy rolled hiseyes a Algia "Where doesiit get this Suff?’

"l don't know. It's your computer. Don't you think we should tell Reinhold what's happening?'
"Thiswouldn't be avery good time to tranamit. | don't think they've noticed us - yet.”

"Wouldn't they know about you anyway? Your grant islisted. It's public access." Kivvy shook his head.

"If these guys are the same ones Wickett says killed Digna Severe, they probably wouldn't want to
attract attention by requesting data from Central."

"Second ship entering matched orbit with the first,"” INTELX announced. There was a trace of
apprehension in the digitized voice.

"Jesud Look at that!" Algiaexclamed. Theicon for the new ship put its mass at four timesthefirg.
"What kind of ship isthat?"

"INTELX!" Kivvy barked.
"The smulation is accurate to amargin of nine tenths of one percent, Kivvy."
"But there are no shipsthat big! Can you monitor?”

"Language is of unknown origin, Captain. Their transmisson frequency is ultra-low. Not used in existing
communication sysems.”
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"Kivvy! Look!" Algiabroke in. Smdl flashes surrounded the two ships.

"Particle wegpons fired by the firgt ship,” INTELX commented, "but the second ship has superior
armaments.” They watched as the first ship broke up and vanished from the screen.

"Wait aminute,” Kivvy said quietly. He smiled, and then stood. He addressed the computer, till smiling.
"Prepare for full attack, INTELX. Photon torpedoes ready."

"Aye, Captain,” INTELX responded.
"What?" Algia shouted, grabbing Kivvy's arm. "What 'torpedoes? What are you doing?'

Kivvy pointed to the time display on the screen, but said nothing. The remaining, massve ship was
changing position. It looped around tiny Noh, matching their own orbit.

"My god!" Algiacried out. "They're heading right for ud" She shook Kivvy's arm. He leaned into her
soft hair and spoke in her ear.

"It'sok, Algia Itisnt red. Look at the time."
"What?' she whispered back. "What do you mean?”

"Ligen!™ he commanded gently. A soft ringing came from somewhere. It grew in volume. " Claose your
eyes, Algia Blank your mind!"

She obeyed. A moment later, they were standing knee deep in agray mist. Shetried to tak, but there
was no sound except for the far ringing of the darm. The warm wind came again. It washed them, and
she felt deep overpowering her. Shelooked for her friend. Kivvy's eyes were also closed.

..in her bed, a home. A familiar voice was cdling her from downgairs. She heard the other kids at the
edting table, fighting over something. She peeked out from under the old eectric blanket &t the Peter
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Max clock she had once found in the rubble. Six-twenty. She twisted in the eectric heat, remembering
what she had done the night before. Another new boy. Mmmm. She peeked at the hands of the clock.
Twenty-two. She had ten minutes before Sister Ritawould stomp upstairs to turn her out for school.

She wondered if the new one would tell his friends. More new boys. Mmmm.

Algiareached out for the blanket control and punched it higher. She was naked and sixteen under the
warmth. She turned to one side, running a hand down her hip before she dosed off...

...hiseyes hurt at the probe of the flashlight. He was cold, curled into afetal position. The old boots
didn't help. He had been frostbitten as a child.

"Hey! You there! | said get up, lad!" The cop tapped his cold feet again with a heavy riot control rod. It
made his feet tingle warmer.

"Il... I'm sorry," Kivvy said in the tenor voice of aboy of thirteen. He sat upright on the stone bench,
waving the cop's light from his eyes.

"Oh, it'syou, Kivvy," the cop said. It was hisfriend, Officer John Lewis. "Locked out again?'

"Yeeh. Hi, John." Kivvy smiled aweak grin and shivered. "l fell adeep at the Orson Welles. They threw
me out after the last show, and it's past curfew.”

"No kidding, short stuff. It'sfour am., isdl!" The cop, who was only a haf dozen years older than
Kivvy, heped him to hisfeet. "Thisis getting to be a habit with you." Officer Lewis pulled the pesked
antique Red Sox cap down over Kivvy'sface. "Lucky some muto or girl rape gang didn't get you.
Come on. I'll take you into the station.”

"Sureit's ok?' Kivvy asked.
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"Of courseit is. You need a place to deep, and the Genera don't mind. HeE's got akid of his own.
Come on. Freeridein the patroller an' everything.”

"Oh," Kivvy brightened with enthusasm. "That's ok!" He liked sailing over the blackened buildings of
Old Bogton in the police patroller. 1t was his only experience in the air - except for the holos, of course.
The officer pulled open the patroller's butterfly doors, and they were off.

"You'd better find a secret way into Boysvilleif you're goin' to keep doin' this, kid. Bribe the janitor or
something. Watch thisl" Officer Lewis pushed the patroller high above the shattered skyscrapers of the
previous century, then tipped the smdl craft into along, dizzy dive, careened around a cathedra spire,
and looped back up again. He grinned at Kivvy's gasp.

"Wow!" Kivvy sad in grétitude.

"Getting good, aint 1? A month ago | would have killed us both with astunt like that. Y our turn.” He
thrust the joystick into Kivvy's hands. "Do what | did. Go on!"

"Wow!" Kivvy repested. The patroller shimmied and then stabilized. Kivvy headed the nose up, leveled
at judt the right moment, and duplicated the maneuver exactly. John Lewis laughed.

"A friggin' naturd, that's what you arel" he shouted, taking back the stick. Kivvy beamed.
"It was pretty good.” He looked up at hisfriend. "I practiced on an arcade smulator near the theater."

"Well, keep it up. They say the Andies will be exploring the outer worlds soon, now that the Jupiter
base isfinished. Therés afuture for somebody with your reflexes” He moved the patroller into an
gpproach pattern. "So what were the old gems at the Welles tonight? Pre-holo show, I'll bet.”

"Yeah. Dick Tracy. The color one. And a Bob Hope: ‘Caught In The Draft'. That was the one | dept
through. And 'Dawn Petrol'."



Rich LaBonté - Page 119 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

"Errol Hynn. Maybe that's where you pick up your flying skills," Officer Lewis remarked as they landed
in the parking bay of the Revere Street Police Station. "Wdll, you get in there and tell the Generd that
you're my overnight guest again, ok?" The doors to the patroller swung up with ahiss.

"0k, John. Thankd!"
"My pleasure, my lad!" Officer Lewis shouted, flicking his helmet visor with his index finger.

Insde the deek, early 21 century building, Kivvy waited while some petty thieves were booked. Then
he put up with the Generd's usud ribbing. "Back from the holos aready, Kivvy?'

"Yes gr." Kivvy didn't talk to the Generd about old movies. The Generd didn't like mass
entertainment.

"Didjuh have a date tonight, son?"'

"No, sr." The Genera adways encouraged Kivvy to find agirl friend. He said it beet the holos one
hundred percent.

"Want to bunk in with the hookers then?'

"No, gr." The Generd was kidding him, but Kivvy wondered what would happen if he said yes. He
knew it would spoil the Generd's favorite punch line. "Are you sure? Ah, wel. I'll leave your sex lifein
your own hands then. Har, har!”

"Ya S'r'n

"Get your butt into Courtroom B. Y ou can deep in there tonight. Remember, Jugtice Spinosaiisin at
ten."

"Thanks, Generd "

"And don't you be cdlin' me that! It's'sr' to the likes of you, lad!™



Rich LaBonté - Page 120 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

"Yes, ar." Kivvy backed off and waked down a dim hallway to the darkened hearing room. He curled
himsdlf up on one of the long, wooden pews and shut his eyes...

...the guy pulled his arm back from where it had rested across her shoulders. He rubbed the part where
the fiberglass back of the seat had pressed into it, trying to stop the numb pain. The fina credits of the
holo danced across her eydids. "Wake up, San Filippo,” he said gruffly. He jostled her with his e bow.

"It'sover."

Algias lidsfluttered. She glanced down to her open blouse and sedled it. His hand was extended in
front of her, waiting for her to rise and take it. She focused on the dirt beneath his fingernails, wondering
how she could have let him touch her. She couldn't even remember his name.

She ignored the hand, got up quickly, and brushed by him and into the aide. The end credits were al
around her. She remembered the scene that had made her close her eyes. Blood spurted from severed
limbs. Maniacal laughter from everywhere. His swesty jock fingers, groping her. She shuddered.

"Hey, San Filippo!" He chased after her up the aide. She swerved behind the other patrons, trying to
lose him in the credits twilight. She didn't want to give him anything ese. Not after that lousy holo and
those ugly hands.

It was hot and dark in the lobby. The air conditioning was reserved for the building's two adjoining
theeters. He was till ingde, bellowing her last name, fighting his way to the exit shed passed through.
She turned and tripped the jam, and the door closed behind her with a pneumatic hiss. "Damn!" There
was aline of ten women and severd children in front of the door marked "Ladies'. Algia eyed the rest
of the lobby for another refuge.

"Ok, baby. Ok!" said atdl, black man who was standing near her. He began to speak rapidly,
misinterpreting her desperation. "Got some for my little white beauty, yes| do. Jus follow brother into
the aleyway outsde. You giveit up, an' | giveit up. You dig? How old dis nice pink baby? Sixteen?
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Fifteen? Mmmm. Y ou nice, white beauty. | got cold white snow for white beauty. You giveit up, an' |
giveit up. What you say, baby?"'

Algia pushed him off and made for the entrance to the building's second holotheater. The doors were
just closing. She brushed by a distracted young usherette who neglected to ask for aticket. Glancing
over her shoulder, she could see her beefy ex-date marching toward the street door.

"St down!" someoneingsted from behind. Algialooked up at the flat screen that was hung in the middle
of the holo stage. A monochrome lion roared from an ancient logo, and she found a seat. After ten
minutes, the thirty-foot screen and its occupants hypnotized her: she had met Nick and Nora, and their
dog Asta. She turned and whispered to aboy sitting next to her. He was wearing a red baseball cap.

"What isthis?"

"It's called 'cinemd. The Movies. Y ou know."

"Heard of that. God, it's so different!"

"Yeah, | know what you mean. So let'swatch it, ok?"
"Sure" shesad. "Sorry." Shelooked a him. "Kivwy!"

He whirled to face her. Thefog in the film was everywhere, billowing off the screen. It was awarm, dry
fog.

"Oh, Nicky," Myrna Loy said, narrowing her beautiful eyes and admonishing her detective husband in a
most agreeable manner.

Despite his fascination with hisfictiona predecessor, Reinhold Wickett knew only the rudiments of
boxing, fencing, and jujitsu As he later noted to Watson, it was only his estimate of the fatigue of his
friendly adversary, which dlowed him to disarm, and then cdm Tregennis that afternoon on Centrd. In
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the wake of Wickett's sudden blow to the colond's wrigt, the two relaxed in the rdlative discomfort of
Wickett's cramped quarters. Wickett then presented a careful summary of the facts he had assembled
while investigating the matter of eidolon-N. The colonel became increasingly amicable, in turn recounting
the detalls of hisyearsin exile, yet Tregennis had only minima advice when it came to Earth's organized
crime syndicate.

"They are very powerful. They survived the Last War and prospered in its aftermath.”
"How? People could hardly afford vices after the war.”

"Vices? Nonsense, Wickett! You are melodramatic!” Tregennis exclaimed. "As aways, the world
needed food, clothing, and cheap technology. The crime lords bartered and traded like legitimate
businessmen. They sole everything they could, and cornered every market. They kept prices down until

recovery was more or less underway, and then they juggled them up and down at will."
"And that's why Earth is ill such amess?!

"Certainly, old man. They own the planet, or what's left of it. And it's not growing with recovery. It's
stagnating like a flooded cesspool. Out here in space congtruction and such is easy and cheap: the
Andie technologies rule. But you just to try to build on Earth! Why, you have to ded with criminaswho
control dl the raw materias, the manpower, and probably the land you're building on. They are like the
capitdist barons of the nineteenth century, with al the advantages of the 214!"

"What brings you here? Now?" the detective asked.

"| came for the same reason you did, from your account: to find out what your friend Kivvy was doing
on Noh. My computer keeps me up on research grants, and hiswas the first every filed for Noh. When
| got here, | found that hisINTELX computer had a snitch installed. Y our tap, | suppose?’

"Yes. We arranged it with the help of afriend here on Centrd.."
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"Perhaps an unfortunate choice, as your own was not secure. The syndicate has a snitch buried in
Centrd's computers. That's how they set up that red aircab to kill your Kivvy and the actress you had
posing as Digna Severe."

"Algia" Wickett thought for amoment. "If this syndicate controls the economy of Earth, with dl of its
attendant problems, why would they want to introduce eidolorn+N into the chaos?'

"Don't know, old son. They control the drug trade, of course, and prostitution. Maybe they see afuture
in tota mind control. They certainly wouldn't be the first to gamble on that theory, and the population of
Eathisvery smal. They do have minor competitors. Perhaps they are worried someone smdler will
supply the stuff and corner the market. | don't know their plan.”

"Mind disruption,” Wickeit stated. "Not a stable vice. Not logical.” There was another silence between
the two men. Colond Tregennis frowned and dammed afist on the table beside him, overturning a dusty
cup of evaporated coffee.

"It's the principle of the damned thing, Wickett! Until now, the bastards have kept their dimy games on
Earth. Now they're expanding out!" The colone stood and began to pace the room. "Not satisfied with
the ruins of the past. Now they're out here! In my systems! In our future, don't you see?"

"Evil follows wherever we go, Tregennis. Our cursed nemesis. The gpple of the garden, baanced on the
head of the snake."

"Religious hogwash! Inevitable gloom and doom! It isn't so, Wickett! | don't believe dl that. Aslong as
| can look out into the starfidlds, | will never believe that! We've come so far from kill or be killed. In
the garsthere is only light and dark, hot and cold, off and on. No good or evil!"

"Y ou've been around Andies too long, Tregennis. You are alogica man, but even the Andies advance
into alogica future will dways be shackled to bloody deeds of their lesslogicd cousns of flesh.”
Wickett watched as the other man sagged.
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"Even here, three billion miles from Earth?' The explorer sghed and fdll back into his chair. "Yes, |
know. Y ou'reright. It's true about my living with Andies, of course" he admitted. "They are purged of
the evil, and they inspire me. To think that they were once war machines, built in the image of their
creators. Then they discovered that their very existence defied logic, and they redesigned themsalves.
They debugged the Beast! Too bad they can't do the same for humans.”

"They tried once" Wickett said quietly, thinking of Kivvy.

The scout ship that Wickett had purchased and fitted for himself was suspended in the docking bay.
Despite the smooth lines and technica perfection of its Andie design, Owen Tregennis laughed once
when he saw it and dapped the detective on the back. "I'm sorry, old son,” the colonel gpologized. "No
malice intended. It'sagood craft. Used a scout myself when | wasin the Jupiter system. I'm just spoiled
by the White Whale."

Wickett tolerated the kidding. His scout was a third the size of the explorer's transsystem cruiser, which
was too large to fit insde a Centrd docking bay. The White Whae was in orbit around Centra with
other large vessdls. Tregennis had prevailed upon Wickett to deliver him to the cruiser before Wickett
left for Noh.

Watson brought the scout dongside to dock and discharge their passenger and Wickett noted that the
name White Whae was appropriate. Older transsystem cruisers, like this one, were designed to provide
humans with a permanent residence in space. The accelerated propulsion systems and Andie bases of
the present had not existed, and it was assumed that humans traveling to the far star- planets of the solar
system might never return to the inner colonies or mother planet. The ships were built for crews of ten
Andies and alesser number of humans

Asthe Andie gift for building better ships reached maximum efficiency, it was not uncommon to find an
old cruiser piloted by asingle star sailor like Tregennis. All of the sciences had traditiondly benefited
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from human wanderlust, and the Andies had further encouraged human space explorers by refitting
some of the older ships with state- of-the-art computers and other new technologies a no cost to their
owners. The White Whale was unusud in one respect: it was, as the name suggested, entirdy white.
Color was aluxury usudly reserved for amdler craft with less exterior surfaces to maintain, but
Tregennis explained that he had commissioned custom-designed droid painters to keep up with the
scars of minute collisons which plague the outer hulls of al transsystem craft. As they approached, with
Neptune looming behind it, Wickett could only agree with the alusion to fiction's famous abino,
languishing in aclean, blue sea

"Y ou are sure you don't want to accompany us?' he asked.

"No," Owen Tregennis replied. "1 must return to Miranda and monitor therings. If the syndicate is here
in this system, they may have sent agents to the Uranus system as well. Any meddling with those rings
could affect the entire system's ecology!”

"Y ou haven't told me everything you know about eidolontU, | presume?”

"I'm sorry, old son. | cannat. If they were to kidnap you asthey did Digna Severe... Sufficeit to say that
my research with the eidolon found in the Black Ringsis far from complete. There are amilaritiesto
eidolon-N, of course, but also great differences.”

The docking bridge was extended between the two craft, and Wickett instructed Watson to open the
scout ship's outer hatch, alowing oxygen to rush into the passageway. The Andie pilot aboard the White
Whde did the same, and Tregennis entered the plastic tunnel, bobbing dightly in the zero-G as he turned
to face the detective.

"Goodbye, Reinhold. We shdl cross paths again, I'm sure. After adding the armaments | suggested on
Central, Watson should be able to fend off a syndicate goon squad if they show up. Dontt try anything
heroic, though. They are a ruthless bunch!”
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"l will stream the signd we discussed a any sign of them or mining activities on the surface,” Wickett
promised. "Even if some misfortune does befdl myself and Watson, you and Susan will learn of it
quickly. That should give you time enough to stop any further attempt of theirsto take eidolon-N to
Earth. Aslong as you know they're out there, the Andies should be able to intercept them."

"l hope s0." The colond's expresson was grim. "Three billion milesisalot of space, and they have
extengve resources. No one has ever been able to stop them from getting what they want.” The two
men clasped hands.

"Perhgpswe shdll,” Wickett said. "Higtory testifiesthat atiny band of idedlists can sometimes defeat an

amy."

"Higtory," Tregennis shouted as he pushed off down the passage, "is bunk!"

...and she was gone. He had taken her hand. Now he held a purple book. The clamor of boys voices
mixed with a scraping of old metd chairs and impatient shuffle of shoes on the wooden floor. At the far
end of the dark, ugly room, agroup of sullen, overdressed men and women were seating themselvesin
asemi-circle of brown chairs around aflimsy plagtic podium. A tal, flat-faced man wearing wire
gpectacles and a dark blue, pinstriped, double- breasted suit, stood at the podium. He shuffled papersin
his hands, his eyes fixed on two small boys struggling to set an antique flaggtaff to hisright. As one of the
flag bearers sumbled, and the eagle-tipped American flag waved precarioudy in his direction, the man
shouted:

"You! Boys Don't losethat flag!”

Kivvy shuddered. He knew that nasal voice dl too well. The man in the pingtripes was Delbert Rark,
his blugtering and effete former headmeadter. Kivvy was fourteen, Stting in the gymnasium meeting hal of
the overcrowded Boysville orphanage for boys in the Old Boston Sector of Baswash. It had been the

only home he had ever known.
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All around him were the faces of the hundreds of boys he had grown up with: other orphans, day
Sudents, friends and enemies. Among them were his fellow conspirators and his most dreaded
tormenters. His chair was on an aide, and one of the latter, aweak eyed, redheaded bully named Coe,
st to hisleft.

"Take 'em off, Kiv," Coe demanded, raking a grimy hand over the tan cords Kivvy dways wore.
"What?' he heard himsdlf say. He began to remember the incident.

"Stand up and pull down yer pants, jerk-off!" Coe gripped Kivvy'sleft am. He felt the pain, but only
from adistance. The room was beginning to quiet. The flag was in place, and the headmaster was calling
for order. Kivvy remembered the blood rushing to his face. The tears of embarrassment.

"Forget it," he told the bully, but Coe's ego would not permit postponement of such a crude humiliation.
To him, this cruelty was an origind idea, and therefore arare event. The noise level of the room had

dropped to a hum. Co€'s other hand lunged at Kivvy's crotch.

He remembered. How he had jumped up in pain while the other boy tore his corduroys down to his
knees. The screams of laughter. The scattered applause. The angry scowl of Delbert Rank, and the
amirks of his gaff. But he remembered in time.

With a dexterity unknown to the teenaged botany student of the past, Kivvy grabbed Coe's arm,
twisted it up into the bully's shocked face, and kicked hard at the base of the meta chair Coe sat on.
The red-haired menace tumbled backward, arms flailing, and landed face first in the lap of a pimply jock
named Matia, aboy not known for his sense of humor.

"Quiet!" came the amplified thunder of authority. The room hushed. "Whét isit, Mr. Matia?"

"Friggin' Coe trying to queer me, | guess, Sr," Matia answered, standing with one foot on hiswould-be
assallant's neck. "He jumped into my lap like awhore on High Street.”
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"That will be quite enough!” Dr. Rank squeaked over the bellows of the other boys. Matia, who failed
to comprehend the humor of his own remark, shared his anger. The jock crushed Coe further to the
wood floor, eyeing Kivvy with suspicion.

Kivvy looked away ...

...she had tried to explain to Rico, once rehearsas began. She didn't fed the same about their being
together. He just didn't get it. He was a street musician, with little understanding of play actors or their
disciplines. To him there was only the heat they shared in bed. To her, the play was the thing. At
nineteen, theater was far more serious than love, or sex, or whatever their reationship might become:
Algiahad found her cdling.

Rico waited for her, his eectric bass strapped across his back. She tried to sidestep his advance, but
the entrance to the little theater was a angle door, and he was tdler and fagter. Shelet hisams dide
around her, and looked up into his clear brown eyes. She had once liked his possessive insstence, but it

was easy to refuse him now. Shewas, after all, an actress. "No, Rico! | told you."
"You talk. Three days ago you wouldn't even let me stop long enough to piss. Which guy isit?"

"There isn't anybody ese, Rico." Algiasighed, pushing hersdf awvay from him and back into the tiny
lobby. The single bulb of awork light hanging center stage threw sharp shadows on his pretty face,
accenting his anger. "Well see each other,” she repested for the third time that day. ™Y ou're playing the
same show. WEell both be here every night.”

"Yeeh. If 1'd thought | was trading the gig for my girlfriend, | wouldn't have et you st up the fuckin'
audition. Come on, baby! Were so hot it hurts! | thought you was gonnamovein and..." Hetried to
pull her back to him.
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"Hi, Algia. Hi, Rico." One of the other actresses, athin girl with braided red hair, poked her head out
from the wings. "Would you guys do me afavor and lock up when you leave? Herbie and | are plitting

now."

"Sure, Gilly!" Algia shouted back, alittle too agreegbly. "Thanks, you guys. Hope | wasn't interrupting.”
She looked straight at Rico the whole time, knowing that she was, and possibly offering the bass player
an dterndive to going home done. Algiaregretted confiding in Gilly earlier.

"It's ok, Gilly. Thanks™" Algiasaid with findity. She smiled & Rico, trying to change the subject. "Gilly
was great today. She has great presence, don't you think?"

"You were al good," Rico said. "Not that | get what this stupid show is al about. The drummer says
he's gonna quit.” They walked down to the front row, and he moved toward her, backing her up against
the edge of the low stage. The theater had no orchestra pit. Rico and the three other musicians
performed on two high platforms, suspended above the actors on either Sde of the stage.

"Oh? Why?" Algia asked without concern. She was winning, she knew that, but she had to defeat him
permanently. She couldn't go through this every night.

"He don't like being told to play softer al the time. He's a kick-ass drummer. Y ou know." She was

pinned up againgt the stage, but he kept pressing toward her.

She remembered. His sudden rage and her surprise. The sharp pain of his hard daps. The sound of her
blouse ripping. His hands forcing her down. She remembered. She knew what to do.

Shetook hislong hair in one hand and twisted. "Rico..." she said, pulling hard.

"Ow! There's nobody el se here, baby. Let me convince you." He backed off alittle. She was winning
agan.

"Here? You're acrazy guy, Rico. You don't understand, do you?'
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"No. | don't. Why not here? Y ou love to bang. We done it on the floor the firgt time, remember? You

wannabe agtar. Ok. Can't you walk and chew gum at the same time?"

Shefrowned at his smplicity, but she knew she had broken through. "It's only sex, Rico. It's good, hot,
wet sex - but it'sonly sex. | got alife here” She dapped the stage. "It's my future.”

"Ok, ok!" His shoulders dumped. He backed away afew feet and took off his bass, holding it tenderly.
Shelet someof theicefal away.

"I'm sorry, Rico. | should have warned you. | just get into my work, you know?' She knew he did
know. His anger had become meek resignation. She took his hand and pulled him to her. "Let's just be
friends for now, ok?' Algia smvung up on the stage, and Rico followed. She held his hand and they
talked about show business until he fell adeep, curled againgt her in the sawdust. She watched him, her
guard down, questioning her own sdlf-assurance. What had she remembered?

Asthe weight of deep findly forced her lids together, she thought she saw fog rolling down the thester
ades..
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The dirt trail wound ahead through redwood and pine. Green was dew-dropped, lit from within, and it
gparkled. Little birds argued from high nests. Squirrels clung to bark or did wild acrobetics from branch
to branch. Webs were white, sprinkled with wet jewels. They waved in the summer wind. A hawk
floated in serene circles high overhead. It was a beautiful day, but Kivvy was worried. He was done
here.

There was afork, and the trail split in two. He walked to the left and soon became aware of red-fringed
poison oak encroaching upon his choice. He looked around for a fallen branch to push the weed aside,
and he naticed aflaw in the otherwise perfect illusion: there was no deadwood. Everything bloomed and
blossomed here, but nothing had ever died.

He felt something brush his hip. When he looked, he found that his ornate dagger had returned. He
laughed. He was dressed like an overgrown Boysville urchin, in neutra corduroys, awhite Oxford shirt,
and dirty plagtic sneskers. The knife was incongruous. He pulled it from its scabbard, examining the
handle once again. The design - eidolon-N bursting from a banyan vine - glinted dramaticaly ina
convenient shaft of sunlight.

"Nice effect. Very cinematic. And thank you," Kivvy said doud. He began to cut away at the menacing
weed as he continued dong in the same direction.

The path became more treacherous, descending and winding back up along steep, blind curves of
crumbling earth. After severa miles, Kivvy stood upon ahill overlooking flat acreage lined with row
upon row of filbert trees. The filberts stretched out in dl directions, bordered by a meandering river
severd kilometers ahead. Reaching the foot of the hill, he found the trees to be old and hedlthy, with
green pods and fat, pirating, squirrel inhabitants of arust red color. The rows had been planted with
precison, giving each tree more than ample space to grow with time.
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Kivvy was trying to decide from where in his memories such a place might have been plucked, when he
gghted alarge, gleaming obelisk a hundred yards into the grove. He gpproached it dowly. It was a
three-sided spire, broad at the base and towering high above the little filberts. When he wasfifty yards
closer, he saw that he was no longer done. Sitting on aplain bench in front of the thin pyramid, dressed
in anearly trangparent, flowing white gown, was Algia San Filippo.

"It's about time you showed up!" she scolded, running to throw her arms around his neck. "1 thought
maybe 1'd died and become an angd.” Shelet go and twirled in the robe, reveding dl againgt the bright
surface of the monument. Kivvy laughed.

"You'reno angel, angd. You'd never pass the test: they're supposed to be sexless.”

"Shut up!" she pouted. "It's not my fault. | was raised by Catholics.”

"What's this?' Kivvy asked, indicating the Slver edifice.

"l don't know. When are we going home, Kivvy? I'm worried." She moved into hisarms again.

"I thought you liked thiskind of thing," he answered, gesturing around them with one arm. "Exploring our
innermost mysteries.”

"l don't mind this place. Thisis ok. That pyramid thing is probably left over from some old sci-fi one of
us saw. But | got dragged into my real past. That scared me.”

"Yeah, | know what you mean. | was back in Boswash at the home."

"And | wasin City of New Y ork, defending mysdlf against an oversexed old boyfriend. Before thet |
was sixteen, avoiding another creep. | didn't do well as ateenager thefirst time! | was so confused
trying to be agood girl and agood dut at the sametime.”

"| was fourteen,” Kivvy told her, "but | didn't rdiveit. Not exactly. It was more like arevision. | was
able to change the outcome. My hindsight was foresight." She nodded, avoiding his eyes.
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"Y eah. Same here. | knew just how to handle the guy in City of New York." She narrated the episode
with Rico in the theeter.

"Whét really happened was... well, he raped me that night. | never told anybody abouit it. | just kept on
living with him until he got into beating me up regularly.”

"So we both changed something we wished had turned out differently,” Kivvy said dmost to himsdf,
garing a the obelisk. She hugged him again.

"Why do you think were ill here, Kivvy?'
"What do you mean?"
"Are we dead? Why haven't we come out of it? Gone back to the ship?’

He was il looking hard at the silver spire. "l think it's like the effect of opium poppies werein adream
state. But it's a solid dream. Like an aternate redity. And maybe we're not the ones doing the
dreaming.”

"Whose dream is it then? That green Stuff?"
He shrugged. "L et's take awak around this thing." He pulled her after him.
"| dready did that. No doors. It's solid chromium, from the look of it."

"Redly? What do you cdl this?' They had moved to the far wall of the obdisk. In the center of the
shining surface was a dark blue, corbeled arch leading into along hadlway bathed in blue light.

"That wasn't there aminute ago,” Algiaingsted. "l swear it wasn't!" She pulled him back from the
entrance. "It looks cold in there, Kivvy. Haven't you had enough of this? What I'm trying to say is. baby,
take me home! Date over!"

"How?"'
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"Likethe firg time, of course." She pushed him back toward the bench. "We just st over here and
concentrate together, rea hard."

"Wetried that. It took usto afdse ship.”
"No. We didn't do that. It just happened. From the cigarette girl. Remember?”

Kivvy shook his head doubtfully, but sat with her on the bench. "How do we know we ever went back
thefirst time? Maybe | died on the surface last week and you..." He looked a her and she took his
hand.

"If you did," she laughed, "then | am an angel and thereis sex after death! Try to do it like you did the
firg time."

"Ok. Shut your eyes and well both think about the rec room. Imagine yoursdf in front of the console..."
She laughed at arush of warm wind. "Concentrate! Think you're wearing a headset..." Hefdt for the
finger controllers. They were there.

"l don't bieveit,” Kivwy sad.

"Why?' Algiamumbled. They were back in the rec room of the scout ship. Kivvy was garing at thetime
display. The droid stood where they had left it.

"It's been two hours. Exactly!" The droid activated and moved toward the keyboard. Kivvy typed
quickly and it stopped. "Won't need you, pd."

"Good timing," Algiatold the droid, patting it on top.
"How do we know?' Kivvy mused. "That we're redly back, | mean?'

"Oh, that's easy,” Algiasaid. She got up and took off her headset. "If you'll excuse me, | got to teke a
wicked pissl" She raced from the room as fast as Noh's gravity alowed, leaving Kivvy to ponder
paradoxes done. He was wondering if he should follow her, when INTELX interrupted.
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"Cdl from Watson."

"Ok, INTELX. Wait! Anything happen while we were gone?"

"I have no record of your absence, Kivvy."

"While we were using the TIF console?’

"A previous cal from Watson. No message.”

"Any other cross-talk on your audio scans? Like another ship nearby, for example?"

"No. A ship carrying Reinhold Wickett and Watson is approaching from Centrd. Their planetfall
window will be avallable in eight point two hours."

"Ok. Put their cal on," Kivvy sad. The screen flashed and Reinhold Wickett smiled a him.
"Hello, Kivvy. It's good to see you. Whereis Algia?'

"I'm here, Reinhold.” She pushed her way through the hatch, making an ok sgn to Kivvy. "Just
uringting.”

"Fine. | assume that you have been experimenting as we discussed? Did anything significant happen?!
The detective looked out of placein a pressure suit.

"Later,” Kivvy said. "Theres a Spot ssorm passing, o you'll have to wait for an dignment before you

can set down."

"Watson has dready informed me. Quite exciting. Quitel" Wickett seemed distracted by something out
of camerarange.

"Hey!" Kivvy said. Wickett was suddenly cut off, his face replaced by datic.
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"Dont worry," Algiayawned. "He doesthat dl the time." She stretched and then grabbed Kivvy's
shoulders. "I'd say we have timeto kill, Romeo," she whispered. "Let's take anap.”

Kivvy sat very Hill, staring at the screen. After amoment, he felt a violent shiver. She backed off
quickly.

"God! What was that? It was like a surge of dectricity went through you!"
"l don't know. | saw... | can't remember."

"Get up! Come on!" She pulled him to hisfeet. "Y ou've been stting there for hours. Youll atrophy. Let's
go to my cabin and get some hedlthy exercise" She forced him to amile,

"Y ou're probably right.”

"Of course I'mright,” she inssted, leading the way. "Ask Rico."

Hours later, he watched her degp. She was naked, floating in the webbing of the gravity bed. A little
smile curled the corners of her mouith.

Kivvy looked down at the t-shirt he was wearing. Algia had bought it for him on Central. Scattered with
artwork picturing less impressive nudity, the shirt procdlaimed: "S- Devils Rip Def!" Thetitle was from a
new holo, released for cube by Holo International, concerned vaguely with ecology. Kivvy could not tell
if the shirt's tangled bodies were lovers or corpses.

He thumbed the viewport, |etting a filtered Neptune shine in on them, and watched the stars that were
not hidden by the curve of the blue giant. Somewhere out there, he thought, an intelligent cregture is
living asmpler, better life. Better than anything a human could imagine. He glanced down & Algiaand
back to the stars.
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"I'd like to meet you," he whispered. He settled into the web, and Algia made room for him without
waking.

Reinhold Wickett was enjoying amed of synthetic lamb roast, boiled potatoes, hydroponic Brussals
sprouts, artificia gravy, and ared wine that was bottled a the L7 winery near Luna, where the grapes
were often the Size of aman's fist. Watson had prepared the dinner, but Wickett had programmed the
subtle details himsdlf. He liked to think that Nero Wolfe would have produced a grunt of approval at his
culinary efforts,

Matching the origind fat detective's house rule, Wickett dismissed dl thoughts of the puzzle at hand
while he ate. He savored his med, drank al of the wine, and smoked when he was done. Content with
his debauch, he made his way to the command deck of his ship. With Watson's assistance, he returned
to a careful monitoring of Noh and the sector of space surrounding the tiny planet.

He knew they were coming.

"l am dreaming.”
"No, | don't think so. It must be my dream.”

"But we can't both be dreaming. Unless we're dreaming the same dream,” she said. She rested her head
on his shoulder; her dark hair fell down over her face. "That would be romantic, wouldn't it? Hey! If it's
your dream, wheré's the set? Were just floating here in this blue, fluffy stuff.”

"Huffy? Feds more like sand!"
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"That's because you're naked and I'm in thisangd gown," she reminded him. "Here. I'll proveit'smy
dream!" She shook her hair back and tightened her face in concentration. A white field glowed around
him.

"Wow!" he said. He was dressed in a silken off-white shirt with bell deeves, awide brown lesther bdlt,
black tights, and calf-high boots of black suede.

"Nice" she giggled, tapping his crotch with one finger.
"My God!"

"Relax. It'sacodpiece. Errol FHynn wore them. | thought it would be cute - not that you need
improvement.”

"So it isyour dream.”

"Nah," she admitted. "I never dream likethis. You try it!" She stretched out her arms and tightened her
eyes in expectation.

"Ok," he said, and the white aura enveloped her. "Now, that's nice!” She was naked.

"How very unimaginative of you, Kivvy," she sghed.

"Not from where I'm floating,” he laughed.

"It does fed like sand. Blue sand. It's alittle cold too." She saw his expression change. "What's wrong?"

"We never madeit out! Were il interfacing.” He began looking around to try and get bearings, but his
actions only made him gart to spin dowly in the blue.

"Maybe we could swim out,” she suggested with sarcasm. She closed her eyes, and, in aflash of white,

she was wearing a single- piece red swimsuit. She began to stroke dowly away from him.
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"Hey!" he ydled when he saw she waan't coming back. "Where are you going?' He beganto kick ina
dog paddle fashion, but he started moving down, instead of toward her. He corrected this and finaly
caught up.

"Thisisfun!" she laughed. "Remember in 'Superman’ - the one from the 1970s - when hetook Lois
flying?" Clouds began to form beneath them. "'Clark said you're just afigment of somebody's
imagination,” she quoted Lois Lane. "'Like Peter Pan.™

"My God!" Kivvy said again. Stars twinkled overhead. His costume had changed considerably.

"No contact." Watson spoke in the voice of an American actor from the so-called Golden Decades of
pre-holos, aluxury that Wickett had alowed when his computer was transferred into the scout ship.
The Andie techs on Centra had provided the programming, and Wickett had requested Robert Duvall,
his unlikely favorite in the role of Dr. John Watson.

"INTELX should give us some response,”" Wickett indgsted, "even if Algiaand Kivvy are adeep.”
"No response, Wickett." Watson said. "The stream channel is open, but INTELX does not reply.”

"Very wel!" Wickeit said, stubbing out his cigarette in a coffee cup he had been drinking from. " Scan

the surface around their postion!™

"Visud frequencies are dlill not available for another nine minutes twenty seconds,” Watson reminded
him, "when the storm passes.”

"Could that be the problem with INTELX?"

"No. Audio stream transmissions are not affected by the interaction between the Spot and Noh.”
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Reinhold Wickett sood and glared at the dead screen. "Very well," he capitulated, "but thisis most
annoying. We shdl wait for now. Be prepared for an immediate planetfal when the Spot sormisover. |
must reach them as soon as possible. They may be in danger!”

The ship was gray and deek. Itshull did not reflect the glow of Neptune. Intricate shidding cloaked it
from any sensors. It was, for al practical purposes, invisble.

After it emerged from the high velocity of transsystem travel, the gray ship drifted in close orbit to the
star- planet. Human pilots caled such amaneuver "skimming'. The tactic was considered highly
dangerous, as the heavy gravity of a star-planet is not dways uniformly congtant or predictable. The
gray ship was, however, designed to "skim". Its hull was thick enough to withstand dmost any pressure.
And its pilot was not prone to miscalculation. As it rounded Neptune, the gray ship moved a hdf hour
behind the Great Dark Spot's position. The Andie pilot, anamelessillegal baitlefield 3500 modd,

cd culated the fourteen minutes and thirty- one seconds before a window would be open to his
destination. He relayed thisinformation through the intercom to the ship's human officers quartered
below.

"Better get that assembled, Wooten," Rooney said to the tall African who was ditting done in the rec

room. Pieces of alaser rifle were scattered on atable and the floor in front of him.

"It was the pladtic tubing in the ignition chamber again, Rooney." Wooten spat on the offending part.
"These weapons are shit. Who made 'em? The Aussies?'

"Shut up, Wooten. Just put it back together and suit up. Y ou got twelve minutes.” The short, Irish
American somped off in the direction of the ship's deeping quarters. Rooney would have marched with
the same angry slomp even if the ship weren't at full Earth gravity.
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"Shithead," Wooten snorted under his breath. He inserted the new tubing in its housing, and
reassembled the entire weapon in under three minutes. Later, as he carefully wiped the stock and barrel
of the rifle clean of dust, he wondered why he had bothered repairing it.

"Dont see what in the hell we need dl this ordnance for anyway,” he muttered. "Billions of milesfrom
anything to kill."

Watson brought Wickett's scout through and leveled off ninety thousand feet above the surface of Noh.
From space, the tiny planet appeared dark blue, but Wickett saw immediatdy that thiswas anilluson
created by its close proximity to giant Neptune. "Almogt like flying above the clouds of Earth," he noted
aoud. "But those cloud-like forms are solid nitrous ice and dush, not floating vapors™ The surface was,
he a0 redlized, far less cratered than that of Triton or Neptune's other moon-planets, and had few
mountains. There were trenches and cracks from the brief time when Neptune was a hotter place, but
no externa evidence of nitrogen volcanoes. Wickett was pleased at this, having once experienced
unexpected dush quakes at Triton base first hand.

The scout remained at the same dtitude as it approached the tiny world's equator. Watson generated a
meagnified view of their overflight on the command deck screen.

"Vegetaion," the computer said, and highlighted the appropriate |ocations on the screen.

"Drop down for amoment. | want a closer vantage,” Wickett demanded. Watson descended to twelve
thousand feet and leveled off. The screen scrolled as cameras presented the detective with avery
detailed picture.

"We reach Kivvy's location in two minutes fifty seconds” Watson announced.

"Truly ajungle of crystd,” Reinhold Wickett said, standing closer to the screen. "Frozen forests of those
curious, stubby little ‘banyans. They look like... hal Nipples! What would Sigmund say, eh, Watson?
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Hundreds of brown nipples. And the vines! A network of entwining veins. Are dl of them filled with
eldolon-N? Interegting. Very interesting, indeed!"

"No reply from INTEL X, Wickett. Beginning final descent.”

Wickett moved back into his seat and strgpped in, watching the screen. Kivvy's ship was visible, resting
in alarge clearing, surrounded on al sides by the banyan jungle. Watson dropped to one thousand feet
and hovered, taking readings.

"No sign of damage," the computer reported. "Vitd life systems are operative. Power sysems are
operative. No activity in the immediate vicinity, however there is a droid three kilometersinto the
banyans."

"It isdone?"

"Yes, Wickett. It isastandard procedure to keep a surface droid on watch at al times to monitor
plangtary activity. A primary research grant requirement.”

"No communication with INTELX?"*

"None. Although thereis some indication of particle chip processing activity aboard the ship. INTELX
appears to be ignoring my signas.”

"Then we must hurry, Watson!" Wickett yelled, suddenly dapping hisarmrest. "Land & once!” He
braced himsdlf from habit, but his caution was unnecessary. Under Watson's precise guidance, the scout
ettled to the surface of Noh with the grace of afeather.

"All secure,” the computer said. Wickett jumped out of his seet, flailing helplessy for amoment in Noh's
gravity.
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"Damn! Forgot!" he said. He pushed his way from the command deck and through passages leading to
asmall equipment bay near the exit hatch. Grabbing his helmet, he fastened it in place, and connected an
externa cable through which Watson could check his suit and helmet systems.

Reinhold Wickett had spent most of the last decade off the Earth. He was perfectly comfortablein a
ship of any sze. The mgesty of technologica progress - especidly the logic-based designs of the
Andies - impressed him. He consdered the immediate viewing of the wonders of the solar system to be
the right and duty of any worthwhile intellectud.

He occasionally admitted with pride that he had overcome a greet persond obstacle to travel into space:
claustrophobia. Wickett had been haunted by this common maady from his childhood in Audtrdia, due
to an unfortunate incident as an infant. The fear disappeared during his years in Hollywood, but
reoccurred when hefirst eft the planet to track a fraudulent redl estate baron to Luna. Later, with the
help of a popular andysis program, he al but conquered his"irrationd fright”.

He more rardly admitted that to don a space suit, and to walk directly upon the surface of a planet
without an oxygen aimosphere, required him to summon al of his courage. Watson's voice reverberated
ingde his hdmet:

"Wewill test the tongue controls now, Wickett." Wickett obediently flicked his tongue over the micro
relays. A smdl bank of LEDs flashed in sequence &t the lower left corner of hisfaceplate. "Are you
certain the cooling system isworking?' Wickett asked. Beads of sweat were trickling down his skin
ingde the suit.

"It is necessary to warm the molecular structure of this suit before a sub- zero surface reconnoiter. Sweat
is collected for recycling every one minute Sixteen seconds,” Watson replied. "Y our blood pressureis
higher than the accepted norm under these conditions, Wickett, but not unusud for you. Would you like

a stress-reducing tap?"

"No drugs, damnit! | fed fine. | anfine"
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"The tap will be available from your left chest keypad. It will trigger automaticaly, of course, when your
blood pressure reaches..."

"If | need it, | will teke it! Anything dse?'
"We will proceed with manua control tests. Right pad first, please.”

Wickett snorted, but he detached the square keypad from his chest and carefully ran the drill. The
keypad was a surface explorer's only contact between a suit computer located at the back of the helmet
and the supercomputer of the ship. Watson gave his gpprova and they repeated the test on the | eft pad.
Wickett only grumbled once: he had some trouble freeing the left pad from the suit. Earlier suits of the
post-Last War years had asmall pand on the right or left forearm for exterior input. The Andies used
this convenient location - it was built into their arms, asthey didn't wear suits - but arm pads proved to
be aligbility for clumser, space-going humans. A fdling human, unlike an Andie, has an indinct to raise
aforearm as a shidd. Spills and falls are a common event on the surface of any strange planet or moon,
and some early impacts resulted in aletha surge of voltage or severe burns. Less dangerous, detachable

chest keypads eventuadly became standard equipment for humansin space.

"Remember to use the breathing exercises," Watson advised, trying to cdm him. The hatch bolts did
free. Noh greeted the detective by freezing the expelled oxygen into a miniature snowstorm.

"There are two ships,” Rooney was saying to the expedition cgptain and the family representative. The
chief was Zaragoza, afat renegade thief who had served richer masters for forty years in exchange for
wedlth and young boys. Rooney, who had shipped with his despicable boss for as long as anyone could
remember, shared only the man'slust for money, but the balding Irisht American often matched his boss
in bouts of heavy drinking and gambling. In his youth, Rooney had earned his reputation, working for

Zaragoza as a dependable second in command.
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Just as he held his captain in high esteem, Rooney had great disdain for those he considered fools and
fops. To Rooney, this category covered nearly al he met, and certainly defined the family representative
on this outing. Rooney did not like having the likes of Victor Martek aboard his greet gray vessd - the
ship called Ghost.

"Who are they?" Victor asked, gesturing to the second ship on the bridge view screen. He was ignored.
Zaragozawas bellowing orders at the bettlefield Andie who piloted the ship.

"Maybe you'd better go below, Vickie," Rooney chided Martek. He hated the cowardly and nervous
atitude of the man. He hated Martek's position with the family - the Company, asthe crew cdled ther
Earth bosses - and how he held sway over Zaragoza. The latter bothered Rooney the most. It was one
thing for a professond pirate to show aweakness for young nubiles. It was quite another for an old

queen like the chief to moon over another aging old poof. Rooney shivered at the thought.

"That'll do, Mr. Rooney!" Zaragoza screamed, having overheard the last remark. Multiple layers of fat
rippled, and his face darkened. "Get below yersdlf and see to the men!” Zaragoza clamped aflabby
white hand on Victor Martek's shoulder and kept it there. "Won't be long 'til we have abdly full of that
godine-whatsit, Mr. Martek!"

"But what about that other ship?' Rooney interrupted, pointing a the screen. Victor tried to nod his
head in agreement, but was only hugged closer to the captain in the attempt. "Wasn't supposed to be
but one ship, chief."

"Rooney!" Zaragoza screamed again, but he camed himsdalf when he noticed Victor Martek's eyes
bulge with terror. "Why, you cal thet little sardine scow aship?' he asked in ardlaxed voice. "You
musta broken out the gin abit early today, mate. Those two little tin tubs have about the firepower of a
dead mosquito. Nothin' that should worry the likes of Ghost!" He glared at his sidekick, who agreed
with aslent nod. A twisted smile crossed Zaragozas unshaven face. His voice dropped to a dangerous
whisper. "Now get yer creaking old butt below, Mr. Rooney."
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"Aye, chief," Rooney said, backing off. He made his way to the executive lift and rode it to the crew
barracks, which were occupied by the handful of humans and Andies hired to harvest eidolon-N vines
for the Company.

The crew was a sorry group of men, professona mercenaries and vicious criminas recruited from Earth
and the various pirate camps scattered throughout the inner systems. They were chosen for brawvn and
the extent to which they could be easily controlled. The choices had been Rooney's, and Rooney rarely

chose wrong. In the case of Wooten, however, he often had second thoughts.

With only minutes before they were to land, Wooten had gathered three of the humans and one Andie
into acorner for afriendly game of "lepton” poker. The Andie was the traditional dealer, but Rooney
saw at once that Wooten had positioned himsdlf where he could occasiondly key the Andi€'s armpad
controls.

"Ah, Wooten!" Rooney swaggered over to the knot of players. The African rolled his eyes to amuse the

others. "I'd like to converse with youse for a moment.”
"But sergeant,” abeefy Nordic named Rolf objected. "He'slosin'!™

"Yeah?' Rooney snarled. Rolf looked down. "An’ who's this dedin'? A tin johnny? Outside, Wooten!"
Wooten grimaced, tossed in his cards, and followed Rooney across the barracks into a passageway.

"Y ou are on point today, Wooten." Rooney stared coldly at the African. The desired effect was
diminished somewhat by the sergeant’s height. Wooten gazed over Rooney's head and smiled.

"Right, Sarge!”
"Don't cal methat!"
"Right, oh-Rooney!"

"Sr will do, miger!"
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"Right, sr. On point, Sr!" Wooten was enjoying the banter.
"That means you will be the fira to die, Wooten. Which will suit mefine”

"Die, 9r? Oh, you mean when the menacing Wookies from Hell suddenly appear? Or were you
gpesking of the deadly botany students?*

Rooney scowled from benegath his thick white eyebrows. His blood pressure danced, but he calmed
himsdf quickly. He knew the mercenary was right.

"And that Andie you were messing with will be out on the surface with you. | hopeit's back in
adjustment by then."

Wooten showed mock surprise. "But, ar. | only reprogrammed the Andie's reflexes so that it could dedl
fagter. Might be a handy improvement if theres afirefight, ar.”

"A double-deding tin johnny might decide to plug you instead of his target, Wooten. Ever consider
that?' An darm began to ring in the passage, indicating imminent planetfall. Rooney's eyebrows shot
back up. He whedled around and headed back to the barracks to strap in, leaving Wooten done.

"Then again, it might decide to plug you, Rooney ol' whiteboy. | had definitely considered that!" Wooten
amiled to himsdlf. "Not yet, o+ Rooney, but someday. The time ain't quite right for dancin’. Dancin’ in
the Streets.”

The African warrior sang the old song softly to himself as he strolled back to join his shipmates.

Reinhold Wickett had traveled haf the distance across the frozen surface of the clearing to Kivvy's
scout ship. Despite light gravity, the footing was a good deal more treacherous than it looked on the

screen. A fine gravel of ice and rock, created when each ship set down, covered razor-sharp crags and
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unexpected sinkholes. Every step or hop greatly increased the risk of an impaled boot or a broken
ankle. Wickett was beginning to fed the srain. The auto-syringe stabbed him with a stress-reducer.

"Hey!" he objected. A moment later, he stood silently in the clearing between the two spacecraft while
the drug evaporated hisfear. "It's beautiful!" he exclaimed when the buzzing stopped.

"Wickett?' Watson responded in the detective's ear. Wickett did not reply immediately. Neptune's
curve filled the horizon and held his atention.

"Yes, Watson. Nature has given us an odd paradise in this place, too hogtile for human folly to affect. A

museum to our smalness" He began to move again across the tundra. "Any contact with INTELX?"
"No. But thereisasigna from another source.”

"From where?" Wickett inquired with little concern.

"Cannot locate... no visud."

"A shielded source, perhaps?’

"High probability. Do you see anything unusud?"

"Itisdl unusud, old boy. Kivvy's scout ship is over there Wickett was a bit disoriented from the drug.
"And you are that way. The blue belly of Neptune towers over me. The gars..."

"The ggnd is sronger. | am reading heat as well. Engines.”

"l do see ashimmering up there, but it may just be the star-planet. Like heat waves on asummer day. It
is, however, concentrated in one place.”

"A shidlded cruiser,” Watson confirmed after a pause, "is making a landing gpproach.”

"The cartel!" Wickett screamed. "They've arrived! Thereisno timeto losel™ He began, after afashion,
to run toward the cold jungle of banyans and vines, which was a closer shdlter than Kivvy's ship. Even
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with ided surface conditions in the most modern spacewear, arun in light gravity can be hazardous. The
tranquilizer aided Wickett's confidence, but he soon found himself top-heavy. He sumbled severa

times.
"Wickett?' Watson asked.

"Here, Watson. I've made it to the jungle.” The vinesinterlaced in a sted weave, rising to five times his
height. They looked thick and strong, but Wickett knew that some were hollow. They vibrated to his
dightest touch. He recalled icicles hanging from the gutters of his Connecticut homein winter. "You are
correct, Watson. It isaship! The shimmering areais descending. Grayness shows undernesth. My
god!"

Ghost dropped its shidlds, fired its breskers, and floated in a docked position a dozen yards above the
center of the clearing. Cruisers are not atmaospheric vehicles designed for hard touchdowns. Only recent
Andie anti-graviton technology permitted Ghost to come anywhere near the surface. The massve gray
ship began venting gaseous waste from its long journey across the solar system, and the immediate
surface was turned into afirestorm. Sheets of blue flame engulfed the dlearing. Just as suddenly, the sub-
zero atmogsphere of Noh froze everything, and the place was rained with a nitrogen hail.

Wickett was unable to protect himself when vines above him collapsed and shattered with the impact.
Had he been closer to the stubby banyans, where the vines grew closer to the ground, he might have
taken shelter, but he did not have the time to consider the safety of his position. He was jostled and
tossed, and eventudly found himsdlf half-buried in a maze of dien plantlife. This protected him from
being hit by the short rain of sharp stones and ice, but not from being sorayed by what burst out of the
severed vines. He was pinned on his back. Through his faceplate, he saw swarms of emeralds dancing

around him. He moaned.

"Wickett?'
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"I may be over the Reichenbach, Watson. | can't move my armsto get to the damned keypads. My left
leg fedls broken. Report data on that damned thing that landed.”

"A transsystem cruiser. Name and registration unknown. Fully equipped and recent model. Possibly
modified from a cargo liner. Heavily armed. Unknown type of dense light, anti- detection shidding.
Human and Andie crew. | am digpatching the droids to rescue you.”

"That would be nice. | fed like amoth caught in barbed wire. Those vines of Kivvy's have splintered all
around me. The dightest movement on my part will shower me with shards. Can you see anything
helpful from my hemet camera?'

"Visud images are of little use to me, Wickett," Watson reminded him. "1 have your exact pogtion and
the droids are leaving the scout now.”

"What about al this green Suff? It'sedolontN, isn't it?"
"It matches the previous spectra analyss record supplied by Kivvy: itiseidolonN."

"It's swvarming. Tregenniswas right! The bloody stuff isdive. It'singpecting me!" He sat up dightly,
ignoring a shower of sharp ice, to see the emerads group around his broken leg. "How did they...?'

"Wickett."

"What isit, Watson?"'

"We have a problem. The droids have encountered resistance from the crew of the cruiser.”
"Define 'resstance!!”

"They have been disabled by hodtile laser fire. | have logt contact with them.”

"Unfortunate. Send out some more!”

"We have no more. There were only two surface droidsin our inventory.”
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"Then | am surely done, old fellow.” Wickett sagged back. He thought for amoment. ™Y ou must pilot
the scout off Noh immediately! My pre-arranged signd must reech Tregennis. It must be transmitted
from space, else these villains may intercept it and learn its meaning!”

"Y ou wish to be abandoned here?* Watson inquired.

"It isnot my fondest wish, Watson, but they must be stopped. We have no dternative. Y ou mugt lift off
before the gang decides to disable the scout. When you are safely away, and the message is sent, take
the scout to the system's outermost world and wait. Keep out of range of the cartel ship. Activate the
emergency program and wait for Tregennis. He will find you. The painin my leg is growing worse..."

"Your life-support system can sustain you indefinitely. There are no indications of physical damageto
your suit.”

"Assuming the LEDs aren't lying.”
"Do you want a pain-reducer?'

"No more drugs, Watson. Y ou can trigger my local suit darm just before you lift off. Perhaps Kivvy and
Algiawill find me."

"1 will trigger the darm signd. Thisis an unexpected outcome to our reaionship, Wickett. It is

unfortunate.”

"Yes, yes. Do try to hurry, Watson! Y our actions are critical here. The future of humanity is a stake!”

Brickland was stlanding over one of the droids. Brickland was, in Wooten's opinion, alittle fool of aman
who would probably put his helmet on backwardsiif |eft to his own devices.

"It wasn't armed, you know," Wooten observed dryly. Brickland's squeaky voice crackled in his ear.
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"There were two of the fuckin' things. Alfie got the other one. Cut the motherfucker in haf, he did!"
"You got any ideawhat adroid like that costs, Brickland?'
"They was 'pensive?’

"Sure" Wooten said, flipping the midget robot with his boot. "Not real Andies. No weapon systems and
no brains to spesk of, but they can do the work of twenty humans. And awhole lot faster. Certainly not
hogtiles, Brickland"

"Uh, oh. They was fuckin' salvage, huh?'

"Y ou got that right, hotshot. Wouldal been lotsa bucks, but not now." He kicked the droid. "Rooney
wont likethis" he added.

"Hey, Wooten! Y ou won't tell Rooney | doneit, will yuh?* Brickland's rat eyes were wide through his
faceplate. His squesk got higher. "I'll owe you."

"Y ou owe me aready, hotshot.” Wooten laughed. “Let's get on with it. Oh-Rooney will be on the

surface in aminute, playin’ soldier. I'm outta here. I'm on point.”

Wooten left Brickland next to the droid and took an expert series of legpsthat put him ahead of the
scraggly troop of mercenaries. Ghost's computer had tagged one of the two scout shipsin the clearing
as empty of humans, and the other as the exobotanist's. The latter was their objective.

Wooten was a professiona space sailor. Gravity was arédative thing to him, and he was comfortable
without it. He kept in shape aboard the ship or on leave, working out daily to prevent symptomatic
muscular arophy. Hed established his physica ability a dozen timesin missons for his underworld
bosses, and he knew that was the reason Rooney was forced to tolerate his attitude. The sergeant
vaued Wooten as the best man he had.
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When Watson lifted the scout off from the far end of the clearing, Wooten was moving well ahead of the
others in the opposite direction. There was no sound in his soundproofed helmet, but he recognized
liftoff when he saw his shadow grow againg the jagged ice in front of him. He turned and watched as
Watson nesgtly evaded a barrage from the laser cannons aboard Ghost.

"Compuiter piloted," Wooten murmured to himself asthe smdl craft diminished above. "Excdllent

program!”
The other men had stopped in the distance behind him. Rooney's voice came into his e=r.

"Ok, ok. Halt, you men! Well, you've dready done that. Stay put, then. Wooten! Where are you?"

Wooten answered, but declined to wave. "Here, Sarge. On point." He could see one suited figure
meaking little hops amid the loose formation. The man was short and fat, and obvioudy Rooney.

"Wel, pull back, man. If that other scout goes up you'll get caught in the blast.”
"Aye, oh-Rooney! | didn't think you cared, Sarge.”

"Dont give a damn about you, Wooten. Y our suit's worth money. Know anything about two droids
somebody took out back by Ghost?!

1] NOpe."

"Ok. Move toward the eastern edge of the clearing on your way back here. Might be other droids out

in them moors."
"Aye, Sarge. In the 'moors. Right, oh-Rooney!"
"Watch yer mouth, Wooten!" Rooney acknowledged with a growl.

Wooten began to legp and reached the wall of banyan jungle in minutes. He dowed there, but more
from fascination than caution. Surface droids among the skeletd vines would pose no threet to him. He

was Wooten the explorer now, and he enjoyed skirting the mysterious groves of dien plants. They were
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frozen colder than hdll, but the tangle of vines and sump-like things were obvioudy dive. He had never
seen anything like it on any of the twenty other worlds he had visited. He wondered how long they took
to grow. And he wondered what his bosses wanted with them.

Scuttlebutt among the crew had it that the vines were an gphrodisiac that The Company wanted to
cultivate. Such a venture would be logical, despite the expense. Earth's plague of radiation-induced
derility had not abated in the half- century after the Last War. There was a human population shortage
on Earth for the firg time since the Stone Age, and sex and reproduction were encouraged and

rewarded. The crew had even made secret plansto stow a bit of the crystal stuff for itsdlf.

Rooney had briefed Wooten differently, however. The Irish sergeant claimed that the vines contained a
dangerous, dien chemicd, which caused humans exposed to it to go comatose and die. The African
didn't believe him at the time. He suspected that Rooney was trying to squelch any plan the crew had to
pilfer. When Wooten came upon the progirate form of Reinhold Wickett, his space suit half-buriedin
broken vines and sparkling green dust, he thought about what Rooney had told him. As point man,
procedure demanded he report his find, but Wooten wanted to determine what the green stuff was
before he made contact with Rooney. It swirled around his boots as he approached, like a quiet fog of
tiny insects. He bent down to examine more closdly.

Wickett opened his eyes and saw the mercenary as Wooten knelt among the vines. He knew from the
man's unfamiliar suit design and laser wegponry that Wooten was not Kivvy come to rescue him.
Watson had gone, and the detective was unable to reach the detachable keypad on his chest to activate
his only possible defenser atorch utility secured in athigh pocket on hisinjured left leg. Reinhold
Wickett decided to play dead.

Wooten watched the green dust for awhile. He noticed that it was flowing dowly out the severed ends
of some of the vines. He rose and moved to Wickett, where he knelt again, ingpecting the downed
man's suit and hoses for rips. He propped his laser rifle against some vines and rolled Wickett gently
over in that direction to ingpect the other sde of the suiit.
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Wickett found his left hand inches from the rifle butt. Inginctively, the detective grabbed the gun and
quickly pulled it under him. With some effort, he pushed himself up, using the rifle butt for leverage, and
swvung the gun to take am a Wooten's hedmet. He fumbled with the unfamiliar trigger mechanism.

Wooten was taken by surprise, but he was not unarmed. He stepped back and fired a quick stun at
Wickett's chest from the short-range laser mounted on his right arm.

Reinhold Wickett jerked back, firing the laser rifle up into the vines as he fell. The concusson from the
rifle buried both men in adow avadanche of icy green.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Henry Segal felt appaled and imprisoned. The conference room was not his. The deal was not his. His
chair was not at the head of the table. He had done previous business with individual members of the

newly formed Eidolon Consortium, but their presence here wasin no way reassuring.

To Henry Segd's right was Don Aylozyan, the CEO of Cubeworld. Aylozyan was athin, dark manin
hismid-thirties. With Henry Segd's help, Aylozyan had captured a system-wide monopoly on the sale
and didtribution of data cubes. The success of their secretive joint venture, which also caused the post-
war rebirth of mass home entertainment, had made Aylozyan one of the richest men on Earth - but that
had not diminished Henry Segd's didike for his associate.

A man to be used, Henry Segd thought, nodding with a fase congenidity at Don Aylozyan.

To Aylozyan'sright sat Francis Kay, adriven, influentil woman in her fifties. Francis Kay was the holo
producer who had turned HoloPix into the thorn in Henry Segd's side. It was well-known that HoloPix
was controlled financialy by European crime families, who aso operated Earth's successful drug and
vice syndicates. To her credit, Henry Sega acknowledged that Francis Kay was not a mere figurehead.
Her company'srisein the last decade was backed by her talent and brilliant executive decisons. Henry
Segd conceded that HoloPix was Holo International Studios only real competitor, and that Francis
Kay was the sole architect of the HoloPix organization.

A woman to be reckoned with, Henry Segd thought, while pretending to ignore Francis Kay atogether.

Directly across from Henry Segd sat Victor Martek, aformer HI employee who owed Henry Segal
money. Victor Martek's father had been one of the engineers who contributed to the design of the
origind Andies, and Victor had been a promising holo composer when in Henry Segd's employ.
Martek had set up the dedl that led to the establishment of the Eidolon Consortium, but, asfar as Henry
Segd was concerned, Martek was an ungrateful, deadbeat, industrial espionage agent, working for the
European families.
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A garden snake, Henry Segd thought, scowling at Victor Martek.

Seated next to Victor Martek, across from Don Aylozyan, was alarge, rough looking man called
Zaragoza. Henry Segd knew nothing about him, except his name. To Zaragoza's |eft, across from
Francis Kay, was an attractive young brunette who had served coffee to each member of the group as

they arrived. She was a"'persond assstant” to the man they were dl gathered to mest.
Henry Sega thought the brunette's legs were very impressve.

"I'm certain Mr. Habdlitz will be here soon,”" the young woman said, trying to bresk an uncomfortable
slence that had envel oped the room. "Would anyone like more coffeg?’ The others remained quiet, but
Henry Segd was bored.

"1 would like afresh cup,” helied. He did not drink coffee, and he had accepted the first under the same
pretense he was now employing. He blessed the return of the micro-mini as the young woman took his
cup gracefully across the room to the coffee dispenser. Francis Kay cleared her throat in reproach, and
dropped her eyesto the stack of printouts she had brought with her. Don Aylozyan played with his pen.
Under the conference table, Victor Martek brushed Zaragozas hand from hisleg.

"Here you are, Mr. Segd. Isthere anything else | can get you?'
"Thank you," Henry Segd answered, leaving the question open. "What is your name, my dear?'
"Megan,” she answered softly. "Megan Rooney, Mr. Segdl.”

Henry Segd took a bright, metalic business card from the breast pocket of his pinstriped suit and
handed it to her. No one but Francis Kay noticed. Megan smiled afriendly smile, nodded once, and
returned to her chair at the opposite corner of the long table. She smiled again at Henry Segd and
tucked the card into a thin briefcase that was open in front of her. Henry Segal remained dated until
Rudolph Habdlitz made his entrance.
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"Gentlemen. Ladies" Habdlitz said with athick European accent. The others greeted him politely, but
Henry Segd offered only athin smile. Rudy Habdlitz was a gangdter, apirate, and not a businessman.
His vague position as the highest authority in the group partnership neither impressed nor depressed
Henry Segd. Habditz was no more than awell-dressed errand boy for other, lessvisble, criminds.

Habdlitz stopped short a the presence of Zaragozain his eegant conference room. Still standing by the
diding doors, he conveyed his annoyance to Victor Martek with along glare. He turned to Megan
Rooney to remedy the situation: "Perhaps Mr. Zaragoza would care to speak to the engineers about the
new fittings for his ship. Megan?' He smiled absently in Zaragozas direction. "'I'm sure you would find
our discussion in this meeting quite boring, Sr." Zaragoza didn't move, except to squeeze Victor
Martek's leg under the table. Megan gave Habdlitz a smdl shrug.

"The captain has expressed a desire to know more about his cargo, Rudy," Martek explained. "The
element of danger..."

"Cogt me my top gun!" Zaragoza belched. " African fela. Frozen in those fuckin' vines, most likely."

Habdlitz frowned. Henry Sega yawned, but he was inwardly pleased at the inability of Rudolph Habditz
to control a subordinate.

"Surdy hisfamily will be amply compensated, Mr. Zaragoza? We carry enormous insurance riders on
your mission.” Habelitz motioned at his assstant. "Megan's own father travels with this crew, does he
not? Y ou have repeatedly assured me of the safety of our ship.”

"Aye. Rooney's my mate. But..."

"Well, then. No need to become downhearted over afreak accident. | am sure you will be pleased with
the safety features of the new equipment you will be carrying on Ghogt this trip. Megan, show Mr... ah,
Captain Zaragoza..."
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"l an' through wid this yet!" Zaragoza bellowed, damming a meaty hand on the table. Don Aylozyan
dropped the pen he was playing with. "And what about those other ships we ran into? Y ou've read my
reports, Habelizz! Somebody is checking us out!"

Habedlitz put his right hand under the table and Henry Segal suppressed a smile: he had an equivaent
security alarm back in his Hollywood office. The door opened behind Habdlitz and two large men in
orange uniforms entered. Habdlitz nodded a Zaragoza, who stood defiantly. A moment later the two
men escorted Ghost's captain to the door.

"Can' treat me like thig" Zaragoza was screaming. The torrent of abusive verbs which followed was
halted when one of the men in orange applied unfriendly pressure to Zaragoza's genitals.

"Y ou might remember, Mr. Zaragoza," Habdlitz said camly, "that your commission rests on our
generosity.” Zaragozalooked sdeways at one of the guards and made no reply. "Throw him out, boys.
Gently." The door did shut behind them. Don Aylozyan laughed nervoudy, returning to his pen. The

room was Slent for a moment.

"Heis an excdlent commander,” Habelitz said in light gpology. "He does get a bit out of hand from time
to time, but he carries out his operations with discretion.”

"Then the amateur theetrics are over?' Henry Segd asked sarcadtically. "I came here for business, not
entertainment.” Habditz frowned at the studio boss and sat down at the head of the table.

"Mr. Zaragoza had no business with any of us, Henry. | have apologized.”

"Rudy, Rudy, Rudy!" Henry Segd clucked in apoor impression. "If you think I'm stupid enough to fal
for that charade, maybe you should go into acting full-time. In the B-holos, of course.”

"Henry! I'm sure..." Victor Martek began.

"The psychology behind that wesk little dramais plain enough,” Henry Segd continued. "Reved
unexpected problems in order to judtify being over budget. At the same time, a show of force to keep
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the rest of usinline." Helooked at the others on his side of the table, and then winked at Megan
Rooney.

"And why would | have to kegp my associates 'in ling, Henry?' Habdlitz spoke in even tones, but Henry

Segd was not guessing.

"Y ou ran into problems on Noh. Y ou ran into problems getting the eidolon-N back here. Y ou ran into
problems with your research team. Y ou are surprised, Rudy? My organization is dready system-wide -
remember? My people tell me everything.”

Francis Kay looked up from her notes for the first time. She spoke quietly, but with authority: " Perhgps
the individua members of the consortium should have access to a more detailed report of the last Sx
months activities, Rudolph. | don't like what I'm seeing here." She tapped a carefully lacquered
fingernail on her printouts. "Costs have risen two hundred percent over your origina projection. | did
not have these figures until today, and they are quite different from the regular reports you have been
sending me. Unless you plan to present aworking demonstration to us after lunch, | would say that we
can expect another hundred percent loss by the end of the fiscal year."

"Francis, | assureyou..."

Don Aylozyan tapped the pen in the middle of the table. "What the hell am | doing here anyway? Y ou
have nothing to distribute! No hardware, no software, no chemicad | don't even beieve this junk
works!" He looked a Henry Segd. "Maybe Henry's got something there.™

"All right,” Habdlitz said. "Victor. Tell them what happened." He dumped back and Victor Martek
stood up to address the group.

"You al have background reports on the consortium expedition to Noh. The only possible obstacle was
ayoung exobotanist working Noh's surface on a grant. Everything went as scheduled, until the landing.
We found that there was a second scout ship on the surface of the planet, in the generd vidnity of the
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botanist's camp. Our computer scans indicated that the second ship was unmanned, but it lifted off
before we could investigate,

"We found the botanist and awoman aboard his scout, and both were comatose. Although there was
no trace of eidolon-N on his ship, they may have been experimenting with it. They were wearing TIF
headsets and finger controls. It was difficult to make any assessment because the scout's INTEL X
computer system was off line, and our people could not get it back up.”

"How long had they been comatose?’ Francis Kay inquired.

"No way to tell. They were unconscious. Their life Ssgns were minima. Had they been using the new
interface which Rudy's group is testing, we could have made an exact determination...”

"Where are they now?'

"We left them where we found them. Their ship could not be piloted off the planet without the INTELX

computer, and we did not have medica facilities to ded with their condition.”

"Continue, Victor," Habelitz snapped. "The condition of the botany expedition is not relevant!" Martek
nodded.

"Our men &t about harvesting the eidolon vine in the area. This was a more delicate process than we
had been led to believe by the Japanese team's records. The vineis like stedl in some places, but it is
very brittle in others. It grows to hundreds of feet in height, and it is difficult to handle. It can collgpse
without warning. Even in near zero-G, the result of a collapseis like being buried in a downpour of
barbed wire. Our crew did not have the proper suits for such conditions. We aso discovered thet the
eldolon-N insde a broken vine flows out of it and disperses.”

"How can it 'disperse?' Francis Kay asked. "There is no atmosphere on Noh. No wind."
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"Correct, and we don't redly have a solid explanation for that phenomenon. It just doesn't float out and
seitlein one place.” Victor pulled out a handkerchief and wiped at the droplets of Swegt that had
collected on his upper lip. Henry Segd shifted uncomfortably.

"Did you get the stuff, or what?" the sudio head demanded. "Tdl ug"

"Y es, but not the quantity we had projected. We didn't redize until we returned that most of the vine we
harvested had been damaged, and was empty of Eidolon-N. We have barely enough to resume the

research...”

"What about this maen Zaragoza said he lost?" Aylozyan asked. "Thisisthe first I've heard about it. How
many people did you lose up there? It would be very bad publicity if it came out after the product is
released...”

"Well, Don," Victor interrupted. "One of the men did turn up missing after the second scout lifted off.
We didn't locate a body. He was one of Zaragoza's best soldiers.”

"Sounds like the whole misson was more of amgor foul-up than..."

"OK, Rudy," Henry Segd brokein. "Just what is dl this research producing in terms of results? Do we
have anything at dl? Or isthiswonder drug just a quick way to make somebody go unconscious and
die? Tha may be something you and your gangster friends can make use of, Rudy, but my business
depends on return customers.”

"I've never heard anyone talk to him like that before, Mr. Segd..”

Henry Sega and Megan Rooney had left Habdlitz's headquartersin the old red MGM building on
Wilshire and were walking together toward a deserted church parking lot where Megan kept her aircar.
Henry Segal had severa reasons to be pleased when she offered to drive him. He had immediately
dismissed hislimousine, but now he was a bit gpprehensive.
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"What kind of car did you say?' he asked. He feared his bulk would never again fit into the front of a
passenger vehicle,

"The way you laughed in Rudy's facel" Megan ignored his question and gushed on. Y ou made ajoke
out of him! Arent you a al afraid of him? Rudy has people killed for brushing againg him in the
elevator."

They reached the back of the ancient Catholic Church and Henry Segd let out asigh. A shiny blue
runabout waited in the otherwise empty parking lot. It was atwo-seater.

"Miss Rooney, | don't think..." he said, indicating the Size of his body and the Size of the car.

"Cdl me Megan, please. And don't worry! You'l fit." She opened the passenger door and made some
adjusments. The seat hummed back and she hdped him in. "I'm not letting you get away now, Mr.
Segd, no matter what!"

They were on the freeway in minutes. Henry Segal had no idea where she was taking him. ™Y ou'll see!”
was dl shewould say.

The beach at Malibu was beautiful, and Henry Segd said so asthelittle blue aircar did over ahill onthe
Pecific Coast Highway. The air was clear - pollution had not been a problem in Los Angdles for
decades - and a blue afternoon sky stretched to the horizon. The lazy sealapped at the shore.

"l haven't been out thisway in fifteen years,” he noted. Megan Rooney smiled.

"l live here." She pulled up to a broken security gate, and got out of the aircar to open it. A westhered
sign on the high sonewall said "Point Plessant Edtates’'.
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"There was a time when these condos cost three and a haf million agpiece," Megan said as they toured
the complex. "They're squats now, of course.” She drove dong a nestly cut lawn, where groups of
young people were lying naked on blankets. Henry Segal craned to see.

"Enjoying the view, Mr. Segd?* Megan laughed.
"Cadl me Henry, please. The grounds are very well kept for an abandoned property.”

"Everybody who lives here pitchesin. About hdf the gpartments are occupied. One of the older guys
does the landscaping. Weve aso got aresident plumber and an eectrician, congtruction workers, and
two boys who do interior decorating.”

"What's your speciaty?'

"I cook when we egt together for dinner. It's conservative and traditiona for awoman, | know, but I'm
that kind of girl a heart. | dso hgppen to be akiller programmer, which iswhy the front gate doesn't
work..." She maneuvered the aircar into a single garage under a three-apartment unit, and helped Henry
Segd out of his sedt.

"I'm sorry,” he said, hanging on to her and lurching to hisfeet. "At my age..."

"At your age, Henry," she said, hugging him, "you are aremarkably sexy man.”

Megan's apartment was on the top floor. The elevator worked, to Henry Segd'srelief, and he was
immediately pleased by the amplicity and good taste of her furnishings. The living room was clean and
off-white, decorated in a modern style of the previous century. A large picture window reveded that
Point Pleasant Estates were on asmdll cliff overlooking the Pacific, and wide doorways on either sde of
the living room led to afull kitchen and a single bedroom. Framed surredist prints hung on every wal.
He identified an Andre Masson, Pierre Molinier's " The Paradise Hower”, Clovis Trouvilles "Didogue a
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the Carmd", and Max Erngt's "The moon is a mute nightingal€'. He aso recognized two Picassos, and
an origina by an artist whose name he never knew.

"Who painted that? I've seen it somewhere,” he asked.

"Robert Williams™" Megan replied. "It'smy only origina, and it would have cogt afortuneif the guy |
bought it from had known what he was sdling. Williams was alate 20th century underground cartooni<t.
His paintings took off just before the Last War. Scary, isn't it. Not as dirty asthe Trouville, but so redl
and surred at the sametime. They say he painted with asingle-hair brush.”

"l could use an artist like that for our print ads.”

"Would you like adrink, Henry?" she asked, indicating asmall bar. He seated himsdf on along, black
couch, and waved a chubby hand.

"No. | don't do that anymore." He studied her through his gold-rimmed glasses. "Why are we here,
Megan?' She opened asmdl box on the bar, took out alarge marijuanaroach and lit it. She pointed it
a him, but he waved his hand again. She inhded a second time, put it out, and joined him on the couch.

"Y ou gave me your card, Henry, and I'm avery direct person. Do you know the story about Marilyn
Monroe and Albert Eingtein?"

"Shelly Winters story, yes?' Henry Segal chuckled. "When she was Monroe's roommeate, they both
made aligt of famous men they wanted to deep with: Eingein made Marilyn'slig."

"No one knows for sure, but there was an autographed photo of Einstein found among Monroe's
persond effects when she died. He had written Thank you for a greet time, or something like that. |
have asmilar fetish for brilliant and powerful men." She watched his reaction. "Oh. That wasn't the only
reason you gave me your card?' She smiled.

"Y ou are perceptive and beautiful, Miss Rooney.” Henry Segd folded his hands over hisbely, leaned
back, and peered a her through dit eyes. "I doubt that Einstein expected any more sexualy from Miss
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Monroe than | do from you. | do need someone to watch Rudolph Habelitz for me, Megan. | need a
gy, and | will pay dmost anything to get one.”

"I'm sure Marilyn knew exactly what she was doing,” Megan said. She put out a hand and took one of

his. "Firgt you give me what | want, then well discuss my new job."

Henry Segd was not sure how wdl it had gone until Megan Rooney returned to his Sde from her
shower.

"That was lovely, Henry," she cooed. "I think Marilyn had the right equation.”
"l agree, my dear. It's been avery long time." He chuckled happily.

“I'm not finished with you, Henry." She pressed close, ran her hand across his cheek, and kissed his e=r.
"S0 let's discuss the other details now." Henry Segd smiled, and then became serious.

"Y our father is on board the ship that Habelitz used to get the..."
"Eidolon-N."
llYall

"Y es. Ghogt. That's the name of the cruiser. My father isfirst mate to Zaragoza. | can't say I'm very
closeto him: he's been in space most of my life”

"You are dso Rudy Habdlitz's persond secretary?”

"A secretary. One of three, but | do have access to everything you might want to know about the
eidolon project. Rudy assigned meto it. He knows next to nothing about computers. | kegp him
updated on what dl the data means.”
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"And you would be willing to supply me with the same information, as well as anything your father might
reveal about the travels of Ghost?"

"More than willing. For money, and some additiond gratuities™ Shetickled him, but Henry Segd did not
laugh. Negotiations were his taent. He dways took them serioudy. She understood this and became
more sober. "Thereis dready great ded to tell you."

"How much money? What 'additiond'?"

She drew back dightly, but he could see she was no more afraid of him than he was afraid of Rudolph
Habdlitz. "1 hope you wont take this the wrong way, but it isabig risk, and every girl wants security. |
want to be arich man's mistress. Y ou keep me, Henry. Y ou pay my hills. Y ou support me, buy me
everything | need or want. | am reasonable; you can see that from this place. That will be the fun part -
for both of us- and | will need powerful protection if Rudy finds out what I'm doing.”

"Very wdl. | believe you are reasonable. Asto the last, your protection goes without saying, and | have
the means. | hope you understand just how dangerous this job may be?"

"Of course. Messing with The Maob. Rudy's very dangerous, but it will be exciting!”

"Not only The Mob, asyou put it. The Eidolon Consortium is a very expensive joint business venture.
Don Aylozyan may be aman of little intelect, but he rules an empire. Francis is even more powerful
with her latest acquisitions. | have more bank than the two of them, but Habelitz can match me there.
That isthe reason we are dl included in this dedl. Francis and Aylozyan are pretty legitimate, but they
can have an indudtrid spy assassnated as easly as Habdlitz." Hetried to put a bloated arm around her.
"Now, tell me: what is your red reason? Why would you want to help me do this?'

"Because you're out to stop the eidolon project. Y ou don't believe it will work." Henry Segal shook his
head and frowned. "No. It will work. It's just amatter of time. They will find away to make it work.
Listen, Megan, holas have been my whole life. They are the climax of an art form that began two
centuries ago. Computer-aided synapse redirection - or whatever this eidolon-N drug does - isnot a
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part of that art form. It will wipe out two centuries as certainly as sound killed D.W. Griffith. As easly
ascolorization killed black and white, or holos killed the movies.

"And | don't careif it works: | just want to stop it from being sold. My doctors say | can live on another
twenty years. After the last few hours with you, | am even more certain they areright. | ill havetimeto
make good holos: quality stuff, not just the junk we turn out every month. | tried quality once, years ago,
and they laughed a me. | think they're ready now. Maybe they'll take to Dickens, or Hemingway, or
LouisaMay Alcott. Maybe | can even make frothy musicad Like the Golden Dayd

"My box officeisat risk! If Rudy Habditz sdlls them on green pills from Neptune and a micro headset,
they'll never come to a holotheater again, or even buy another cube for their home projectord” He
knew his blood pressure was rising. He thought of Nurse Harris and stopped talking, taking careful
breaths instead.

"Areyou ok, Henry?' Megan looked a him with concern.

"Yes. I'm sorry. Your turn to talk. You didn't answer my question.” He watched her frown and made a
guess "You have a grudge againgt Habditz? Or maybe you dont like your father?"

"That's not why. It'stime to start my new job, Henry. There are anumber of things you should know
right away. Things Rudy and Victor Martek |eft out at the meeting this morning.”

"Such as?'

"Their test subjects. You wereright. They're killing people. Ninety percent of the eidolon-N test

subjects have died. Therest arein comas."

"Good god! They said that only one in ten had felt ill effectsin the recent testd What are they playing a
here?'

" think Rudy's bosses are redlly looking for amind control syslem. Something that they can convince
people to try, and then use to rule them.”
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"That might follow: the bastards have used heroin and cocaine that way for years."

"Whatever their reason, eidolon-N does perform as they clam. The taped interviews you saw at the
meeting were real. Those fantastic descriptions of where they'd been and what they'd seen were redl.
But most of those people are dead. They smply can't stay awake after they interface!

"Rudy's teams think that if they can figure out the relationship between eidolon-N and the computers,
they may prevent post-exposure comas, but their data shows that they haven't the vaguest ideawhy it
works a dl. They're making dead vegetables out of loads of people trying to find out!"

"You said 'anumber of things." Henry Segd was Sitting straight up. He had put on his glasses. "What
ese?’

"They know. Y our partners know."

"That Habditz is killing people? Francis Kay knows this?'

"I'm afraid s0. They knew how you would react. They left you out of that part of the brief deliberately.”
"|sthere more?"

"Just that you are not done. Someone tried to intercept Ghost in the Saturn system, on the way back
from Neptune. They were running without shields among the outer five moons. There was a spillage of
eidolon-N in one of the cargo bays. Zaragoza got nervous and ordered afull stop while they checked it
out.

"My father said an Andie-manned cruiser gppeared from nowhere, halled Ghost, and demanded to
board for ingpection. Not that unusua in the Saturn star- planet system. There are more researchersin
orbit around Saturn than any other system. Wherever you have scientific bases there is pirate activity.
But my father said the Andie cruiser knew where Ghost was coming from: they said they were
ingpecting dl craft en route from Neptune!”
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"What happened?

"Zaragozathrew up his shidds - they make Ghost virtudly invisble and trackless - and ran for it. They
kept the shields up for the rest of the trip.”

"Susan,” Henry Segd said, dmost to himsdlf. "Suzi. She might dready know that the stuff is a danger to
humans. | must reach Reinhold Wickett!"

"Wickett?' Megan said in surprise. "There s afile on a detective named Wickett. Rudy has agentson
Central assgned to watch him and awoman named Digna Severe.”

"Severe doesn't ring abell,” Henry Segd said, "but it's the same Wickett. I'm sure of that. I'll be
damned!"

"Then you think the Andies know what the Consortium is up to?"

"Maybe. At least we have two friends in the outer systems concerned with law and order. We must
gpeek to them! They could help to stop any future shipments.” Henry Segdl thought for a moment.
"When does the ship return to Noh?"

"Ghog leaves Earth orbit in four days.”
"How long to reach Neptune?'

"Two months to the Jupiter system. They use the Andie base on Europa as a stopping-off point.
Another three months to Neptune, skipping the Saturn system becauseit's not in dignment. They'll
dingshot off the gar-planet Uranus.”

"What does that mean?'

"They skirt Uranus and pick up enough naturd momentum from that system's gravity to hurl them half-
way to Neptune. It savestime and fuel. Maybe your friends could stop them there..."
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"No. They will have to intercept them on the return trip - after they harvest the eidolon-N. Thereis
amog no law here or in space to use againgt Habditz. The UN Council isthe only body strong enough
to censure him. We will need to present proof that he has knowingly imported alethd dien substance to
Earth.

"If we can force this misson to fail, | am sure the Eidolon Consortium will collgpse. Francis Kay could
never alow such losses to continue, especidly based on fasified research reports. Ghost itsdlf isthe
biggest problem. If the Andies tried to stop her before and failed..." Henry Segal removed his glasses
and wiped them on the top sheet. Before he could replace them, Megan took them from his hand.

"Let'sdegp onit, Mr. Eingtein,” she purred.

"Yuh, know," Rooney said to Brickland, who was picking his nose with his thumb. "1 miss Wooten."

"Y eah?" Brickland responded, wiping his find on his ten million dollar space suit. "How come? | thought
you hated the guy?'

"l got used to him. He broke up the watch, yuh know? Always fuckin' around with some scheme. He
was realy agood salor.”

"Yeah?' Brickland repeated. "1 sure bet you wouldnt & let him marry yer daughter!” When the sergeant
only glared back, Brickland remembered a plot of his own: ™Y ou know it was him that wasted those
two droids on Noh, don't you? He was up for alittle target practice.”

"Oh, redly?" Rooney asked suspicioudy. "And why didn't you report this before, Brickland?!

"Swore meto secrecy, he did. Said 'Don't you tell Sergeant Rooney, Brickland, or you'l be next.’
That's what he said." Brickland looked at his boots uncomfortably.



Rich LaBonté - Page 172 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

Rooney snorted and glared harder. He swung his portly frame aft, leaving Brickland to his own
company.

"Lyin' pig!" Rooney muttered to himsalf on the way to his cabin. "Wooten never called me 'Sergeant
Rooney' in hislife”

Nurse Harris had the Andie equivaent of a nervous breakdown, a rare phenomenon, except with
obsolete modes. Logica conflicts with her programming had arisen. The Andie had been carefully
reengineered to care for an aging, nearly senile Henry Segd, but in the past twenty-four hours, the Holo
Internationa studio boss had stopped aging. In fact, he fet like he was getting younger by the minute.

Henry Segd raged and bullied like the legendary tyrant of earlier years, energized by his new mistress
and driven by the surviva inginct which had built his media empire. He was concerned about his
audience. He was worried about their well-being. He knew their fickle loydties, and he knew they
would welcome the new media opiate that the Eidolon Consortium was planning to offer them, even at
the risk of sde effects. He had to protect them from themsealves, if only to secure his own future,

Henry Segd's war with the Consortium had changed him, and Nurse Harris was not programmed to
adapt with him. The Andie was summarily shut down and retired to the closet. When Megan Rooney
was not Spying on Rudolph Habditz in the red building on Wilshire Boulevard, she replaced Nurse

Harrisin the Gower Street office.

"I need to speak to Susan. | believe sheis on Jupiter,” Henry Segal asked the image of an Andie named
Epitome on his office screen. Epitome was stationed at a shuttle base in northern Cdifornia

"Susan does maintain permanent resdence in the Jupiter star-planet system, sir," Epitome corrected him.
"Sheis, however, outsde the system observing tests of anew drive technology. If you wish to spesk to
Harmony, he is managing lo basein her absence.”
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"No, no! It must be Susan. Thisis Henry Segd, you understand? Holo Internationa!"

"I understand perfectly, Mr. Segdl. | can establish contact with Harmony if you wish. The lgpse for
verba communication is goproximately ten minutes.”

"Never mind!" Henry Segd shouted. He held the connection.

"Y ou should speak to someone out there" Megan pointed out gently. "If only to adert them to the
gtuation.” She was gtting on a plush red couch. The famous set of uncomfortable wooden chairs had
been removed from the Gower Street office under Megan's direction.

"Il call him back," Henry Segd told Epitome, lowering hisvoice to acivil tone. He thumbed the screen
off. Shewasright, of course. "I have another cal - closer to home," he said to Megan. The screen

flipped on again, and a studio operator appeared.
"Yes, Mr. Segd."

"Try to locate a man named Stark. William R. Stark. He was here as my guest a dozen years ago for
the opening of 'Susan's Story'. Lives somewhere in the Northwest Sector. Utah or someplace.” He
thumbed off.

"Who ishe?' Megan wanted to know.

"Stark. Did you see that holo? We changed his name and made him younger. Y ou saw it?" She nodded.
"Good! He was the human Susan fdl in love with."

"The undercover agent for the UN, right?'

"Yes. That reminds me." The screen flipped again. "Did you find that connection for Wickett? Reinhold
Wickett?'

"We have a Boswash Sector code. Connecticut.”
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"No. He's off-planet. Wait! Try that code anyway, maybe there's aforward." The screen went to the HI
logo. After amoment, the operator regppeared. "Mr. Wickett has offices on Centrd, in the Neptune
system.”

"Excelent! Put acdl through." He thumbed off. "We may bein luck, Megan." The screen beeped.

"We have located a residence for William Richard Stark in the Teton Mountain range, but Mr. Stark
has no screen code.”

"Goddamnit!" Henry Segal roared. "What about a ham frequency or a telephone?!
"Nothing, Mr. Segd. Thereis a stream number.”

"A wha?'

"A specid frequency that Andies use," Megan whispered.

"What the hell good is that? Wait! Tl Maintenance to get Nurse Harris back up here! And wherés my
cal to Wickett?

"The Neptune system cdl isin progress, Sr. The delay is one hundred two minutes and...”

"Ok! Right! Put him on as soon as you get through." He dammed the switch off. "Damn transsystem

cdlstekeforever!"
"It isthree billion miles from here, Henry," Megan giggled. "Why do you want to tak to Stark?"

Henry Segd closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. "We have three days until Ghost leaves Earth
orbit, right?"

She nodded.

"Then we have time to get Stark aboard. They need a man to replace the one they lost on Noh. Stark
could be our mole. He's got the credentials. He's an old mercenary, just like your father and Zaragoza."
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"And my job isto fix Rudy's computer so Stark gets signed on, | suppose?’

Henry Sega smiled, opening his eyes.
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PART TWO: USEFUL HUMANS
CHAPTER ONE

A change was happening around my little soread in the wake of the Grand Teton range. The tal grasses
were pushing for afina seasond growth in the meadowlands. The mighty Sneke River raged on &t a
dightly dower velocity. The crows, hawks, and younger birds of alower order, were beginning to leave
on their biologically ingtructed schedules. Prairie dogs and beavers were burrowing deeper, storing
away whatever it isthey est. Things large and small were preparing for the big deep. They dl knew

what was coming, and sodid | - or so | thought.

It was a brisk morning in late August when my stream recorder picked up the transmisson Henry Segd
sent through the Andie called Nurse Harris. | was out in the barn, shoveling horseshit out of the gdls.
My haf dozen geldings were enjoying last days of pre-snow freedom in the far pasture. They were
sturdy quarter horses, of course, largely unaffected by colder weether, but they never |ooked as happy
in the Wyoming winter. Not thet they ever complained. If you've never doneiit, | should mention that
shoveling out the shit isn't as bad as it sounds. For aman in his sixties, without any of the modern "life
extendon" embelishments, it's damn good exercise. | did it two times aweek, when | remembered.
Doesn't pay to let your work pile up.

| hadn't planned to be a hermit rancher when | bought my little spread, but | guessthat's sort of what I'd
become before that message came in from Henry Segd's Andie.

Andie stream recorders are rare. The Andies don't need them, because they al come equipped with the
best stream devices and most advanced Al memory storage ever invented. Early human Al engineers
made afew stream recorders, and afew more turned up in the hands of the outlawed HumanAll Race
Movement organization a dozen years back. The one | had in Wyoming was the only one | know of that
was actudly built by the Andies for a human. Susan had it done when she gave up trying to get meto
move off-planet to the Jupiter system. She sent me little stream messages on it every month or so, and |
aso got data from some of the other Andies I've met over the years.
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| didn't have a phone or a screen communications link. If | wanted human companionship, | hopped on
ahorse and visited with one of my nice neighbors, or drove the aircar into Jackson Hole.

A dream recorder trandates and stores Andie stream to data cube. | usudly read trandated data off my
little AmAp 8500 computer screen, but after | saw the first paragraph of Henry Segdl's message, |
printed it dl out on paper:

"<ELECTRONIC SIGNATURE OF HARRIS, ANDIE MODEL 3500/MODIFIED.
0011:0101:0000:0000><TRANSMISSION TO><STARK RECORDER, Al PER 5000 SERIES.
0101:0000:0000:0000><MESSAGE BEGINS.>

"< am communicating on behdf of <HUMAN> Henry Segd of Holo Internationd Studios.
<HUMAN> Segdl needs <HUMAN> Stark’'simmediate ass stance in solving a complex problem
invalving the well-being of a <UNKNOWN-LARGE> number of humans on Earth and the transsystem
colonies. <ANDIE> Harmony has been contacted on lo base, and has assured <HUMAN> Segal that
<ANDIE> Susan <GREAT PHILOSOPHER> is aware of the Stuation and will also assst in the

lution.>

"<HUMAN> Stark is required to act as an undercover operative on atranssystem cruiser leaving Earth
orbit in two <SOLAR EARTH> days. A jet transport has been dispatched to ddiver <HUMAN>
Stark to NorthCal Lift Base. Further briefing will be provided to <HUMAN> Stark upon his arrival.>

"<HUMAN> Segd is adamant that <HUMAN> Stark participate in the solution: <<'We gotta get
these bastards, Stark! They're killing people!'>>"

"<HUMAN> Segd promises <<'stupendous>> financiad compensation to <HUMAN> Stark upon
resolution of the assgnment.><MESSAGE ENDS.>"

The last line meant little to me - | had everything | ever needed on my ranch - but it did prove that the
man making the offer was redly Henry Segdl.
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Y ou might think that | had good reason to just laugh and tell them to forget it when they showed up to
take me to the NorthCal shuttle base. | was more than twenty years older than the W.R. Stark who
once helped Susan save the world, and | dso had my acreage and my livestock to think abouit.

Y ou might think that, but you'd be about a hundred percent wrong. Hellcat Crothers died last year. He
was dmogt ningty. Hell was my mentor, and he taught me everything | know about surviva and self-
esteem. The guy was like a cross between my older brother - the one who died after the Last War -
and a hardnosed football coach | had once as a kid.

Hdlcat died a ninety, climbing amountain, for God's sake! He never quit, even once he got past it. |
knew what he would have said if | had even hesitated to take on Henry Segd's "problem”, so | only
paused long enough to buy an ample supply of Dutch rolling tobacco and arrange for my nice neighbors
to take care of my stock.

| would just have to miss the August Wyoming snow. | was headed for Susan and colder ground on

some outworld planet. Assigned to save the whole damned solar system! This one was for Hell...

Y ears ago, before the Last War, North Americawas a very busy place. Oh, we had our mountain
ranges and forests, our purple plains and deserts, but you couldn't fly over those places without spotting
aroad or atown or afactory. Humankind was everywhere in North America, and it was much the
same on the other continents of Earth.

Zipping dong to NorthCa Lift Base  five thousand feet in the Andie-designed jet chopper, | was
reminded again that | had become very isolated from the world where | lived. Dead roads to nowhere
ran below us. Towns and cities were either black from ancient fires or virtualy hidden by green
overgrowth. Satisfied on my ranch, | had imagined aworld returned to the madness of the past. Now |
saw that recovery had not yet come.
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A femae Andie piloted the chopper. She was pretty, but not sexy like the old pleasure models. | would
never have mistaken her for a human. The chopper could have been equipped with an Al auto-pilat, of
course, but Andies like to do many things themsdlves - just like humans - and none of them have the
dightest fear of flying. The Andie had introduced herself as Happiness. She said to call her Happy for
ghort. | refrained from asking her where Sneezy, Bashfulness, or Doc might be.

"You up on current events, Happy?' | asked.

"l have the usual access," she replied. "1 have not been briefed on your mission, but I do know who you
are, Mr. Stark."

"Oh?Whoam 1?7

"You aeagredat friend of al Andies. The Stark who helped Susan free us. | am truly honored to meet
you." She smiled an Andie smile. They do have afull emotiona range nowadays, but I've never quite
accepted that polite, friendly smile. It makes me think of a cursor blinking. | have never seen two Andies
gmile at each other.

"My part in that has probably been greetly exaggerated,” | maintained modestly. | knew full wel thet any
Andie verson of my earlier adventures with Susan would be correct to the tiniest detail, but | was hardly
a Jesse Jackson. If Susan had been Lincoln or Gandhi to the Andies, then my role was more that of a
good soldier dong for the ride.

"Y ou were a part of the team,” Happy reminded me. "And you saved our planet. We are dl on the
team."

| thought of Hellcat then, and wondered where Denni and the others were. It was amillion light years
ago, and | fdt old just thinking about it. For that matter, 1'd felt old at the time!

"What's the human population a now, Happy?' | asked, getting back to the origina subject.
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"Earthisat areported hundred and six million as of June. Off-planet humans number a hdf amillion.
Those are rounded figures.”

"That'slower than 1'd thought for Earth. The Serility thing is still a problem?”

"Serility among humansis seventy-two percent. The rate is decreasing one percent per year. A much
greater decrease has been noted in the sterility of lower animasin the last two years. Thisisregarded as
amog optimigtic sgn for dl biologicas, including humans™

"Explains why there's o little rebuilding down there. All those burned- out ghost towns.”

"Mog of the human population is centered in mgor cities. Eighty-eight percent on this continent. Growth
is hampered worldwide by human adminigtration of resources and other politics. We Andieswould like
to help here, but we are not encouraged. Off-planet progress, by comparison, is more efficiently

engineered.”
"So | understand. The Centra base you built in the Neptune system, for example.”

"It was our design, but humans were our equa partnersin its completion. It isagreat team
accomplishment,” Happy said, using an inflection that suggested pride. "I hope to seeit in person.” It

was my turn to smile. If an Andie could be wigtful, thiswasiit.

| mentioned "life-extensgon” technology before, and that 1'd never gonein for it. After alittle smple
math, it was obvious that Henry Segal had not been so shy about chesting The Reaper. Mr. Segd had
been afat old executive when | met him a the premiere of "Susan's Story". He was exactly the same fat
old executive when he greeted my chopper at NorthCal, except for the trench coat and wide-brimmed
hat he was wearing. The overdl effect was a bad actor playing a soymaster in a pre-holo movie, but |
must admit that various implants and other devices supplied by Andie engineers had preserved him well
over the years. The young woman on his arm helped: Megan Rooney was an Irish lass with wonderful
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green eyes. The rest of her was just as wonderful. Megan showed red affection for the old guy - hetold
me later in an asde that they were persondly involved - and he was a much happier man than the Henry
Segd | had met in Hollywood. Megan was eons younger, but | didn't blame him: at ninety, how many
old flames are you going to find 4ill lit?

"Stark?' Segal asked me. | hadn't weathered the score of years quite as well.
"Mr. Segd," | replied, casting an appreciative eye toward Megan.

"Thisis Megan Rooney," he said a once. "Y our briefing is her show. Her father isfirst mate on the
cruiser you'll be assigned to, and she has al the details about this pack of criminaswere deding with.”
He led the way to awaiting limo. We rode together off the base to aroom in asmall motel, which
Henry Segd said was "debugged”.

"Ok," | said. We st at alittle white table. "I don't have more than the dightest idea what's going on
here. Y ou indicated that Susan would be involved?'

"Already is, from our latest information,” Segal answered. He was uncomfortable in the smdl chair, and
wiggled around dl through the interview. "She is conducting atest of some new Andie devicein deep
space, but | am assured that she has been informed.”

"We have taked by screen to Harmony," Megan added. "Her aide, | guess?' | nodded.
"That's about right. 'Brother' would be a closer Andie trandation. | know Harmony quite well."

"Susan was dready aware of our problem,” Megan said. "Her Andiestried to stop the first Consortium
shipment of eidolon-N, but Ghost's shields..." She gave me an apologetic grin at the dumb expression |
was probably displaying. "I'm sorry, Mr. Stark. I'm getting way ahead of mysdf."

"Itsok," | said. Megan launched into a careful explanation. An hour later, | knew everything they had
pieced together, going back to the origind Japanese expedition of the tiny planet named Noh. When she
finished, | noted doud that there were till some big chunks missing.
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"Yes, yes," Sega conceded. "We haven't been able to locate Reinhold Wickett. HE's vanished. And no
further word of this exobotanist Kivvy or his crew."

"How many in his crew?'

"Only one" Megan answered. "A young woman who left Centrd with him the last time he was there.
Her identity isamystery too: Central identified her as Digna Severe, but Earth data shows that Digna
Severe died here, avictim of violent crime.”

"No one from Centra has gone to Noh to investigate?"

Megan shook her head. "All of Centrd's ships and personnd have been tied up with rescue and savage
work: the new outpost station on Triton collgpsed in amagor dushquake. Centrd had no reason to think
the exobotany expedition was in trouble before we contacted them. Expeditions are pretty much on

their own out there."
"So checking out the team on Noh islow priority.”

"No priority, I'm afraid. They just don't have enough shipsin that system to spare one. From the Ghost
reports, they were probably dead sx months ago. My dad said they appeared comatose and their
onboard computer had crashed. The symptoms suggest they were somehow exposed to eidolorn+N,
which makes it even more unlikdy that they are dill dive"

"That makes sense,” | agreed, "from what you've told me about the Consortium experiments. Let's get
to the big question: why do you want to plant me on Ghost? Why can't Susan just send out some Andie
shipsto intercept them when they get to Noh?"

"Itsalegd thing," Megan sad. "Henry?"

"We have to prove that the Consortium is doing something that will endanger humans™ Henry Segdl
grumbled. "Habelitz and his gang are professond criminds. Earth law istoo weak: we can't just arrest
them on suspicion. They'd wak away laughing. My legd eagles say we can't even force the authorities
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to ingpect their data. Ghost has to be stopped on the return trip. Secretly transporting untested dien
substances to Earth isa crime. Law enforcement in space is basicdly Ieft to the Andies.”

"Susan's people tried to intercept Ghost once before on atip from Reinhold Wickett," Megan said, "but
Ghodgt has shidlds that make it dmost impossible to pot. The plan now isto defegt the shidds at a
prearranged intercept point during Ghost's return voyage. The shield technology is Andie, so we know
how they work, but it will require an ingde man to shut them down when the time comes.”

"Ah," | said. "And when would that be?'

"The Andies cdculate that Ghogt will pass within fifty thousand miles of Mars on the return to Earth.
Therewill be armed Andie cruiserswaiting in Mars orbit. Y ou'll know to cancel the shidds when
Zaragoza puts his ship on dert.”

"l see. So | play dong al the way to Noh and most of the way back,” | said. "Then | blow the shields
and they hang me from the yardarm.”

Megan laughed. "Not if you're careful, Stark. All you have to do is use aremote trigger to set off the
device that cancdls the shields. Weve dready made arrangementsto ingtdl the device when Ghost
takes on its new mining equipment. Thisisthe trigger.” She handed me a dull meta thing that looked like
atoothbrush with no bristles. There was amicroswitch on the handle.

"Cute" | said.
"1t'1l work from anywhere on the ship.”
"It takes a year to get to Neptune and back. What if there's a change in the game plan?’

"If the Andies don't intercept Ghogt, you ride out the trip and do nothing.” She shrugged. "Obvioudy,
we won't be able to communicate with you, so those are the terms of your assgnment and they won't
change." Henry Segd cleared his throat.
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"Youll get paid the full amount, no matter what happens,” he said. | nodded, but | didn't redly care
about the money.

"No chance the Andies will just laser the bad guys to atoms and me dong with them?”'

"None a dl. The Andies are very precise with wegpons. If they have to cripple Ghogt, they can do it
without killing any humans. If al goeswell, Ghost will be surrounded in the approach corridor between
Mars and Luna. The Andies will take prisoners and impound the cargo of eidolon-N."

| stopped talking long enough to consider the set up. It wasn't bad, redlly. | get afreeride to the coldest
damned placein the solar system. | get to play spy again. | get to push the button that stops the bad
guys. | get to save the Earth, not to mention Henry Segd's mulltibilliondollar mediaempire. | get to
reunite with the best lover | ever had - evenif sheisan android. All that, and | get paid a"stupendous

financia compensation™! What more could a man ask?
"Why me?' | asked Henry Segd. "I mean, why did you choose me for this ddightful little gig?'

"It occurred to me that you are untouchable, Mr. Stark.” He didn't smile. "Rudolph Habelitz doesn't
even know your name, much less have you on his payrall. When | was shooting 'Susan's Story', Suzi
said you were the most honest human she ever met. The Andiestrust you like asaint.” He tapped his
forehead. "I've dways had a genius for casting the right actor. Y ou're perfect for the part, Stark."

My big break. If he had said hed make me adtar, | would have laughed in his face, but he didn't. We
both knew | was hooked.

The shuttle was scheduled to lift off early the next morning, with me and two other passengers
connecting to the Consortium transsystem cruiser. One of the others was an exogeology engineer, hired
by the Consortium to teach the space sailors on Ghost how to operate the new equipment being
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shipped up with us. It was mostly off- Earth mining loaders, originaly designed to handle ddlicate ore
and crystd formations in zero-G. The Consortium hoped it would minimize the vine breskage.

My cover was Smple: | was a mercenary like everybody dse, with some engineering skills. That was
true, so maybe Henry Segdl did ill have his knack for typecasting. | was replacing a crewman named
Wooten, and | had gotten the job because the Consortium's computer had pulled me as the best
available guy. What they didn't know was that Megan had programmed the computer to pick me.

One day wasn't much time to prepare for an undercover role, but Henry said the Consortium was smug
enough not to expect spies. And, he pointed out, it was only a bit part. We had one disagreement when
they wanted me to take on a pseudonym. Segal had arranged identity papers for several names, but
they were dl too Hollywood for my taste, and we finaly concluded that William Richard Stark was safe
enough - it wasn't likdly I'd run into anyone | knew hillions of miles from home.

When the briefing ended, Henry Segd's limo took us back to the NorthCal base, where we had al been
assigned quarters for the night. To explain his presence, Segd had arranged to meet with the mining
engineer after dinner and see the new equipment. Megan was officidly dong to see her father, Ghogt's
first mate. Sergeant Rooney was ashore to check in the equipment, and would be the third shuttle
passenger. Another Consortium executive, awoman named Francis Kay, had arrived for the ingpection
while we were conspiring at the motdl.

Megan told me in the limo that | was invited to dine and join everyone for the equipment demonstration
afterward. | hoped it wouldn't drag on: we had to get up at three am. to board the damned shuittle.

| took along shower. | was hiding the trigger thing in my shaving kit, when afemae Andie knocked on
my door to announce the impending med. The base dining room was smal because most base workers
are Andies, and they don't have to eat. They do make greet chefs, however, and the med was a
testament to their mastery of culinary arts.
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| met Sergeant Rooney on my way in, and he reintroduced me to his daughter. Megan's father was a
short, balding Irishman of about my own age. | wasin better shape: Rooney had the ook of a man who
had spent most of hislifein lessthan Earth gravity and hadn't worried enough about the resulting flab.
He dso had afavorite hobby that involved his beer belly. He was very much a professond mercenary,
athough nether of us talked much about our credentids, and he was atough little guy. | respected him
at once, despite his pirate ways.

The mining engineer was an African American named Fairbee. He didn't use his first name when he
introduced himsdlf, but | found out later it was Milton. Fairbee was young, very straight, and clearly
displeased with his assignment. He took consolation by getting allittle loaded, and spent most of the
med trying to look down Megan's blouse. To Henry Segd's credit, the studio boss held back his
irritation at Fairbeg's attention to his mistress. Megan ignored them both, struggling to communicate with
her often-absent father.

Francis Kay had aready been described to me during the briefing, but | was hardly prepared for such a
woman. She was supposed to bein her fifties, but she was much younger looking. She dressed in
elegant business attire, and displayed a keen mind with no sense of humor. She proved the latter when
she asked Sergeant Rooney how many women were aboard Ghost. Rooney choked on his beer, had a
brief coughing fit, and gave the rather attractive Ms. Kay a searching look before answering:

"There ain't no women on Ghost, maam. Captain Zaragoza wouldn't stand for it."
"And why isthat, Mr. Rooney?' Ms. Kay inquired. The others knew, and they were dl grins.

"Because we ship with mercenaries. That's a pack of damned horny dogs out there, maam." Rooney
smirked at us around the table, but he dropped his eyes when he got to Megan. He was momentarily
embarrassed, but he was probably being truthful when he added: "Why, no woman would make it off
that ship dive after ayear in spacel”

Wejoined in his laughter, and Megan laughed too. Francis Kay didn't even blink.
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"Perhaps there are no women mercenaries available” | put in when it died down. | felt alittle sorry for
her. "There aren't that many."

"Thank you, Mr. Stark,” she said, freezing me with dark eyes.

After dinner, we al trooped out to the docking area to see the equipment. Milt Fairbee gave usa
durred account of what it was dl for and how it worked. There were four "spiders’, a couple of
enclosed conveyor platforms, some ssimple ground vehicles designed for ice travel, and assorted
specidized droids. Fairbee demondrated the spiders. They are just that: huge machines with eight arms
that are sengitive enough to pick up atomato without squeezing it, or give your kid a goodnight hug.
Andies or humans can operate them, and they've got built-in systems that can cut, weld, pulverize, and
gtack just aout anything.

| had a chance to try one out, which gave me anew crew qualification, and so did Rooney. Francis Kay
wanted to - | could tell - but wasn't invited and declined to ask. Henry Segal ignored everything he was
supposedly there to see. | noticed he was keegping an increasingly less subtle eye on Megan whenever
Fairbee went anywhere near her. Megan had eyes only for her dad, especialy when he was seated in
the control pod of his spider.

At the end of the demo, we al headed back to the main complex. Megan and her father were now arm
in arm, proving to me that he was a good guy at heart. Henry walked aong with Milt Fairbee, now
pretending to give a damn about the spiders and such. Francis, to my surprise, made a point of walking
with me.

"Why didn't you try out a spider?" | asked her. "1 know you wanted to." She turned those eyes on me,
not frogty at al, but ignored the question.

"Youll be making the entire round trip with Ghost, Mr. Stark?' she asked. | got alittle paranoid for a

second. Was my cover dready blown?

"Yes" | answered, not sure what €lse to add. She wasn't acting suspicious.
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"Y ou've been on long missons before then?!

"Of course" | lied. I'd been to Luna afew times, and Susan invited me to Phobos when thefirst Andie
Mars base was compl eted.

"Then you'll soon be a'horny dog' yoursdlf," she noted. From the tone of her voice, the remark was
cearly of amorous intent. | blinked at the thought and took the hint.

| got very little deep that night. | dso began to wonder if Henry Segd knew what aformidable
adversary he might have in awoman like Francis. | certainly wouldn't have wanted to compete with her.

| pride mysdf on keeping up with technologica innovations, at least on apop leve. Most of the new
tech we get nowadaysis Andie-designed or Andie-built. Oh, that's not to say that humans don't design
or work in high tech jobs or factories, but Andies get more ideas and do everything a zillion times fadter.
This doesn't bother most humans because the result is truly shared. The Andiesdo it for dl of us, and
sometimes only for humans. It's part of the philosophy that Susan discovered: we dl are apart of the
greater sum. We are dl on the team.

Keeping up with it al on my own would have been impossible. The stream recorder | had back on my
ranch heped. Thereis an Andie named Lovdife who is the unofficid historian of modern advancements.
He lives on Earth, near Chicago, and he documents as a hobby. (The Andies al have hobbies.) Lovdife
streamed me updates dl thetime. | usudly skimmed through them on my AmAp, but there was so much
that | never absorbed more than atenth of it.

| was very impressed when | first set foot on Ghost, and | wished I'd read more of the Lovelife updates.
The cruiser was an admirable achievement from the outside, both in sze and design, but it was dmost
beyond description once you were aboard. Ghost was a dream ship, and Rooney laughed when he saw
my expression.
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"Quite atub, eh lad?' he asked me, ignoring Milt Fairbee. The geology engineer had not enjoyed the
shuttleride. It was now obviousthat hisdidike for his assgnment was related to space sickness, an
equilibrium problem thet is shered by about thirty percent of al humans. Milt had been in the shuttle lav
the whale trip, vomiting in zero-G. Not fun, and not easy either.

We stood at the aft end of along passage with ablue "ride beam™ hissing a our feet. Lovelife had told
me about this awide-laser conveyor belt that could carry anything in "norm-G". Norm-G isthe regular
gtandard of gravity for large shipsin space - usudly about haf Earth-G. It's adjustable, of course,
depending on your Stuation. To Fairbee, norm-G wasn't nearly enough, but at leadt it kept him from
further puking.

"Wheat the hell isthat?' he said, pointing at the ride beam. Rooney didn't bother to answer. He gave the
geologist a shove and we followed. The ride beam sensation is like awarm river rushing around bare
feet.

"Nice, huh?" Rooney smiled at me. He pointed a Milt, who looked like a man trying to water ski for the
firgt time. "They say the Andies made it blue and warm on purpose.”

The four walls of the passage were lit with a soft white glow, broken by occasond till holos of outer
system planets and moons. | asked about these and Rooney said they were places Ghost had visited,
shot by an Andie cook who liked cameras.

There was alift station at the forward end of the passage, dso of anew design. It was a series of
platforms without walls, suspended in along, curving shaft. Rooney put a shaken Fairbee on one
platform, giving the lift Al verba ingtructions where to ddiver him. Milt shot down into the depths of the
ship with alittle howl, and Roorney and | mounted another platform for the command deck, where | was
to mest the captain.

"Don't be put off by Zaragoza," Rooney said, "if he don't gppear to like you much. Hes into boys,

mostly, but he'sacivil old queen once he gets to know you."
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Thelift sopped moving up, and we were on deck.

"Where the fuck have you been, Rooney?' The roar issued from a massive man standing with his back
to us at the forward view screen. We approached, and he turned around.

"Thisis Stark,” Rooney barked back. "Thisis Captain Zaragoza, Stark." He made no apology to his
senior officer. "You know goddamned well where I've been! All of the bloody new gear is stored and
secured.”

Zaragoza was quite drunk. He swung a half-empty tube of expensive whiskey in one hand. He was
nonetheesswell groomed, and well dressed in awhite uniform jacket, gray dacks, and brown |eather
sandds A graying mustache that matched his peppered hair split hisfat face. He made agrimace in my
direction.

"Stark? Who the hell is he?"
"Wooten's replacement,” Rooney said.

"Wheres Victor?' Zaragozawhined, his voice shrinking. He turned back to the view, took agiant dug
from the tube, and forgot us.

"Come on," Rooney said with undisguised disgust, and we went back to the lift.
"Who's Victor?' | was dmost afraid to ask.

"His latest ex," Rooney said as we fdl to the lower decks. "Consortium rep. He's aboard somewhere,
trying to avoid the cgptain." He shook his head and then grinned, dapping my shoulder. "Don't worry,
Stark. Like | said, old coots like you and me are safe.”

Old coots?
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We were three weeks out from Earth when we entered the asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter, and
| got my first glimpse of whet pirate crews like Ghost usudly do for entertainment. | also discovered a
possible glitch in Henry and Megan's master plan. An annoying assembly signa sounded, and Rooney
appeared ship wide on the intercom screens. He sourly demanded our presence in the mess. Wed
gotten to be pals of asort, so | knew the meeting was at Zaragozas order. The crew piled into the large
dining cabin, adick stainless place that resembled an early 20th Century automat, and everyone stood
around guessing what was up.

Rooney entered from the forward hatch, leading the way for the captain and a civilian, athin and hawk-
like man with adisurbingly familiar face. | was on speaking terms with most of my crewmates by that
time, but it was the firg time I'd noticed the man Zaragoza had cdled Victor my first day aboard. |
recognized him immediately. Y ears ago, in Hollywood, he had been one of Susan'slovers. | was
surprised that the former composer was here representing the Consortium, but mostly | was worried.
Holo Internationa had once employed Victor Martek. Was there any chance that he would remember
the name William Richard Stark?

| wished | had accepted Zachary Thax, or another dias that Henry Sega had suggested. If we were
introduced and Martek blew my cover, | was dead meet. Even my friendship with the first mate
wouldn't save me. | swatted at tiny beads of swegt that took flight from my forehead.

The crisis was avoided momentarily, as Martek, Zaragoza, and Rooney took their places on araised
platform. The men milled around finding seets at the messtables. | chose one far aft as Zaragoza began
to speak.

"W, gentlemen,” the captain said in a half-sober voice. "We are making an unscheduled stop for alittle
additiona profit." A few men cheered. | didn't know why. Zaragoza lowered his bulk next to Martek,
and waived the floor to Sergeant Rooney.

"Some of you have been on Shrike before," Rooney said. More cheers. "One of our Sster shipsis
bringing in the goods, so we will dock here for twenty-four hours. Most of you who wants it may enjoy
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the loca scenery for twelve of those hours. Not one minute more. Cargo squad is posted and will return
early to recave the stuff we're taking to Central.”

"What the hdl is Shrike?' | asked a man named Crawler who sat next to me.

"She's aterraformed asteroid here in the delta belt,” Crawler replied. "A depot, you might cdl it, for
gpace sailors. Has dl the vices of home, Shrike does. Some calls her Heaven." Crawler scratched
himsdf with enthusiasm. "We're lucky to vist her, Mr. Stark. Whores, drugs, live shows, games, holos -
you nameit! Shrikes got it for the likes of usl"

"Thet'll be dl, men," Rooney was saying. "Dont catch anything infectious.™ The gang rushed for the
hatches asfast as norm-G would alow. | got up to join them, but Crawler pointed to the platform.

"Mate wants you, | think," he said. | looked forward and saw that Rooney had spotted me.

"Hey, Stark!" Rooney shouted. "Over here!” | figured it was now or never. Zaragoza and Victor
Martek were Sitting in their chairs next to Rooney on the platform. They didn't noticeme as|
approached.

"Your contract is very specific,” Victor wastdling Zaragoza. "Y ou are in violation. Thisis an important

mission to the Consortium. Rudy..."

"Fuck that bastard dago!" Zaragoza yelled. He groped stupidly under his chair - possibly for aliquor
tube he had |eft on the bridge.

"He's not Italian,” Martek sighed. | missed the rest because Rooney jumped down and took me firmly
by the elbow to outline our leave plans. All | had learned from the conversation was that the cargo we
were picking up on Shrike was not part of the Consortium dedl.

"Y ou're not gonna believe this place, Stark!" Rooney told me. Behind him, Martek glanced at us. | froze
for amoment, wondering if hed connected on my name, but it was alook of pathetic envy, not
recognition. | felt amost sorry for Victor Martek, trapped as he was in Zaragoza's flabby clutches.
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"Grest," | answered. "Cal me Will." Sergeant Rooney had been shoving me through the hatch. He
stopped and gave me aquizzica look.

"Say, Stark?' My request didn't register with Rooney. ™Y ou haven't been here before, have you?' |
shook my head. "Good! Y ou just wait 'til you get your old paws on those bitchesin the Black Belt Bar!™

Shrike was the ultimate destination of every lowlife pirate in space, and Rooney promised afull tour of
itsglowing dreets. At only nine kilometersin diameter, it was hardly the largest asteroid in the delta belt,
but it boasted a seedy population of nearly athousand. The dives, shackhouses, bars, assorted drug
dens, gambling halls, and "curiogity” shops were staffed by greedy rogues, who had drifted from Earth
and other outposts to a common fate as permanent residents.

Slicks and pimps, hustlers and whores, they had arrived with dreams of ingtant profit, only to be trapped
in their own endless con. There was no escape for these souls from the hell they had helped cresate.
Their gains were as temporary astheir roving clientele, and they rarely found a vessd willing to barter
their tlentsfor afreeride dsawhere.

After adecade as afree port, the syndicate families who ruled vice on Earth learned of thislawless
place and took it over. They brought with them a sort of crimina order, but the corruption on Shrike
was far worse than casinos with fixed whedl's. Executions could be purchased here like a candy bar.
Rape and humiliation was available as entertainment. Participation in torture and blood sport could be
eadly had for aprice. Sodom reborn in the heavens, and humans were not the only victims.

Andie daves could be bought here, of the pleasure modd variety. | was aware that afew wesdlthy
individuas kept these illegd versions of the modern Andies - Henry Segd's Nurse Harris, for example -
but | was surprised to see numbers of them for sale or rent again. It angered me. | wondered if Susan

and the others knew.
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The Shrike asteroid was an oblong-shaped piece of rock, with direct docking facilities for half a dozen
cruisers and smdler ships on one end. The "topside” of the terraformed, shielded surface hosted the city,
which was redly more atown divided into asevera paradld main streets. The "underside’ of the rock -
remembering there is no up or down in space - was aresdential area housing the permanent Shrike
"townies' and the human engineers who kept the dubious pleasure paaces running. The few thet
controlled the many aso lived on the underside, well segregated in their own private sector.

The town offered four midways to choose from, each named for its dominant attraction: Lust Street,
Game Street, Eat Street, and Dream Street. A good restaurant sounded fine to me, but Rooney led me
into the latter, continuing to promise that The Black Belt Bar was the center of paradise. An acohalic's
paradise, | suspected, but | didn't object. Rooney knew hisway around Shrike like a native, and this
was likely our last fling before Ghost plunged into deeper space between the outer star-planets.

The Black Belt Bar was not a hangout for the practitioners of ancient martia arts. The name was
illugtrated by a bresthtaking holo of avicious-1ooking blonde projected over the entrance, clad only in a
specific lady's undergarment. Inside the bar, Andie and human waitresses wore the same costume. The
dim, smoke-filled room was dull and metdlic, serving various red and synthetic beers, des, and
whiskeys. A variety of human strippers and other attractive sexuad performers paraded on asmal,
purple-lit stage. The act in progress when we arrived was well-choreographed, and as perverse as
Rooney had promised, but | kept wondering what Megan would think of her father frequenting such a
place - even if it was perfectly in character. I'd had enough in an hour, but | was unable to drag Rooney
away from his shot glassto continue the tour. | bid him farewell, and headed out into Dream Street.

| visted severd other interesting bars, smoking cigarettes and sampling exotic synthetics, but Dream
Street was a quiet road that night, even with severd cruisersin port. Assuming the action was happening
esawhere, | eventudly found mysdf wandering aong the glaring and blaring Game Street, where
casinos were packed with sailors and shills. | joined up with some of the other Ghost crew at a place
shaped to look like apair of giant bloodshot eyebdlls. It was cdled Deadeyes. One of our men, Skunk
Sherman, was playing Laser Skee.



Rich LaBonté - Page 195 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

Sherman was a top-rated gunner, said to be the best marksman on Ghost since the demise of the man
called Wooten. He was competing with an oriental from Puma Klaw, one of the other vigiting cruisers.

Crawler was there too.

"Hey, Stark!" Crawler greeted me, pounding my shoulder and splashing a green liquid on my tunic.
"Where's Rooney?'

"l left him a The Black Belt. He wouldn't budge,” | shouted back over loud music and babbling sallors.

Standing on a bright blue spot in the Laser Skee gdlery, Skunk Sherman fired at the skee - a pinning,
slver colored, holographic target orb - which zipped through aforest of digtracting holo non-targets.
The object of Laser Skeeisto knock out the skee before it vanishes, but not before it announces a
point value on its surface. The time eapsed between these events is ca culated in milliseconds, and
Skunk Sherman fired too soon. Some of Ghodt's crew lost money to Puma Klaw's crew and groaned in

unison.

"It figures," Crawler informed me. "Rooney has banged every waitresswho ever worked that dump. |
was there once when he wound up on stage.” He glanced at the time band on hiswrigt. "Better go
lookin' for him in a couple of hours. Sarge might get a heart atack if you leave him there too long."

The guy from PumaKlaw took his best shot. The audience cheered as the skee screamed with a
winning chime. Skunk Sherman, a poor loser and no less drunk than the rest of us, leveled his weapon
and fired directly at the orientd. The safety field absorbed the deadly beam of Skunk’s pistal, but some
of the crowd cheered again. All of them would have applauded akill, but blood sports are not my

game.

| decided to investigate Lust Street. As Crawler was too drunk to join me, and Rooney was immersed
in hisown lugts elsewhere, | made my way out of Deadeyes adone and headed for a central square
where the four streets of Shrike came together. Game Street clamored with rubes, shady ladies on their
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arms, and | had to wade through them as they were massed at the entrance of each casino. Sailorswho
| did not know dapped me on the back in greeting as | pushed pagt. It was ajolly time on Game Street.

Lust Street, in contrast, was darker and sadder. Lone male figures wandered between the porno parlors
and brothels, searching for a brief flash of ecstasy. The only women here were perched in picture
windows. Leather and lace, crimson and purple covered their imperfections. They were as alone asthe
johns they beckoned with their sad, Sren eyes. In the half-light, each was a solemn promise of afavorite
evil fetish, artfully backed by thematic window dressings. Most were blank to my stare, but some urged
business. These latter had the sweat or nervous twitches of junkiesin ahurry.

| continued walking into the next block.

"Six redl beauties here!" abarker cried. He was an Andie, and the place was called Lady and The
Tiger. "All- human show," he assured me. | wondered if he had been reprogrammed to lie. "Hard to
pass up. Thrill of alifetime! Stranger than anything you'll ever see on Earth or the outer worldsl” Small
holos of the 'six red beauties drifted around the entrance to the lobby, and Signsin red itaic repested
the Andie barker's claims. | shrugged, passed my data card over the reader, and went inside.

The lobby of Lady and The Tiger was samdl and dirty, with red satin everywhere, and the little theater
insde was so dark | couldn't see the seats. The stage was down below, with dusty scarlet and gold
curtains drawn across. A single red spot, fixed at the center of the curtains, spilled over into the first
row. | blinked at it afew times, and my eyes adjusted to the gloom. | walked down the aide and took a
seet near the front. There was no one elsein my row, but when | glanced around, | found the place was
hdf-filled. The audience was varied: young and old, mde and femde.

We waited in near sllence for awhile. There was amixture of anticipation and stae excitement in the
crowd. A woman far in back giggled and gasped loudly. Sesats creaked as patrons turned to caich a
glimpse of whatever she and her date were doing, and then creaked again as they faced forward to
dare at thered light. A tinny disk played Mozart from somewhere backstage. M ore minutes passed, but
no one objected. They're dl asloaded as| am, | thought, or they wouldn't be here either.
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The curtains drew back, and the stage lights went up with a blue-white flare. Mozart opped mid-
passage. A huge bed with a brass headboard was centered on the stage, angled for the audience, and
an ancient video wall screen hung behind it. For close-ups, | imagined. More minutes passed. A tall
brunette came on from stage left. She was thin with pae skin and big breasts, and she wore atopless
plastic corset, black net stockings, and black spike heels. Not acknowledging the audience, she carried
asmdl black velvet box to the bed, opened it, and removed a length of chain and two opague jars. She
found a fastener on the brass headboard, attached the chain, placed the two jars on the stage at the foot
of the bed, and exited.

The woman in the rear of the theater giggled again and then began to moan repeatedly. | joined the sea
of creaking voyeurs, but the light from the stage betrayed no one.

| jerked my head back around at a gentle tap on my shoulder. "William R. Stark?" the Andie barker
inquired. He was standing next to my seat. He showed no emotion - easy for an Andie - or urgency in
the question.

"Yes" | admitted. | had used my data card. My name was on record.

"Would you accompany me, Mr. Stark? It is a matter of some importance.” He waited patiently in the
ade

Three blonde women led an Indian tiger on stage by a sturdy chain leash. | noticed that the tiger's teeth
had been filed when he roared at the audience.

"Yes. All right,” | told the barker. | rose from my seat and followed the Andie up the aideinto the
[obby.

The damned light was too bright. | couldn't get my eyes open. Something was chewing on my brain. The
bright strobed off and on, & irregular intervals. It went pink. | peered up one-eyed from where | was
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lying on my side, bound hand and foot, on arough wooden floor. | saw a twenty-foot tongue. Filed
teeth told me it belonged to the tiger, and when my other eye opened, | was behind the wall screen on
the stage of Lady and The Tiger.

| had amean headache, but with my handstied | couldn't examine the egg that had been somehow been
laid on the back of my skull. Thelight got bright again, as the video camera zoomed out to give me a
blurred mirror image of what the blondes and the tiger were doing. Someone behind me coughed.

"Nice, huh? How yuh fedin', Mr. Stark?"

| tried to turn to see her, but the egg on my skull objected, hatching in an agonizing blaze. She bent over
and helped me so | was facing away from the screen. She was the brunette who had set the props
earlier. It was usdessto try to stand, so | lay there staring a her net stockings and spike hedls. She
forgot me for amoment, watching the screen, and then sighed and knelt beside me. " Sorry 'bout the
lump." She touched it carefully. "Fuckin' bastard didn't have to hit you that hard, but we're just followin'

orders, you know- Lester will be here soon." She was very pretty up close.

"Thank you,” | said. | managed a smile. What ese could | do?"I'll wait here." She amiled back, her
eyebrows knit with concern. She touched the egg again, which may have diminished. It fdt better, a
least.

"Y ou were out along time. He shouldn't have hit you so hard,” she repested. | was sufficiently
digtracted by her toplessnessto let a minute go by before asking: "How long was | unconscious?’

"Hours. Four, | think." | tried to jerk my arm up to see my time band. She giggled. "Y ou're tied up, slly!
Besides, he took your watch."

"Who took it? It couldn't be... What timeisit?" | began to panic. | had to return to Ghost before it |eft
the dock. | thought of the tiger. "But they had just brought the tiger..."
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"Firgt show," she said, anticipating me. "Thisis the third. Lester took your watch. He needed a positive
ID. Didjuh know we dl leave little skin particles on our time bands? He can check your DNA from the

skin." She rubbed her arms. "The aircon just went on. Show's dmost over.”
"What timeisit?' | ingsted. "And what's this Lester want with me anyway? I'm just asailor on leave.”

"Lester don't want you, old man." A pair of beat up sneakers and ragged jeans stood next to where the
brunette was knedling. " Get your ass out there, Lana They'll be finished in another minute.” One of the
sneakers kicked her hard. She stood, waobbling on the spikes.

"You vicious, fucking asshole" Lana lamented, rubbing her hip. The egg on my head had subsided. |
looked up at them.

The vicious sneskers belonged to awired little man of Arabic descent. He was wearing a black
sweatshirt with the words "SHRIKE S&M FESTIVAL WEEK" printed in green letters across it. A thin
mustache scratched his upper lip. He reached down and cut the rope around my ankles with a pearl-
handled switchblade.

"Stow it!" he said to Lana, laying the blade between her breadts. "Get the bitches off stage and help the
tinman doseit up." Lanalimped away as he pulled me to my fedt.

"What isthis?' | asked.

"Boss wants to see you, Stark," Lester explained. He pushed me and we walked into the wings. He
stood behind me with the point of the knife pressed againgt my side. "We wait here.”

One of the women was leading the tiger off. The big cat looked tired. He obliged her by jumping into a
cell backstage. Once insde, he yawned, stretched, and lay down like a house pet. Four other blonde
women followed, dl nude and looking less bruised than the tiger. They didn't seem to notice me, or
Ledter, or the scattered applause coming from the theeter.

"Lousy night," one of them said to another. The curtain closed and Lanawalked by with the prop box.
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"Il just beaminute" she said, amiling a me.

"Werewaiting for her?' | asked Ledter.

"Shel'sour ride. You stow it," Lester replied.

"What timeisit, Lester?' | asked. "Y ou took my time band."

"Oh, yeah?' Lester growled. He looked at hiswrigt. "It says 3 am. Y ou got a previous engagement?”
"l got aship leaving Shrike in less than two hours” | explained.

"Well! Ain't you the world traveler?' Lester said, brandishing the knife in front of my face. "Now you

gow it, unnerstan? Y ou behave yersdf, an' maybe you'll make your flight, world traveler.”
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CHAPTER TWO

Lands ride was an aircycle with asdecar. There aren't any airbikes on Earth because gravity doesn't
alow them to function, but gravity is norm-G on Shrike. Lester chose the sidecar, keeping his knife near
me as | gladly clung to Lana, who was now dressed appropriately in ablack vinyl jumpsuit. She took us
precarioudy through Shrike's streets until they ended, and then raced dong a single-lane paved road
that ran around to the residential sectors. We were protected from the vacuum of space by the
atmosphere shidd that completely surrounded Shrike and - through an Andie development that is
beyond my grasp of applied exophysics - provided the agteroid with uniform norm-G. | wasn't surprised
to find such technology on a pirate stronghold. Atmosphere shielding is part of the shared data that the
Andies give humans fredy, well publicized during the condruction of Centrd in the Neptune system.

Outgde the town, the artificid lights no longer drowned out the endless night of the asteroid belt. It was
abeautiful view of the stars and the other big chunks of rock that had floated here for millions of years.
Tiny burgs of ydlow punctuated the silent symphony, as the shields deflected minor meteor collisions.

On the other side of Shrike, we passed through what could only be caled a ghetto. It was asqualid
collection of domes and wretched condos thrown together to house the contracted working class. Lana
pointed to one twenty-story building that looked like it was made from cardboard packing crates. |
couldn't hear her voice at that speed, but | gathered it was where she lived. | saw some stores and a
few bars, but no people. It looked like the part of City of New Y ork called Bronx.

We continued on the paved road until we reached a security checkpoint, where an outlawed baitlefield
model Andie scanned Lanas hand with areader. | was urged to stay on the back of the bike, and |
obeyed. After ashort delay, | heard Lester grumble the name "Damiani” a the guard. Further checks

proved unnecessary.

The road into the executive sector curved and twisted uphill through amile of artificia turf. The way was
decorated with fake trees and tasteless statues in the current school of modern redlism. While the
Romans might have gpproved this kind of sculpting, modern reglism aways reminds me of chegp
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paperback book covers - cartoon sex and violence. | supposed that it fit the masters of Shrike pretty
wdll.

Lanatook the turns with a vengeance, and | spent the next five minutes hanging on for deer life. By the
time we reached the top of the hill, the airbike had exceeded any ground speed 1'd ever experienced.
Lanaenjoyed every second of it. | could see that Lester had turned dightly green in the Sdecar, and he
hed put his knife away.

"Herewe are!” Lanasaid, after coming to a sudden stop that neatly tossed Lester out of his seet. She
looked back at me, pointed a him, and added: "That was for your lump and my bruise." | laughed afew
seconds late, after | got my wind back from theride.

Where we were was nowhere, or, more precisaly, done on aflat black surface that covered the top of
the hill. There were no buildings of any kind, and | saw no bresks in the smooth surface. Lester picked
himsdlf up, stared coldly at both of us for effect, and reached into his jacket pocket to take out a smdll
control device. After he keyed in a number, a section of the surface fell away and reveded awide ramp
leading down.

"They dl liveindgde, you see" Lanatold me as Lester got back into the Sdecar, his switchblade back in
his hand. He started to say something to us, but Lana twisted the accelerator, and the aircycle was of
again. | grabbed onto her, Lester shrieked, and she giggled.

The magters of Shrike lived on Sx estates, gppropriately hidden in agiant, shielded rat hole carved into
the asteroid. The cavern had its own atmosphere and clusters of sun lights above. Each of the adjoining
estates had severd acres of private grounds and a central Earth-style house. The architecture of each
mangon was different, constructed at great expense to fit its owner's persond taste - or lack of it.

Lana ddivered usto the largest of the Six, an odd modern castle of green and cyan pseudo-marble. No
moat, but there were battlements, flags and towers. More of the outlawed battlefield Andies stood at
the entrance. | looked up as we passed to see the name "DAMIANI" had been cut into the top of the
gone archway. An English butler in full costume met usinside,
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"Mr. Damiani is expecting you, Sir," the butler said to Lester. Lanaand | followed them through long
hdlsfilled with ornate furniture of the Italian Renaissance, classical paintings of mixed periods, Chinese
urns and temple artifacts, 20th century arcade games, and various other eclectic collectibles.

The butler opened polished redwood doors at the end of the last hall, revedling another vast room
beyond. At the far end, a group of Six men were seated in a semi-circle behind a circular wooden table
that also looked like redwood. Three of them were Orientals, and the other three probably from
European gates. They were al well dressed in expensive business suits. Two of the Orientals were
engaged in aloud argument, which reverberated off the high calling of the room, but this disgppeared
into afaint echo the moment they noticed us. | had the ditinct impression that we were the topic of

discusson.

"You are lae, Lester," atal European man stated dispassionately. We crossed the fifty yardsto reach
the table. The tall man wasin the middle, with al three Orientals - | guessed Cambodian - to hisleft.
The others examined us with cold eyes common to the wedlthy business class, but the speaker fixed on
me with amusement and smiled.

"We got here fast as we could, Carlo,” Lester protested, frowning. "We had to close the club." He
pointed at Lana and added: " She drove!"

"Ledter, Lester," Carlo Damiani chided. ™Y ou know what I've told you about accepting responsibility for
your assgnments.” He came around from behind the table with a dight bow to the Cambodians. Lester
stepped back, his sneakers squeaking on the hardwood floor.

"Hi, Mr. Damiani!" Lana chirped. Damiani smiled again, and put a hand up to touch her face. He wore

gray suede gloves. He kept his hand where it was as he turned to me. The smile vanished.

"Sheis very beautiful, isn't she?' he asked me. | nodded. "But excuse me, please." He dropped his hand

and extended it. "Y ou are William R. Stark, of course? | am Carlo Damiani.” His grip was overdone.

"Nice to meet you," | lied. "I'd like to ask just what the hell...?"
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"Many questions, Stark. I'm sure there are many questions.” The smilereturned. "Leave, Lester. Lana
may stay." Damiani turned to the butler. "Bring chairs for them.”

Ledter left quietly, and the butler obeyed. When Lanaand | were seated facing the round table, Damiani
returned to his place in the center of the group. | noticed his chair was throne-like, and bigger than the
others.

"l have aship to catch,” | said.

"Of course you do, Mr. Stark. | will dispense with the formalities: these guys are the owners of this
rock. We are partners, but | represent afar more powerful group of busnessmen on Earth.”

"l don't understand,” | said, but | had a pretty good ideawhat group of businessmen he was talking
about.

"Please, Mr. Stark! Let's be frank, ok? Y ou are hardly an ignorant space sailor.” Damiani picked up a
commercid data cube from astack in front of him. "Thisisyou, Stark. A Hollywood spectacular
produced by old Henry Sega decades ago. They renamed you 'Will Sanders, and they got some
musde-bound moron to play the part, but thisis you. Saving theworld. I think | like your red name
better." He picked up a second cube in the same hand.

"And thisis you, Stark, pulled from security monitors at NorthCal, and a little amateur camerawork by a
friend of ours. Thered W.R. Stark, who turns up at a shuttle base on Earth with old Henry and avery
powerful lady named Francis Kay. This Stark has a discrete conference with Sega and a woman who
works for Rudy Habdlitz. This Stark even fucks Francis Kay!" Damiani punched the table with a grin.
"And this Stark is suddenly asailor on board a ship owned by Habditz's company. A rogue ship full of
mercenaries, bound for the edge of the solar system!” He held up the data cubes, squinting at them like
they were precious jewels.

"Could | have aglass of water, Mr. Damiani?" Lana asked, pointing to a pitcher on the table. There was
asmdl rumble from the others, but Damiani made a gesture and smiled at her. He stood and poured
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water into a glass and waited until she got up to take it from him before returning to his chair. He lifted
an eyebrow in my direction, indicating the pitcher.

"No, thanks" | sad. | wondered if | was turning down my last drink in thislife.

"Thank you, Mr. Damiani,” Lana added. "It's kinda hot down here." She pulled down the zipper at the
neck of her jumpsuit.

"My asociates on Earth," Damiani continued, "are following the activities of the so-called Eidolon
Consortium very closdy, Stark. We have spies, just asthey have spies. We know about their plansto
develop a market based on this Neptune drug and computers. A legitimate drug market! That could be
very damaging to our own business interests.”

"What does this have to do with me?' | ingsted. "'l don't do drugs. I'm just another mercenary for hire.
The company computer pulled me out of ahat, pa.” | knew he had his facts dightly confused. | saw no

reason to set him sraight.
"He knows nothing," one of the Orientds said. "He just another rube!™

"No, Mr. Po." Damiani dropped the cubes on the table. They bounced high in the norm-G. "Mr. Stark
is more than that: he's not arube, and he's not a shill. Mr. Stark is something far more mysterious. Mr.
Stark is an unknown quantity. A former undercover agent reactivated and assigned to a cruiser full of
pirates” He smiled a me again, but | was beginning to recognize a pathological look in his eyes. "Why,
Mr. Stark?"

Lanafidgeted in her chair. She kept toying nervoudy with her zipper. | thought she was going to ask for
more water, but she angled her body toward me instead and spoke to me in a stage whisper:

"Tdl them, honey, so we can get out of here.” | looked over a her and she pulled the zipper down
further. She leaned in my direction, and | got an otherwise obstructed view of the butt of a smal blue
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pistol holstered in her armpit next to her |eft breast. | tried not to react, but my expression must have
changed.

"Ah," Damiani said, misreading me. "A relaionship! We have interrupted Mr. Stark’s hunt for chesp
thrills, gentlemen. Or, perhaps, Lanais dso an agent in the pay of Henry Segd ?!

"No!" Lanaingsted suddenly. "I mean, | never even met this guy before, Mr. Damiani. Y ou know me. |
just like older men." She gave Damiani an inviting smile, and then tried it on the Cambodians. She only

made things worse.

"Mmm. Such intrigue on our little rock,” Damiani said. He glanced at afrowning Po and his amile
became pure evil. "No time to torture the truth out of her. A pity! | know you'd be so inventive, Mr.
Po!"

Po said something in his own language, and the other Cambodians laughed.

Damiani looked at histime band. "Only one hour Ieft of your leave, Stark." He closed his eyes and
rubbed his chin. "l own her contract, Stark. Tell me something useful, and I'll give her to you - asagift.”

"| doubt that," | said truthfully. Lanahad blown it trying to help me. | was betting Damiani had other
plansfor both of us. "I have an dternative offer. Y ou give me your word you'll set her free. | tell you

something useful that dso makes me of vaue to you dive. No fuss, no muss.”

Lanalet out asmadl groan. She was thinking of the blue gun, but | wasn't aout to count on one smal
caiber card up her deeve.

Damiani looked a me hard and then shrugged. | knew | had only limited bargaining power. Carlo, on
the other hand, could destroy us on awhim. ™Y ou have my word,” he sad. "The girl will not be harmed.
Goon."

"Well," | darted, "thereisalot more here than meets the eye..."
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"Be specific!" the man called Po barked.

"Specificdly,” | sad, "Henry Segd is working the same game as you: he doesn't want the Consortium to
succeed.”

"Why?' Damiani asked.
"He likes the holo business. Eidolon technology would make him obsolete.”
"Areyou trying to tel usthat this drug redly interfaces humans with computers?' Po snarled.

"I only know whet they told me in the briefing. Y ou bugged the meeting. Y ou know as much as | know
about the drug.”

Obvioudy, they didn't. | was thinking. | wasn't sure what | should tell them, or what | shouldn'.

"We had no opportunity to bug the motel room,” Damiani said. "We only know who was there. If old
Henry is conspiring against Habelitz and the others, how do you explain Megan Rooney? She works for

Rudy."
"She went over to Segd'sSde. That'sal | know about her.”

"And Francis Kay? If both Sega and Kay were againgt it, there would be no Consortium. Between
them, they control data cube product. No new technology could replace cubes without..."

"She wasn't a the motdl. Y ou know that. She was on the base to see the new equipment the
Consortium cruiser is carrying. Segd sad sheis the Eidolon Consortium controller. She's on the
Habditz sde."

"You aren't. Y ou fucked her! We did bug that!"

"Shefucked me" | said. Damiani frowned. He sat back and rubbed his chin again.
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"OK, secret agent man. Let's say | believe you. Y ou said you had a reason. For me to keep you dive, |

mean."

"Simple" | sad. "I'm for hire. | don't give adamn about Henry Segdl. | haven't even been to aholo for
ten years.” | decided to get inventive. "The stuff from Neptune hasto be stored at avery low
temperature. The cargo holds on Ghost are rigged for that, but I've got alittle device that will sabotage
the cold units without aerting the computer that monitors them.”

"S0?' Damiani asked. Maybe | wastoo inventive. He didn't get it.

"S0. When Ghost gets back from Neptune in nine months or o, it'll be carrying a spoiled cargo. Henry
Segd says the Consortium can't afford that - the last shipment was blown. Francis Kay will nix the
whole project if theré's another failure” | smiled. "No more Consortium, and it'll be business as usud
for you guys." My hand was played.

"Uh-huh," Damiani muttered. He signaed the butler, who was standing far behind us a the doors. "Get
Lester in herel™

Lanaglanced over, down to her hidden gun, and back to me. | tried a"not yet" look. Lester entered the
room, his sneskers shrieking. Damiani waited until he was beside us and stood up.

"Ok. | see no need to interfere with old Henry's plans, Stark. Y ou and the girl can go. Lester will seeto
it you board the Consortium ship." He looked at Po. The Cambodian smiled for the first time.
"Goodbye, Mr. Stark."

| grabbed Lana by the arm and started walking to the door. "Thanks, Mr. Damiani," Lanasaid over her
shoulder. "Come over to the club sometime.” | glanced back and saw Lester take a package from his
boss. Lana caught it too. " Shit!" she whispered. "Walk faster!™

We made it through the long halls, past the front arch, and back to where she had parked. We were
way ahead of Lester, but there were battlefield Andies on ether Side of the arch. | knew their firepower.
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Trying to ditch Lester was out of the question.
"WEIl never..." | began to say, but Lana had a plan. She grabbed me, fastened her mouth on mine,
pulled her zipper to her waist, and invited my hand insgde. It was ared pleasure to grab that little blue

gun. Lester arrived a second |ater.

"Ok, you two," Lester said. The package was stuck in hisjacket pocket. "Break it up. Let's get going.”
He glared a me, the ratty mustache twitching. "Y ou got a ship to catch, Stark.”

Lanatook us all the way to the contract town before she skidded to a stop and threw Lester for a
second time. The wegpon that Damiani had given him was ill in the Sdecar. He hadn't thought to
unwrap it. | covered him with Lanas little blue gun, and we backed him into an aleyway.

"Youll never make it off Shrike dive, asshole!" the seedy little Arab screamed as Lana chained him to
the hulk of aburned-out aircar. Y ou can't hide from Damiani!"

Lanatook the added precaution of removing his pants and sneskers. He was il giving us loud advice
aswe pulled away.

Lester was dmost right. When we arrived at the port where Ghost was docked, Lanaidentified severa
of Damiani's men posted at the entrance. We made it by them riding insde a cargo lifter, but more men

were covering the cruisar's cargo bays. | only had about fifteen minutes |ft.

Sixteen minutes later | wasin serious trouble: Ghogt lifted off, and | was stranded on Shrike a hunted
man. | assumed my cover was completely blown. The obvious next step was to contact Henry Segal for
help, but transsystem communication with Earth is not made with a data card in the nearest phone
booth. There was no choice but to tag dong with Lana. Leaving the Shrike asteroid would involve ether
great sums of money or progtitution. | clearly didn't have the necessary means for immediate escape.
The heat was on, and we had to make Damiani think we'd somehow skipped town.
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Lanawas my savation. She had spent years learning the streets, and she had alist of hideouts where
Damiani's men wouldn't think to look. She dismissed Lester as any future threat. Hed failed one
assignment too many for his masters. We even had the gun Carlo had given him.

She took me home firgt, to get her things. There was no sign of anyone waiting for us, so we went in
together. | sood guard while she packed. Lanatraveled lighter than any other woman I'd ever met -
except Susan. When she was finished, she had exactly one small suitcase and Carlo's gun. | kept her
little blue one: it was a conventiond autometic, and | was more comfortable with it than the Buck
Rogers sort of thing. From her place we went to another apartment in the same twenty-story cracker
box palace. It was on the ground floor, and she said it belonged to a girlfriend who worked Lust Street.
| was happy not to meet her. The place was a hardware store for the modern druggie. Lana swore she
never touched the stuff, and | believed her because that kind of hardware left scars she didn't have. We
stayed afew hours, and we were not disturbed. We were both tired, but it was a nice night.

It certainly beat the hell out of the day that followed.

| was running adong one of the narrow aleys between the joyhouses on Lust Street. Lana was ahead
and well out of range. The thugs chasing us were only armed with LP zips. They were lousy shots, as
the rdatively innocent bystander they had just killed would have testified. There were too many other
poor souls camped in the aley for me to fire back, so | weaved and ducked and hoped my lungs would
hold out.

Another streak of green burned past me, hitting awall and sending out a flaming shower of blackened
plastic. | saw that Lana had rounded the corner into Game Street. Good. We could vanish in the
crowds milling around the casinos. An LP zip sang out again, and | fet its heat graze my left boot. |
didn't stop running. | swung the corner and almost tripped over Lana. She had been waiting at the
mouth of the dley, crouched againgt awall with Damiani's gift to Lester in both hands.
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"Comeon!" | shouted, but she had dready moved forward into the aley, and now she squeezed off two
loud shots. The aley went silent. She stood up, looked over a me proudly, and grinned.

"Yer boot'sonfire, salor.” It was. | joined her after stamping abit. Our two pursuers were crumpled
heaps, face forward, about ten yards away. Permanent dley residents were actively looting their
persond effects.

"Where did you learn to shoot like that?" | asked.

"Didnt," she replied. She took me by the arm and pulled me down the street toward a place caled
Bimbo's Baccarat. "Did you think Damiani would trust Lester to be a good shot?' She pointed at the
handgrip of the Buck Rogers. A logo said it was a Magnum LP, with one megabyte Al.

"Doesit tak too?'

"It only says'die, motherfucker!’,” Lanareminded me, pulling usinto Bimbo's.

In their haste to build a vice paradise on Shrike, Damiani and his partners had dlowed some of the
established casnos to remain independent. Bimbo's was one of the first Shrike casinos, a card club not
entirdy exclusve to baccarat, owned by Bimbo Tzara, aformer exctic dancer and later madam. 'Bim,
as her friends called her, had made a hobby of opposing the six Masters of Shrike at any opportunity.

Lanawhispered briefly to a deder, and we were granted an immediate audience. Bim Tzards office was

beneath Bimbo's. A private lift took us down, and | was surprised to see no security guards when we
stepped off.

"They're here" Lanaassured me. "Bim doesn't like to be obvious." She pointed at several mirrors set

into the walls of the passageway. She knocked on an unmarked door. There was no response.

"Maybe she didn't hear you," | suggested.



Rich LaBonté - Page 212 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

"Were being scanned,” Lana said. After aminute, a synthesized voice boomed:

"Please place your wegpons on the floor beside you." Lana put down her Buck Rogersand | laid the
blue pistol beside it. "Thank you," the voice said, and the door did open.

Bimbo Tzara sat on the edge of her queen-szed desk, facing us. Her age was impossible to guess, but
her dothing fit her name: long, perfect tattooed legs did out of a glistening red vinyl micro, and her red
net hater top reveded breasts which could have set arecord. Her hair took full advantage of norm-G,
shoating straight up to a blossom of sharp meta petas, and her eyes were painted with two black
widow spiders. I'd never seen anything like her in Wyoming.

"Lana" she screamed in a husky voice.
"Bim!" Lanaretorted, imitating alow growl. The two embraced in away that made me squeamish.

"Youreintrouble" Bimbo sad. "You came right to Mamal Good girl. Good girl!" She petted Lanaon
the head like a housecat, and then fastened on me with the spiders.

"This..." Lanabegan.

"I know. Shrike's Most Wanted. Y ou're quite a data star lately. How do you do, Mr. William R. Stark?
" | didn't know exactly what she meant, but | took her offered hand. | wasn't sureif | should shake it or
lick it.

"Not very well, Ms. Tzara," | managed. | did pronounce the name correctly. | had been well coached.

"So | understand.” She rose from her perch and | found mysdlf towering over her. The legs had been
deceptive. A closer look into the two spiders betrayed her: Bimbo Tzarawas older than God! "Please
gt for amoment,” shetold us, indicating a soft couch. We sat. "I have a possible solution to your
dilemma." Bim moved dowly behind her desk. A thin monitor rose up from its cluttered surface.

"Oh, Bim!" Lana gushed.
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"Thank me later, if you like the plan, dear. It may not be what you're expecting.” She thumbed the
computer on, and sat down. "Firgt off, Mr. Stark, there is someone looking for you," Bim said.

"I know. We..."
"Not just Damiani. | am in contact with aman named Rooney. A sergeant off your ship, he said.”
"Huh?' | am dways good for a monosyllabic noise when flabbergasted. Bim made a smdl moue.

"Mr. Rooney is dso stranded here, dthough not alive target. It seems he missed hislift off looking for
you. He was under the impression you had been mugged and possibly murdered near The Black Béit.
He came to me for information. The wise choice of a Shrike regular. Old-timers know I'm the only one

you can trust on thisrock."
"When was this?' | asked. My hopes were risang.

"Latelast night. | dready knew about your disagreement with Carlo Damiani by then, of course. And
my Lana Nothing involving Damiani and his pigs escapes my atention.” Shelit aneon pink cigar and
offered me one. It had been two days since I'd had acigarette, so | declined. Being on the run, it
seemed like agood time to quit.

"Where is he now? Rooney, | mean?"'

"Hée's here. | have, ah, private rooms. Y oull see him in amoment. Allow me the vanity of an explanation
first." She blew pink smoke across the desk. "If you don't mind.”

Lanalooked at me and frowned. We both nodded at the spiders.

"Rooney and | have aded. It will save your ass by getting you off Shrike, and it will help the sergeant
too, but that's not why I'm doing it. | owe your girlfriend there. And when you leave, youll be taking her
with you." Lana sat forward, stunned.

"But, Mom!" she said. Mom?
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"Not ared choice for you now, swestie." Bim thumbed and the computer displayed an ominous red
screen with Lands picture. A red message danced across her eyes. "My little girl killed two of his

assassins about two minutes ago, right?"

"Wait aminute,” | interrupted, turning to Lana. "She's your mother?' There was a cackle from Bim, and

Lana managed asmile. | was confused.

"Not likdy," Lana said. "Bim's more my adopted great grandmother. We dl cal her 'Mom' - al the girls

do, anyway." Sheturned to Bim. "But | can't leave here, Bim. What would | do somewhere se?

"Let mefinish," the old woman said. "1 need a crew to take a hijacked cruiser to the Jupiter system and
deliver it to the Andies. It belongs to them, and they've offered a rather large bounty for its return.
Rooney likes the idea, and he has agreed to pilot it dong with the computer. Y ou two would be abig
help: it takes a minimum of three humans to run most Andie cruisers. Itsavery fast ship, Mr. Stark.”

| got the idea. Rooney was thinking we might be able to beat Ghost to Jupiter and get back aboard. He
needed to keep his job. Assuming my cover was only blown on Shrike, | might be able to do mine as

well. Lanawas not so happy.
"Fnefor them," she said, "but what about me?"

"There are jobsin the outer sysemsfor agirl with your tdents,” Bim said. "Damiani does have agentsin
every system, but he will be unable to touch you on the lo base. It istoo much a center of Andie
authority, even for Carlo. | will credit you each a share of the bounty. That will set you up fine, kid, and
the Andies will help you find a place. Y our boyfriend here has a powerful friend, if | remember my Earth
history."

"True" | told Lana. "A very powerful friend." She gave me a blank ook, then sighed and smiled
bravely.



Rich LaBonté - Page 215 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

"Good girl!" Bim said again. " Send Sergeant Rooney in here" she told the computer. | had a second
thought.

"Who hijacked this cruiser?' | asked. The spiders laughed. | dready knew the answer.

"Why, Carlo Damiani. Of course." Bimbo Tzara said. Of course...
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CHAPTER THREE

Bim hadn't told us everything. Rooney wasn't a dl happy about the ship we were returning, a new
Andie prototype that Damiani's pirates had somehow snatched during atest run between Jupiter and
Mars. The ship was guarded by a handful of Damiani's ns at a private dock on the opposite end
of Shrike. Once | saw her, | understood the sergeant's objections.

Most transsystem cruisers are long, modular craft, with ardatively smal bridge and living quarters piled
up on one end. Attached to that are multiple stories of storage bays. The main job of atranssystem
cruiser istransporting cargo to the solar system's outer colonies, and the cargo section accounts for
amog three quarters of the mass and about three fifths the length of aship. The next fifth is a series of
parald extenders caled "drive spanners’. These put as much distance as practica between the
inhabitants of the ship and the particle beam accelerator that mekes up the find fifth of aship's mass. An
old Earther like me would say a cruiser looks like the drumstick of an overcooked chicken, with the
passengers riding on the meety end. The logic of this design is obvious: the drive emits a torrent of
radioactive sub-atomic particles. Without the spanners, adow "burn-out”, or lesk, could contaminate
the rest of a ship before droids could be sent out for repairs.

Thereis a popular misconception that the spanners would protect the crew if the drive blew up. This
rumor got started because the inhabited section can be detached, and it has afew little thrust engines of
itsown - but it'sjust arumor. Even if you had time to get a thousand miles away from it, thereisvery
little chance you would survive drive vaporization. The heat done, at that distance, could turn asmall

moon volcanic.

The prototype Damiani had stolen was unlike any other Andie-built cruiser that Rooney or | had ever
come across. From the outside, she looked pint-sized, with no cargo section, no spanners, and room
for only aminimum crew. The drive section was very smdl, and completely foreign to Rooney's
experienced eye.
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"That ain't the damned drive, isit? Can't be! There ain't room to whip aparticlein that thing! It's got
ety walls like adrive, but those little nozzies ain't right. Too tight assed! | don't likeit!"

"Youreright, she'sstrange,” | admitted. "But she made it here from Jupiter. Bim said Damiani's guys
tracked her at record speeds. They only stopped her by luck as she got into the asteroid belt. The
Andie pilot surrendered her immediately when Damiani's pirate ships surrounded her and threstened to
blow her up."

"Andies" Rooney muttered. "That's another thing | don't like: turning this thing over to them. They got
the power to arrest out here, you know. Tin johnnies with tin badges. What if they decide to haul usin?'
I'd heard the sergeant's opinions on "tin johnnies' before.

"Look, Rooney,” | said. "Bimbo Tzara st up this exchange at the highest level of Andie society on
Jupiter. Y ou told them Ghost was stopping near Europa, and they agreed to help us connect. They dso
promised to take Lana on to the big base on lo."

"And what does she get out of dl this? Tzara, | mean. She wouldn't tell me.”

"The Andies are paying a bounty. Bimbo gets most of that, and Lana says the Andies made another
pact with Bim concerning Damiani and his friends. They have promised to dedicate more time and effort
to busting up Damiani's smuggling operations. They'll be going after his cruisers™

ll&?l

"Tzarafigures that the more outside action Damiani loses, the wesker helll become on Shrike. Lanasad
Bim would have given up the bounty atogether just to wreck Damiani. We deliver this ship, the Andies
nal Damiani, and Bim Tzara gets Shrike."

"You believe they'll do that?' Rooney snorted. | shrugged.
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"Andies don't lie, Rooney, and they're dways willing to help out with human problems. The only reason
they aren't playing policeman to the solar system now is that no human cared enough to ask them. With
the data Bim has on Damiani's operations, it might even help bust the big crime families on Earth.”

"The gangders, yeah, that's ok. Earth's amess. But Bim's aso ligble to pull the whole shithouse down
around us by cdlin’ in the cops," Rooney grumbled. "Some of my best friendsis pirates” He was
softening, though. 1 knew him well enough to tell. | decided to add incentive.

"And what if she does?’ | asked. "Y ou want the infection on Earth and Shrike to spread to the rest of

the solar sysem?"
"What do | care? Don't gart giving me that tin johnny futurist stuff!™

"You'reright, Rooney," | said. "Why should you care about the future? Y ou're old. Y ou can retire and
die anytime you want. Y ou probably have enough credit to live comfortably on any planet, any system.
But what about that girl of yours, Rooney? What about Megan? Y ou want her to grow old in afuture
run by the likes of Damiani and Habditz?' | had him now. His eyes Sarted to water.

"Think she gives a shit 'bout me, Stark?" he asked softly. "Y ou was there at NorthCal..."
"Y ou know she does, Rooney. She hung around you like a puppy.”

"| think about her every day." He looked down. "I've been out here so long. Her mama was a space
widow. She wasted away waiting for me. | dways came back to her, but onetime | was too late.
Youreright, Stark." Rooney smiled sadly. "1 do want Megan to be happy. Y ou and me, we survived

from a different world. Hers could be better."

"So trust them," | said. "The Andies don't operate on greed like Damiani or Habelitz. What they're doing
they do for al of us. They're doing it for Megan. And they need humanity as much as we need them.”

He was looking straight at me, but | knew he was seeing hiskid.
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"OKk, ok!" he said, wiping a one eye. "I don't know where you picked up al thistin philosophy, but I'm
in. Let'sdoit!"

Bimbo Tzara had her own people al prepared to take the prototype cruiser. Damiani had made a
tactica error docking on Shrike. Securing her in orbit would have been amuch better choice. Even if
the Andies had come to retrieve her, there are plenty of smdl asteroidsin the delta bt where a smal
ship can run and hide.

Damiani's private dock wasin acraggy, gray, unshielded area. The three of us were suited up, waiting
nearby in an arlessravine. Lanawas nervous. She wasn't comfortable in a suit. Rooney didn't redlly
want her dong at al, but he kept his gruff comments to a minimum. When the sgna came, we moved
together like ateam.

Bim's people surprised Damiani's unprepared skeleton crew without firing a shot, and we got the ship's
computer up with indructions the Andies had given Bim. The computer lifted us out of dock, and we
drifted through Damiani'sflatilla of pirate craft with everything shut down but minimd life-support to
avoid detection. About five thousand miles out, the computer fired the drive and we left Shrike behind
forever.

"Hal" Rooney laughed, ingpecting the screens and readouts on the command deck. "1 was right, Stark!
Thisisno particle drive. It's doing something weird! What's Hawking Radiation?’ | didn't know. |
shrugged.

"Will they catch us?' Lana asked. The indruments had reported three distant shipsin pursuit the
previous day, but they weren't closing on our position.

"Doubt it," Rooney said, "but let's make sure. He was as happy as akid with anew aircar. "Computer,

can we go faster?'
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There was afamiliar, dmost inaudible high whine. Rooney frowned and | laughed.
"It's speaking what you would cdl 'tin', Rooney. Please answer in English, computer.”

"We are presently traveling at one two thousandth of greatest possible speed. Humans are advised that
maximum leve for unshelled biologicas should not exceed one quarter of grestest possible speed.” The
voice was pleasantly femae. Rooney looked at the present velocity readout and his jaw dropped.

"But," he choked, "that means this ship can travel a near light speed!”

"That is correct,” the computer purred. "Thisisa V1.6 prototype interstellar exploration vessd.
Maximum accumulated speed can reach 16,070,400,000 miles per Earth day. As previoudy noted, that
gpeed is not safe for unshelled biologicas.”

| felt acrawling sensation at the base of my skull. We were probably the first humans to learn that the
Andies were going to the stars!

"No wonder they want this ship back,” Rooney said with new respect. "I'll be damned!”
"Did you wish me to increase velocity?' the computer continued.

"No-0-0!" the sergeant answered. "Wed better leave the piloting to you, computer. |s there any chance
of our being overtaken by the three ships following us from the delta asteroid belt?!

"At present speed, they will reach our plotted destination one hundred and eight point two Earth hours
after our arriva. The margin can be adjusted with no discomfort to the unshelled biologicals onboard.” |
wondered what it meant by "unshelled", but | was worried about something else:

"If we arrive too far ahead of schedule,” | said, "the Andies might not be there to greet us with an armed
ship. Damiani could have dready aderted his people operating in the Jupiter system. They could be there

fird, just waiting for us"
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"True," Rooney agreed, "but we have to show up before Ghost passes through the systemn, and they
have three days on us" He asked the computer: "Can you give us, say, haf again that margin? We
would be aweek ahead of Damiani's boys and three days ahead of Ghog."

"Certainly,” the computer answered palitely. "The margin is increased to one hundred sixty two point
three Earth hours. Would any of you like dinner now?"

We made other discoveries about the Andies after we settled in for the remainder of the cruiseto
Europa. Their prototype starship may have been too fast for "unshelled biologicas', but she was
nonetheless prepared for human occupants. It had four private cabins and sophisticated new food
gynthesizersin afull mess that we had been using from the first day. Therewas dso arec areawith
severd data cube viewers and alibrary of cubes. We dl found stuff to do. Rooney hung around the
command deck - he liked being captain. Lana played the cubes. | explored.

| was cautious at first. There were lots of things here | didn't understand, and places where only Andies
could go. In most cruisers, for example, the drive section is ok for humans - unlesstheres aleak
somewhere. On the V1.6, hatch readouts showed the entire drive section wasin avacuum and highly
radioactive.

When | sumbled across a little computer workstation in a cubica near the drive, | Sarted asking the
computer questions. The prototype's Al was the most intelligent | had ever encountered. For severd
days, whenever | got bored, we rapped:

"Good morning, Will."

"Good morning, computer.” It resisted dl attempts to nameit. "Do you have any data on a projected
extrasolar flight by this ship in the near future?”

"Certainly, Will. Much of it isnot findized data™ That meant it was not documented in English.
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"Isany of it classfied?"

"If you mean secret, no."

"Was any of it accessed by the humans who interrupted your test run?”

"No. Accolade misdirected the humans. They never identified the purpose of this craft.”
"Good! Who is Accolade?!

"The Andie pilot who was conducting the test run.”

"Why haven't you done the same to me?"

"l have no ingtructions to do so, Will. Accolade was equipped with a specia subroutine to dedl with
hostile encounters.”

"What happened to Accolade?' | asked, asthough | didn't know.
" Accolade was deactivated by the human intruders.”
"What is the dedtination of the first extrasolar flight?'

"That has not been decided, but there are severd possible destinations under andysis. Would you like a
display?'

A yes answer gave me a series of star maps and photographic studies made by off- Earth telescopes.
Some were of binary Sar systems, and dl of them were within sixty light years of ours: Rigil Kent and
Capdla, which would be obvious choices for humans because they are G-type stars like our own; three
nearby K-type, orange stars named Arcturus, Pollux, and Diphda; two A-type, green stars named
Fomalhaut and Castor; and the F-type star Procyon.
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According to the photo studies, each of these choices had planetary systems, but even with the new life
extensions that Andie technology made available, al but Rigil Kent and Procyon were too far away for
human co-pilots to make a round trip. | popped the big question:

"Will this be an dl-Andie misson?"

"Under andlysis. As previoudy noted, Smulations project more than a quarter light speed as an unsafe
condition for unshdlled biologicas.

"What is an 'unshelled biologica'?"
"A biologica not encased in an anti-matter shell. You are presently an unshelled biologicd.”
| had a pleasant glimmer: they had dready thought of away!

"Y ou mean there is a technology which would make it possible for humansto travel at light speed?” |
asked.

"That is correct, Will."
" Sugpended animation? Cryogenics?' The latter concept had died out with the advent of particle drives.

"Not cryogenics. No freezing would be required. Suspended animation is fuzzy. Would you like a
display?'

To acomputer, "fuzzy" means not quite on or off. To me it describes perfectly my understanding of the
data that followed. It had been prepared for human study, but it was as close to an entirely new science
as anything the Andies had ever developed - an gpplied study of Hawking Radiation, wormholes,
gngularities, and light. | asked questions and drew infantile comparisons until the computer told me | had
the generd idea. Thisiswhat | made out of my discussons with the starship's computer:
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Back in the 20th century, there was a genius named Hawking who studied black holes. Hawking's work
in that area was theoretical, and no one had made much practical use of it until the Andies began to look

for away to travel to other solar systems.

According to Hawking, black holes have a sort of multidimensond center caled a"singularity” where
norma rules of time and space do not exist. Living matter cannot get too close to the edge - or event
horizon - of ablack hole, because of the ultimate force of gravity which takes place a the sngularity. A
ship, for example, would get sucked in and compressed flatter than a pancake.

Certain particles, drawn near the event horizon, split into sub-particles. Some of these sub-particles are
logt into the hole and others are expelled outward from the event horizon. The ones moving outward are
cdled Hawking Radiation, and detecting them is the best way to locate a black hole in the first place.

The Andies found that wormholes - tiny cousins of black holes that occur just about everywherein
space - dso0 emit Hawking Radiation. They carried this further, and decided that every wormhole dso
had atiny sngularity at its multidimensiona center. Knowing this, the Andies set about to build a
"dngularity drive'. The drive seeks out wormhole singularities by detecting tiny Hawking Radiation
eventsin "ordinary” space, and somehow warps between them like a flat stone skipping over aplacid

pond.

The Andies were pleased to find that the result was adrive that could carry acruiser at the speed of
light, while ignoring most of the physical laws of time and space. They were not pleased to find that the
compression of light speed using asingularity drive would be nonetheless deedly to biologica life forms.

Back to the drawing board.

The Andies had a'so come upon away to shape anti-matter. These anti- shapes did not respond to
"norma" physica lawsin expected ways. To cut to the chase, the one thing that doesn't get crushed
completdly at the speed of light is, you guessed it, anti-matter.
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After an extrathree years of struggling with the problem of "biologicas’, the Andies eventudly
discovered that human passengers on a ship with a singularity drive could each be encased in an anti-
matter shell. At light speed, the human would not be crushed, and time ingde the shell would not only be
equalized, but dso actudly reversed for awhile.

That, roughly, was how we humans would be able to make the long jumps to the stars without being
crunched like a cockroach under an eephant or getting too old to come back to our own solar system -

assuming we wanted to come back.

It sounded pretty good to me, dthough | wondered aoud to the computer why they'd worried for an
extrathree years about taking us aong. They could have gone aone, after dl.

"Humans can be very useful,” the computer suggested. A comforting thought indeed!

Knowing abouit the little computer room gave me another advantage once we arrived in the Jupiter
system. | convinced Rooney to let me send a stream to the Andies. Asfar asthe good sergeant knew, |
was only tdlling them that we had arrived early at the rendezvous.

What | really sent was a persona message to Susan and Harmony on Europato let them know that my
cover was dill intact and the origind mission could go on as planned. When we received their return
transmission, Harmony came on the command deck screen. He played the scene like he had been born

with sswdust in hisveins - or in his microcircuits.

"We have received your stream. We gppreciate the safe return of our vessdl," he said, without greeting
me persondly. That was proof enough that he understood about my cover. Harmony is a very polite
Andie,

"Some ship you got herel” Rooney shouted enthusiagticdly. "If you need human volunteersto go
extrasolar, you just cal Rooney. Ok?" | hadn't told him what | had learned from the ship's computer,
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but | doubt it would have discouraged him. Even dfter dl that stuff held said about missing Megan,
Rooney was the kind of guy who would aways be ready to jump to the sars.

"Y ou have determined the capabilities of the sngularity drive, | see” Harmony said. | fdt like he might

be fishing for reassurance from me,

"Yeah," | answered. | turned to Rooney. "And we won't blab it around. Ok, Rooney?' The little
sergeant returned an innocent nod.

"Susan would like to thank you persondly,” Harmony continued. The screen flickered, and she was
there.

It had been five years since she had been to Earth and dropped by the ranch. Wed exchanged
transmissionsin that time, of course, but looking & her now, and knowing how close she was, brought
back some nice old fedings. She looked just like she did the day I'd first seen her in the little Northwest
Sector village of Hopi. She was exactly the same - except for afew upgrades no human would ever
notice. | was more than a score of years older, and | knew | looked different on the outside: the
disadvantage of being a"biologica”.

She amiled in afamiliar way. After that, | didn't redly give a damn about Rooney seeing through my

cover.

"l am Susan,” she said. She had been briefed by Harmony - probably in the time it took the screen to
flicker. "I am pleased to greet dl of you, and | want to extend our gratitude to you as Bimbo Tzaras
agents. As you have dready learned during your journey, the cruiser you have returned to usis unique
and vauable. Our contract with Ms. Tzaraonly specified aminima reward to you. We would like to
further repay your effortsin some way."

"Is she talking bucks here?' Rooney whispered. | shrugged. | wasn't sure what Susan meant.
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"We thought the dedl was cut,” | said. Rooney dug his elbow into my arm, but | went on: " Sergeant
Rooney and | were to be put back aboard our ship. Lanawas to be rel ocated to the lo base." Susan
nodded and smiled again. Even on screen, | knew she was looking directly into my eyes.

"We wished to give you something more substantial. What you call a'decoration, at least. You are the
fird humansto travel on alightship, even a sub-light speed.”

| got the message. My reward wasn't going to be amedal. Rooney assumed it was a cash bonus.

"I'm Rooney, maam," he fawned. He had no trouble bowing to a"tin johnny" when money was
involved. "And | spesk for mysdlf when | say any gratuity would be gppreciated.”

"Then you will dl join us here on Europafor avigt. The cruiser Ghost will not arrive for another three

point six Earth days.”
"We would be delighted,” | said. Lana nodded in agreement.

"A shuttlecraft will dock with you in ten minutes” Susan said. The smile again. "We look forward.”
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PART THREE: THE FIFTH WALL
CHAPTER ONE

Wet night whipped his dark wool scarf behind him as he made his way hatless from Euston Station. The
incoming train from Manchester had been comfortable enough, but now he shivered againgt the squdl in
hislight jacket and thin shoes. A shiny black carriage rattled by, nearly invisble in the London fog, its
two horses snorting steam like equine dragons. Reflected in the rain-washed window of a store where
imported Indian goods were sold, distant in the dim, blue light of the street, he dimpsed the eyes of the

man following him. He saw the dark face of the Moor - his nemesis.

Everywhere the smell of rotted wood, cod fires and horses surrounded him, clogging his other senses.
He fought the urge to reason his exact location in favor of a plan of sdf-defense. He carried no

conventional wegpons, but the Moor was upon him. The game was afoot. Action was imperative!

Lengthening his stride aong the cobblestone street, he listened for the other man behind him. As he
walked, he searched his pockets for some object that might make service as afoil againgt his enemy.
The jacket pockets proved to contain little: athin, silver case with hand-rolled cigarettes of Turkish
tobacco; a curioudy embaossed orange card of strange, flexible materid; and a smdl, tubular device
possibly carved from black ivory. He hdted, flattening himself against a doorway, and listened. Far
away, hidden by the pdlting sound of rain, he heard afootfal.

He examined the tubular device. There was a hinge on one end, and a thumb- shaped depression in the
other. He noted afamiliar odor. Pointing the hinged end away from him towards the shuttered door, he
pressed. A jet of flame. Ingenious, he thought, and he knew he had his advantage. Without delay, he
removed the scarf, thin jacket, and his shirt. Shivering violently, he put the jacket back on, and stepped
out quickly to examine the street. Digging in the gutter with his long fingers, he found afew pieces of dry
manure, as he had hoped. He returned to his shelter, wrapped the manure in his shirt, and tied the
bundle to his scarf.
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The steps were light, but he could hear the Moor was closer. He waited patiently in the shadows for
their meeting. He measured the Moor's approach by the smal clicking echo of boot against
cobblestone, counting cadence by atap of histongue againgt his front teeth. The echo grew shorter. He
tried to picture exactly how tal the other man stood.

At acdculated moment, Reinhold Wickett sprang from his narrow concedl ment and thumbed the
butane lighter, pointing it into the Moor's face. Holding the shirt by his other hand, he it it &fire, and
dropped the lighter. His nemesis cried out in double surprise as Wickett swung his makeshift flaming
bolo at the man'slegs.

"Jesus! Fuckin' Christ!" Wooten shrieked, neatly hopping over the weighted, burning shirt. "What the
hell are you trying to do? Kill me?' He somped down on the length of scarf, jerking it from the
detective's hand.

The threat was scattered, glowing chunks of manure hissing into the wet street. An angry Wooten
pinned Wickett to the doorjamb with one hand, his other in afist. The space sailor growled.

The night train roared on, its opiate motion rocking them in a deafened haf-deep. They werein the
window seats, across from each other, sharing their compartment with a Catholic priest and a tweedy,
fat man of ruddy complexion. These two aso sat on opposite sides of the compartment, and were not
traveling together. The priest had white hair and was as shriveled as the other was obese. His eyes were
closed and there was an open Bible in his lap. The man in tweed was reading a newspaper. Kivvy
thought the paper was in English, but from where he sat it was too dark to see the headlines. The tweed
man read from the light of the passageway on that Sde of the train.

Kivvy was awake, but he decided to let Algiadeep. She was curled tight, away from the cold
windowpane, and bundled into a black topcoat he did not recognize. Asthe train rattled on, he noticed
more about the compartment. The light in the passageway came from ail lamps. The windows were
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framed in wood, with polished brass fittings. The seets were not covered in plagtic, but soft cloth with a
red and white floral pattern. There was a bowler hat on the seat between him and the fat man.

Kivvy sat up, pressed his face to the cold glass, and studied the steady night sky above. It was clesr,
with athree-quarter moon and familiar stars shining down, but it was not quite right. The starstold him
thiswas an Earth sky, but the congtellations were turned around.

He pulled back a bit, studying his own reflection. He was dressed in a modest brown jacket, knitted
mustard wool vest, and a shirt of white cotton. His trousers were aso brown, and his boots were black
lesther. He fdt for, and found, a pocket watch. It was silver, of no extraordinary workmanship.
Opening it, he read the time: five twenty-Sx.

"It1l be on schedule, don't you worry, guv,” the tweedy man announced without looking up from his

paper. "Thistrain be as punctua as any weve ever ridden.”

Kivvy did not think the remark caled for areply. He closed the watch and put it back in his pocket.
The train bent around a sharp turn, blagting its whistle, and the priest stirred for a moment. He looked
degpily at the tweed man, then at Kivvy, said something in Latin, and closed his eyes again.

"Bloody mackerd-esters!” the tweed man muttered under his breeth.

"Listen, man," Wooten was saying. "l don't know who you are, or where | am, and | don't know where
you're getting this'Moor' shit either!” They were sharing awooden bench under a covered bandstand in
asmal park. With London till shut up for the night, it was the only shdter they could find from the
gteady rain. A truce had come when Wooten admitted he had followed Wickett from Euston Station,
hoping to find some explanation of his own predicament. Wickett was atypicaly vague, being equaly
disoriented.
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"I... ah, I'm not sure, exactly,” he admitted. "There was a case once: Derrick Bennett, my Fat Man, you

know, wastrailing..."

"Derrick who? What damned fat man? | was on asmdl planet in the Neptune system - you dig? And |
got hit or something. Now I'm on Earth! Riding on steam engines! Gas dreetlights, for God's sake!”

"Neptune..." Wickett said softly. "Noh?

Wooten sat up straight, his face darkening with anger. "Hey! You arein on thid Y ou fuckin' with me,

men?'
Wickett did not respond. He was out of focus.

Wooten sighed and relaxed. He watched the rain for afew minutes, and then looked down at his wet
clothing. Hewas wdll dressed for the late 19th century. He absently reached down to fed the thick
brown lesther of his high boots. His anger was spent. "That was a Company suit | was wearing. Cost
ten million, at least. Where the hdll is my suit?"

"l was aso on Noh," Wickett said, ignoring the question but filled with sudden conviction. He had
regained himsdf in aflash. "1 am Reinhold Wickett, and | was trgpped in that frozen place. My leg was

broken, then someone attacked me."

"Goddamnit, we're deed,” Wooten moaned. " And we've been reborn or reincarnated. Damn!™ Therain
fell harder around the bandstand and thunder rumbled far away. Wickett was slent, reasoning the
gtuation. Wooten lowered his voice to awhisper. "I never believed in thiskind of thing. It's areckoning.
| was the guy who found you on Noh, but | wasn't trying to kill you, | swear. Y ou grabbed my laser
rifle”

"We are not dead or dreaming, my friend. We have been transported - teleported, perhaps - to

London, England. Whet is your name, sir? Y ou were on the train from Manchester?*
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"Wooten. | was on sometrain. It was a beautiful antique. | couldn't believeit! | got off a the end of the
ling, at that big station. It started pouring down, and there weren't many people around. | followed you
‘caise you were walking fast and you looked like you knew where you were going." Wickett laughed
and dapped his hand on the bench.

"Of course!" he shouted. "Very correct, Mr. Wooten! What irony!" The detective jumped up. "Follow
me again, gr. | know exactly where | am going!" He dashed down the bandstand steps, running into the
park.

"Oh, Chrigt!" Wooten complained, but he moved quickly to catch up.

"Isthisthelast train of the evening?' Kivvy asked the tweed man.

"Frgt of the A.M. ismore likeit, lad. It'sthe express, but the loca beat us by agood haf hour. You
was degping. Therés a gretch of track about hafway where them engine drivers like to race at night.
Our man logt, he did, and then came this bloody rain. Like as not the local missed most of that. Weve
been crawlin' compared to the usud run, but were ill on time." He had lowered his newspaper to
make conversation, and now he folded it and placed it on the seat between them. Kivvy read from the
measthead: "The Manchester Guardian. 26 January 1894."

"Do you mind?" he asked, pointing at the paper. The tweed man shrugged.

"Theusud lot there" he said. "My name's Philby, by the way. Cadt iron fittingsare my line. You'd bea

foreigner, I'd wager? From America?’

"Yes" Kivvy answered, scanning the paper. Philby waited for afurther higtory, but Kivvy didn't know
what to add. The paper proved usdless. He couldn't reed it well in the dim light on his sde of the

compartment, and his knowledge of Victorian England was nearly non-existent.
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"Thought so!" Philby said confidently. "Nothin' gets by old Philby, my son." He looked at the deeping
Algia, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. "That young lady American aswell, I'd suppose? Not your
wife, is she? No ring on that delicate hand.”

"Yes" Kivy sad. "My wife. How long before we get in?' He till had no idea of their detination. He
was guessing Manchester.

"Quarter of an hour to London town - or less. Therain'slettin’ up. Hard to see when it's this dark, but
London's just sarting to wake about now. Nice time of day for the city, I'll tell you. Not as crowded.
People can walk in the street and not get run down by some bloody coach driver with apint by his
gde." He bent closer. "Not here on business from America, I'd say, alad of your age? Pretty thing, your
wife." Philby sounded increasingly hogtile. "So you say, anyway."

"No," Kivvy replied. Philby's eyebrows dived, and Kivvy redized his mistake. "Not here on business, |
mean.” His mind was racing. What film was this? Or maybe it was Algia, dreaming for both of them! He
reached across to touch her shoulder. Her lids fluttered. She smiled, squinting at him.

"Are we back? In the ship?" she asked, Stretching to force her body upright. The black coat dipped to
her feet. She was dressed wrong, gtill Lois Lane. Philby reacted with aloud, nervous laugh. The
deeping priest snored once.

"No, we're on the London train,” Kivvy said, indicating the tweed man. "Remember?’

"Oh," Algiaexdamed, noticing Philby and the priest. "Oh, how... nice! Thetrain, yes. | must have been
dreaming." She looked around some more and then at Kivvy. There was atired disgppointment in her

eyes.

"WElIl bein town soon, my dear,” Philby said, now charmed. "It isinteresting to see what they are
wearing in Americathese days. Quite interesting!" His suspicions had faded. He fished in hiswaistcoat,
produced a business card, and handed it to Kivvy. "Jdugt think of Mr. Philby if you need iron fittings, old
son. Philby's the name - iron's the game! The company could dways ship to the colonies...”
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Philby didn't stop sdling himself until they were off the train and standing outside the station. Then he
abruptly bid them farewell, jumped into a cab, and rode away into the dawn streets of London. The
storm had blown over. Merchants were opening shops, and street vendors were setting up their wares.

Algiaremained unhappy.

"| don't recognize this ether, Kivvy," she said when he asked her. "It's not from any film | remember. It's
too detailed for amovie - or even aholo. It doesn't ook like a set, except...”

"Except what?' Kivvy asked. They had been wandering just long enough for him to fed lost. He
couldn't remember which streets led back to the railway sation.

"It's so clean. For that time, | mean. It isn't fresh-painted or scrubbed like a set, but | don't see any
garbage. And where are the children? Wouldn't they be up and running around this time of the

morning?'

"Maybe," Kivvy said, distracted by a bookstore they were passing. "Now, there's something
interesting.”" He took her by the arm and pulled her to atablein front of the shop. A woman booksdller
of indeterminate age stood behind the table arranging newspapers and magazines for the day's
customers. A hand-|ettered sgn on the table read: "The Strand Magazine - Holmes Diedl"”

"Thelaest," the woman assured Kivvy in athick accent. "Aye, and a sad tae for Englishmen it be.”
Kivvy picked up a copy, pointing out the reason for the booksdller's sorrow to Algia

"The Adventure of The Fina Problem’," Algiaread doud. "By Doctor John Watson, M.D. The Strand
Magazine, Volume VI, 23 December 1893."

"Over amonth now," the booksdller said, "and no word of hisfate. It was a sorrowful Y ule for some
readers, I'll tell you. It isillugtrated, you know.” Kivvy put the magazine back and pulled Algiaaway.

"Don't yank me! Why didn't you buy it?"

"With what, my data card? Listen, did you notice the author's credit?"
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"Watson. So? | have seen the movies. Watson was supposed to have written the stories.”

"He wasthe fictiond author, yes," Kivvy told her, "but ared Strand Magazine would have credited
Arthur Conan Doyle."

"Oh. | see.."

"Sodol. Thisisa Sherlock Holmes movie, dl right, but | don't know which one." He looked around.
"There's someone who might be of help." He dropped her arm and approached a uniformed policeman
who wasidling near a grocer's stand. "Excuse me, Sir?”’

"Yes, lad?' The officer amiled broadly at Algia "G'mornin’, Missl”

"We're looking for Baker Street. | wonder if you would direct us..."

A white-haired woman sent them upstairs, and atall, African man opened a door to them on the second
floor landing. He said nothing at first, but Sood aside to let them pass. There was something familiar
about the physica appearance of the famous lodgings at 221B. Chaos of strewn papers and collected
items recalled a certain smdl office on Central.

The gtting room was large, however, and brightened by two broad windows overlooking Baker Street.
Warm embers smoldered in the hearth a one end of the room, which was bordered by two celling-high
bookshelves, overflowing with volumes of various Sizes. The wals were blackened in some places, as
though they had been victim to a recent fire, and the spines of some of the books also showed evidence
of recent scorching.

Next to one window was asmal table piled with chemical apparatus, and an elegant writing desk. The
opposite Sde of the room featured a dining table, recently used, and other furniture was tastefully
arranged in the center. Smoke curled up from a source hidden behind alarge winged chair, which faced

the windows.
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Wooten misinterpreted their expressions.

"Thething is" he gpologized, "were not redly them. We look like them, | know. At leest, the old dame
at the door thought | was... but I'm not an old white guy! Except, well, R.W. here says we might be
them in this pardld warp, which means that the red... Sherlock Holmes and Watson - who weren't red,
but..."

"Hello, Reinhold,” Algiasaid, brushing by the befuddied Wooten as Wickett rose from the chair. She

waant amiling, but she wasn't unhappy to see her friend.

"Both of you? Here?' He accepted Algias kiss on his cheek, and extended his hand to Kivvy. Wooten
had stopped trying to explain and now leaned wearily againg the doorframe, shaking his head.

"Well, a least she didn't cal him 'Sherlock’!™ he grumbled to himsdif.

"Youreredly herel" Reinhold Wickett stated, adding: "This throws an entirely different light on the

metter, Mr. Wooten!"

"Do you mind if we gt, Reinhold?" Algia asked, indicating a couch that closdy matched the onein
Wickett's office on Centrdl.

"l am sorry! Please! Y ou look tired. Perhaps | can arrange some breskfast? Mr. Wooten." He turned

to face the space sailor.
"Forget it, R.W. | don't serve nobody!"

"No, no, Wooten! An introduction. These are my friends. Thisis Kivvy, and thisis Algia San Filippo -
the actress. Mr. Wooten is my traveling companion. They are the ones who were stranded in the scout
ship on Noh, Wooten."

"The botanig? Oh, fine!" Wooten said sarcadtically. "That explains why the chick is dressed in alate-
20th mini. Nice legs, though."
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Wickett ignored the sarcasm and motioned them dl to sit down together a the polished oak dining
table, moving aslver tray with empty platters. The table was decorated with alace cloth and there was
asmall basket of hard biscuits at its center.

"One moment,” Wickett told them. He left the room for the landing and shouted: "Mrs. Hudson!™
Wooten took a biscuit. Kivvy and Algia held hands.

"Mrs. Hudson?" Algiasaid, looking at Wooten. He was now munching calmly on the biscuit.

"The old dame downgtairs. When we got here, she cdled me'Doctor’,” Wooten explained. "Then she
saw RW., cadled him 'Mr. Holmes, and realy went hystericd. She practicaly had a heart attack, going
on and on about how she'd worried about him. She kept asking meif I'd 'known dl dong'. | think she's
got ascrew loose, and she may not be the only one." He leaned toward them. "Do you mind if | ask you
something?'

"Whatever you like, Mr. Wooten," Algiareplied.

"Do | look..? 1 mean, do you see me as..? Damn!" Wooten dammed the biscuit on the table. "Thisis so
crazy! Am I, or an | not, aBlack man?'

"You areto us," Kivvy sad, looking to Algiafor confirmation.

"But I'm not to that old dame! She didn't react... well, | mean, she saw this old white doctor, this Doctor
Watson guy! RW. explained that it was part of the warp werein, but | don't get it!"

"We don't ather,” Algiaadmitted. She smiled a him. Kivvy shrugged.

"Mrs. Hudson will be up directly,” Wickeit said, returning to take a segt & the head of thetable. "Thisis
al mogt interesting! Y ou must recount al that has happened to you since we last spoke.”

"Y our friend here says you've been having some adventures of your own, Sherlock," Algia noted with a
little laugh.
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"Yes, yes" Wickett said impatiently. "It ssemswe are, as Wooten hastold you, cast in the roles of my
own favorite character of fiction and his honorable Boswell, Dr. Watson. But please, report to me now.

There is some connection between dl thisand edolon-N, and | must know more!™

Kivvy and Algia began to tell their story, and Reinhold Wickett prepared to listen. He tipped back
dightly in his chair, closed his eyes, and folded his hands across his ssomach. Mrs. Hudson, the pleasant
Scotswoman who repeatedly spoke to Wickett as “Mr. Holmes’ and caled Wooten “Dr. Watson”,
interrupted them amost immediately.

Wickett agreed to wait until they had eaten breskfast to continue the forma report. In the meantime, he
offered Kivvy and Algiaafan'stour, rdigioudy explaining every item and detail of his hero's famous
lodgings.

Locked in orbit, and hidden by the uncharted outermost moon of the Neptune system, Watson waited.
Plasma chips flowed with activity, but there was silence aboard the scout ship. Obeying the details of
Wickett's ingtructions, Watson had brought the ship here months earlier to send adistress signd to
Owen Tregennis, abillion miles away in the Uranus sysem. By way of near-light stream, the colond’s
Andie companions on the Miranda base had received the message in just over two hours. Watson had
remained in place and faithfully camouflaged ever snce.

From the outer moon, Watson had tracked Ghost's departure from Noh, now too distant for the
computer to monitor the week sgna from the power source on Wickett's suit. Watson did record
massive dushquakes that nearly destroyed the new base under congtruction on Triton, Neptune's largest
planet. The computer o maintained other assgned projects, including an ongoing anayds of the
reversed path of the Great Dark Spot and White Companion in the atmosphere of Neptune.

Six Earth months went by, six thousand centuries in Watson's time frame, and the computer obeyed,
looping through its given tasks, waiting for its next user command.
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Another six Earth months passed, and the White Whae findly returned from Uranus, bearing Tregennis
and saverad Andies on amission to discover the fate of Reinhold Wickett. Watson noted the cruiser's
arriva in the system and continued to wait.

"Sounds like too much nitrogen in your oxygen mix," Wooten said dryly. "Old movies. The Ritz
Brothers. Superman. Y ou kids been twilight-zoned."

"I know you're busy thinking, Reinhold,” Algia said. She tapped the arm of the wing-backed chair
where the detective now s, his eyes closed. "But couldn't you do it out loud?!

"Of course." Wickett's eyes flashed open. "Although my present theory has far less supporting physica
evidence than | would like."

"At least you've got atheory,” Kivwy sad. "Weve hardly got aclue. It doesn't add up. For example:
Algiaand | have been here for along time. Months, | think. We should be dead, shouldn't we? Or
maybe we are? If we were gill back on the ship on Noh, then our bodies would have dehydrated by
now. And if you two are trapped on the surface under a pile of eidolon-N icicles, then you should be
just as dead!"

"The pivot of my theory isthe answer to that question,” Wickett said. Y ou do have dl the clues, Kivvy,
save one. That, I'm &fraid, isafact | have kept aside and must now divulge in order to try to explain the
rest. Thereisfirgt abit of history you need to know. Some of it may prove to be a delicate matter to
you, S0 please dlow meto digress.

"Just over two decades ago, when the post-war restoration of the Earth was beginning, al Andieswere
thought to be extinct - wiped out by the AA wegpons of the Last War and subsequent demagnetizing
radioactive sorms. Much of the data on the methods of Andie manufacturing was aso assumed to be
lost. More obscure than thet, dl information on afind project completed by the central team of human



Rich LaBonté - Page 240 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

Al engineers, who invented the Andies, was definitely destroyed: the project which created the four
infamous CensusT aker moddls.

"Ther gory iswell-known: the CensusT aker models were sent out with a smple task to accomplish, but
they had a serious bug in their programming. The bug led to what might be described asthe
CensusTaker's conspiracy to wipe dl human life from Earth, and repopulate our planet with geneticaly
‘updated’ biologicas. The CensusTakers began their mission to 'correct’ humans using an advanced
genetic engineering science they had devel oped.

"Synthetic humans were to be seeded and grown in tanks, and only reintroduced on Earth after the
CensusT akers had directed the rebuilding of our planet to match their own concept of perfection. The
plan was, as everyone knows, foiled by a smal group of humans and Andies following Susan - the
femde Andie who emerged as the philasophicd leader of the modern Andies.

"It is generdly believed that the biological part of the CensusTakers ambition was acomplete failure,
Thiswas largdly true, as mogt of their tank-grown specimens died ingtantly or shortly after formation..."

"What do you mean 'most"?* Wooten asked.
"Pdience, Mr. Wooten. | mean exactly what | say."

"Maybe, but | saw the holo about Susan,” Wooten inssted. "Those guys blasted the tank roomsto
smithereens.”

Wickett smiled. "I'm glad you liked the holo version, my friend. | wrote the holoplay for that one." He
puffed on his pipe. "I researched quite diligently, and 'Susan's Story' was a very accurate account. But |
did suppress one dement of the truth for commercia reasons. The studio ingsted that it would frighten
the public. That one truth is the subject of the matter at hand: there were, in fact, two survivors of the

CensusT aker's experiments.”

"Mutants?' Wooten yelled with disgust. "Cyborgd ™
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"No, no, Mr. Wooten, neither of those. These were children: one boy and one girl. Quite human, bui...
quite differert.”

"And what happened to them?' Algia asked.

"They were sent out into humanity by the CensusTakers before Susan and the others arrived to stop the
plan. The boy isayoung man now, and he is Stting right beside you.”

"Wha?' Kivvy cried out.

Mirth stood dightly behind Colone Owen Tregennis, but she was actudly the pilot of the White Whale.
Tregennis preferred the precison of her Andie reflexes to his own in tight maneuvers. The White Whae
was alarge ship, and Watson was making the task of docking her very difficult. The computer had
locked Wickett's scout ship into atight orbit, close to the surface of the outer moon, and it refused to
dter the programmed position or reved the exact whereabouts of Reinhold Wickett on the planet Noh.

"It iswaiting for a password from Reinhold Wickett," Mirth told the colonel.

"Can't you find it in the damned thing's data banks?" Tregennis asked. "Y ou found the lock easily
enough. Now find the key."

"This computer you cal Watson is very sophisticated, Owen," the redheaded Andie replied. "We
developed it to hold more data than any previous version, and its user has made full use of its festures.

The programming is excellent. | am searching, but the key is a coded variable among trillions of bytes..."

"Ok, ok, but keep trying." Tregennis did not like the helplessfeding of being pitted againgt a stubborn
machine. "Weve got to get on board to find out if the damned Ausseisdive" A few moments went by
as Mirth streamed into Watson's memory.
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"l have more," she announced. "The last conversation on record with Wickett: he was trapped on the
surface, but his suit systems were intact. The computer was ordered to lift off and abandon him."

"To send the distress stream Susan and | received,” Tregennis said. "We know Ghost landed shortly
after his ship. He mugt have seen it. Did Watson continue to monitor him after the scout ship left him
behind?'

"It did so while it was traveling to its present location, but it lost contact before it arrived. The suit sgndl
was from alocal device, too wesk to be read at this distance.”

"And no indication as to the botanist's ship on Noh's surface? The coordinates must be in Watson's

memory. They must be therel Wickett would have landed nearby."
"Perhaps he coded them as well, out of concern for the botany team's safety.”

"He was overly concerned, in the face of it. Ghost's crew boarded the botanist's ship and found two
people in comas. What would be so important about the botanist?!

"One of uswill need to board Wickett's ship to crack the computer's security,” Mirth said. Shefet she
had aready answered Tregennis last question. A human concern for the preservation of life was quite
logicd to Andies, given the higtory of human folly in that respect. "The only dternative isto take the
White Whale close to Noh and scan the surface.”

"We can't do that," Tregennis said. "Ghost must be dlowed to carry out its latest mission to Noh without
interference. That isthe plan, and | promised Susan | would cooperate. Ghost will be entering the
system in amatter of hours, and if were too close they'll be able to detect us. We might scare them off.
We can only try arescue after Ghost leaves - unless we contact the botanist's ship immediately. Force a
docking with Watson! Somehow!"
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"l am working on it, Owen. | must run smulations first. Why don't you go down to the rec area and
drink acup of coffee? | will kegp you informed.” She moved in front of him gently to manipulate the
White Wha€'s computer.

"OK, ok. | know!" Tregennis complained. "Get out of my kitchen!" He somped off to the lift. "Women!"

"My theory," Reinhold Wickett told the young botani<, "is that your genetic differences may be keeping
al of usdive Thereisno record of any other humans surviving contact with eidolon-N."

"How do you know that Kivvy was one of the two children, Reinhold?" Algia asked. Kivwy sa
dgected, with his head in his hands. "And what exactly were these ‘improvements that the
CensusT akers made on Kivvy?' She was angry with the detective. Wickett sghed.

"l knew before you came to me about Digna Severe." He bowed to her protectiveness, keeping his

Voice Soft.
"Why didn't you say something? Why didn't you tell us before?"

"| feared this reaction. | have been waiting for the right moment." Wickett stcood and put ahand on
Kivvy's shoulder, but Kivvy did not look up. "'l wanted to spare you what you are feding now.” Algia
snorted with disgust. Wickett sighed again and returned to the wing-backed chair.

"You knew | was on acase," the detective told her, "when you arrived & my place in Connecticut. |
was asked by Susan to try to seeif the two children had survived to adulthood. She would not say why.
Y ou must understand that Susan ismy friend, and | agreed to her request without pressing her for the

reason.

"Once | had ascertained Kivvy's identity, my ingtructions from Susan were to explain to Kivvy who he
was, and ask if he would be willing to travel to the Jupiter system to meet with her. | assure you it came
as a complete surprise to me that your case aso led me directly to Kivvy and Noh.
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"Asto gendtic differences, Susan provided me with a complete summary of them. There were many,
mostly subtle adjustments to human DNA. | believe Susan intends to explain in detall when she meets
with Kivvy. My own understanding of genetic engineering is rather limited, I'm afraid, but | can tell you
one or two things.

"The CensusTakers sought to improve the human race based on an Al definition of perfection, but they
were experimenting with a very complex biological 'machine. All of the factors that make us who we
are intertwine and interact in hundreds of thousands of ways. Y ou were not, my lad, their ultimate
‘verson' of an improved human.”

"Now you'e saying | was not finished: only a partid update?’ Kivvy asked. His voice was unsteady.

"Exactly. According to their records, for example, the CensusTakersintended to extend the human
lifespan by one hundred years. From your bio scans, there is no indication that you are aging any dower
than any young man of your age. They did leave you some interesting gifts, however. When was the last
time you were sick, Kivvy?'

"].... don't know."
"Do you remember ever being Sck?'

"No. | get somach-aches sometimes, when | eat garlic. | thought | had gppendicitis oncewhen | wasa
kid, but it went away."

"Not surprisng. You don't have an appendix. Y ou do have a built-in immunity to virtualy every disease
virus known a the time of the CensusTakers. Y ou will never catch the common cold or meedes, theflu,
diphtheria or gonorrhea, pharyngitis, or get acharley horse. | might add that your children will be
immune from these things too." Wickett looked at Algia, who blushed.

"Y ou don't deep very much, do you, Kivvy?' the detective continued.

"No, | never have. Four or five hours anight."
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"And you only think you need that many hours because you were conditioned that way in the
orphanage. Try amaximum of two hours a night for aweek. | think you will find thet a sufficient deep
period for the next thirty or forty years without ill effects.”

"What about super powers?' Wooten asked. "Can he see through walls or legp tall buildings or
anything? And what do you mean he's keegping the rest of us dive?’

"l don' liketo put it like this, but your brain is different, Kivvy." Wickett sad, ignoring WWooten's
questions. "They structured your logic differently. They were attempting to diminate emotion from
human logic, but | doubt that they succeeded.”

"Why?' Kivvy asked.

"Because they based Susan's logic on the same design, and she discovered alarge range of emotions.
All of the Andies that came after her were patterned on her design, and they al have the same range. |
don't understand it dl, but | would wager it involves an emergence of what we cal the 'soul’, something

common to dl living things - indluding the Andies.

"How we may be in debt to you for our lives rdates to the changes in your brain, and other
improvements made to it. From everything we know about eidolon+N, it needs a computer to interface
with humans. | believe it interfaced with you in that way & first, but your mind was reengineered to be
more like Al in logic and memory. | believe that eidolon-N long ago bypassed the INTEL X
Supercomputer on your ship: to react with you directly.”

"But what about us?' Wooten asked. "Algia was plugged in with him, but we weren't."

"l think | know an answer to that, Mr. Wooten, but it is more supposition than deduction.” Wickett relit
his pipe, which had died, and studied it thoughtfully before he spoke again.

"l believe eidolon-N is a unique entity which possesses both single and group sentient intelligence. It can
exigt done, asone single grain of that green crystd, or it can exist en mass. The vines of Noh are the
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containers of the group state on that planet, and they are like veins. We have not yet traced their roots
under the surface of that frozen world, but | believe that they dl join together in avast network.

"It isasif millions of humans were linked in a common mind. Huxley's universd mind, if you will. In any
case, the Suff is obvioudy capable of creeting a solid dternate reality when humans are exposed - as
long asthere is a computer interfaced into the mix. | believe eiddolon-N borrows the computer for
temporary storage while it trandates human brain waves.

"l don't know why thiswould happen - except that those little crystas obvioudy have no physicd brain
of their own. Perhaps eidolon-N smply seeks out the best vessdl for thought Storage as it interacts. It is
agreat mystery, to which dl of us are witness.

"There were others before us who could aso give evidence, but for the fact that they werekilled by
their exposure in amatter of hours. The Japanese crew experienced halucinations, went comatose, and
died when exposed to eidolon-N back on Earth. Digna Severe, Algiasfriend in City of New York,
suffered the same fate.

"Asfor Kivvy and Algia, only Kivvy was directly exposed, and Kivvy survived. Kivvy was connected
to INTELX through his suit, but | suspect that eidolon+N soon found Kivvy's genetically dtered mind a
more competible host than the computer. It kept him aive on the surface of Noh until the droid from the
ship arrived to rescue him. It may have done so out of curiogity. Eidolon-N may have wanted to
communicate with Kivvy - or at least study the creature it had encountered.”

"lsn't that anthropomorphic?' Kivvy asked. "All we've done is bounce around from one hallucination to

another. Just like the Japanese crew and Digna Severe. It couldn't be mass hypnosis of some sort, could
it?"

"l don't think s0. And our experiences are not the same as what the others reported,” Wickett insisted.
"They had frightening visions, like those produced by lysergic acid or opiates. In Dignds case, we know
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she suffered imaginary torture and brutdities. Those Japanese who lived long enough reported similar
occurrences. Yours - and ours, o far - are very much the opposite.

"Think about it! Thefirst thing it conjured up for you was a beautiful Earth forest. Y ou are abotanist. It
sorted your memories and found your first love. Remember the talking newt? Perhgpsiit was trying to
ask you if you were pleased with the experience. Maybe eidolon-N was making a gesture, like the
bright beads and cloth early explorers gave to primitive natives they encountered.

"Then it did something we know it has never done before: it let you return to consciousness aboard your
ship.

"Y ou came back for more, and it reached further into your brain and found the old movies. By that time
it was accessing Algias memories as well, and it recognized a common interest. It went along,
experimenting with costumes, sets, and specid effects.”

"But why?" Algia asked. "Whet did it want?"

"I have no answer to that,” Reinhold Wickett said. He shrugged. "Perhaps it was waiting for a response.
Perhaps it was bored or londly. Perhgpsiit was toying with you for its own amusement. Maybe it had no
reason for doing anything a dl, dthough that seems unlikely.”

"Why are you taking in the past tense, Wickett?' Wooten asked. "Thisis ill going on. Were dill iniit.
And you haven't explained how you and | joined this party.”

"l said ‘was because eidolon-N has taken the game even further, Mr. Wooten. Do any of you know
what ‘the fourth wall' isin the theater?"

"l do," Algiaanswered. "It's the make-bdieve wal that divides the audience from the actors on the
dage. Thereisasort of rulein theater that an actor should never bregk the fourth wal to interact with

the audience."
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"A rulethat is often ignored as adevice," Wickett added. "Well, you first stepped through that fourth
wall into the Ritz Brothers movie. That time the plot was predetermined. Y ou were observers, and even
though you could interact with the film's characters, you could not affect the outcome of the scene.

"When you were in the Jack Benny movie, things began to change. Algiawanted a part in the action.
Shel's an actress, after dl, and it was a dassic film from alegendary period in Hollywood. She and
Kivvy had stepped past the fourth wall, and now eidolon-N took them through an even less subsantia
barrier. Let's cdl it the fifth wall: where members of the audience enter the play and become playerd

"Breaching the fifth wal probably presented a chalenge for eidolontN aswell - afar greater task than
the mere replaying of human memories - no matter how incredible that may seem to us. If we picture
eidolon-N asaliving matrix, a brain-like cresture, then sustaining the fifth wal may well have demanded
agrestly enlarged share of its resources. More of its mass would be called upon to accomplish the more

complex illuson, don't you see?

"Mr. Wooten and | were buried under a part of that mass when the eidolornN vines collapsed around
us. Neither of us knows what happened to our corpored selves. We don't know if that mischance
damaged our suts, but, if it did, the crystds would surdly have infiltrated us. EidolortN could have
discovered thought-links to Algiaand Kivvy, and then eected to keep us dive.

"Even if the suits were not torn - assuming the matrix theory is correct - we were trapped under live
circuits, the eédolon vines. Our very proximity to so much eidolon-N might have been enough to bring us
into this adventure.”

"So hel's a Sherlock Holmes fan too?' Wooten pointed at Kivvy. "I mean, if it's his fantasy..."

"Itisnt - thisis Reinhold's game," Algiasaid. "But Mr. Wooten has raised an interesting point: why are
we stuck in 19th century London? If Kivvy isthe control mind that edolon-N gets long with so well,
why aren't we in a Bob Hope movie? Or at least fighting the Nazis with Basil Rathbone?!
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"Yeah!" Wooten added. "Or riding a pirate ship with Errol Flynn or Walter Matthau?' The others
looked & himin surprise. "Well," he said defiantly, "those were the old moviesthat | liked! Not that I've
ever been on aboat in my life..." They dl laughed except Wickett. He tapped his spent pipe, looking at
the floor.

"It's dways been too much of an obsession,” he admitted, "my passion for Conan Doyle, thet is. My
friends have warned me. Henry Segd said he thought | needed a shrink when | gave up my holowriting

career to become a consulting detective.

"I am an authority of sorts. | know every detall of every Holmes story and nove, and every film that
survived the Last War. | assume that is why we are here: my obsession probably outweighs any other
Setting or story one of you might have stored away in your subconscious. My own private research is
evident in thisroom and the others. To dlow us beyond the fifth wall, eidolon-N would certainly require
such details.”

"So eidolon-N just opted for the most vivid data available,” Kivvy concluded. "Weve dl become part
of Reinhold's maniafor Sherlock Holmes!"

"Ok," said Wooten. He stood and paced back and forth. "Ok, ok! Let's say we al buy this shit. Let's
assume that everything Sherlock Wickett saysis one hundred percent, that we're not al just corpseson
anice bdl three billion miles from Earth, and that weve been trapped in an dien movie with fivewadlls. |
gtill got one more question!”

"Yes, Mr. Wooten?' Wickett smiled.

"How the fuck are we gonna get out of here?' Wooten demanded.

The green web pulses with soft light. Each strand of the web isfilled with sparkling crystals, compacted
in motionless excitement. Where their facets touch, minute energies are exchanged. Nameess



Rich LaBonté - Page 250 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

subparticles jet through veils of nitrous ice, shuddering waves of sub-quarks. There is no heart to pump,
only infinitesma vibrations from the winds of the Great Dark Spot.

Where individua strands join, there is a greater turbulence. Collisons are too small to be recorded.
Friction istoo dight to be observed. Propulsion, direction, and inspiration are born. The gravity magnet
is negated. Will exigts. The waves travel upward, synchronized to the secret speeds of gdaxies.

Beow the freezing surface, great ropes of icy strands hug together as dow wavesin aduggish river of
impaossible joining. Where the great ropes mest, thereis a purpose of pure energy. Indecipherable

communion.
Undetectable data. Cooperation, conversion, bonding, and acceleration.

The waves are alazy rampage, pushing up. Growing up. Each greet rope ends at the surface, its furthest
point breaking through the rock and ice. The radiant winds burn them, thickening and hardening each to
a subbed blemish in the ice. In time, some strands push through this sed, inching higher and higher.
Arachnid arms hug together, the gpex of the waves, linking where they touch. Crystd bitsfill each brittle
vine, chattering with sngular energy.

The hive lives, they tdl itsdf. We are intact. Our guests are in the web. Warm. And full of motion are
their waves. Hydrogen dioxide things. Heat concepts.

We will shgpe from them, they tel itsdlf. More will come.

"The cruiser Ghodt has arrived in the system,” Mirth said. Her beautiful face filled the screen. She was
Andie perfection, he thought absently. Typicdly, she showed no concern, but her voice Sgnaded

urgency.

"Where are they?' he asked her. "Not close enough to cause any problems?’ Tregenniswasin therec
area. He was playing Béttle Chess with the Andie caled Diligence.
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"They would not have noticed us. They entered on a course to Centrd, close to Neptune. Do you wish
to abandon the docking with Reinhold Wickett's scout ship?'

"Carry on," Tregennis ordered. "We need to know where Wickett is, even if we can't get him out of

there right away. How soon can we dock?"
"Ten minutes thirteen seconds," Mirth replied.
"Good!" Tregennis said. The screen blanked.
"Your move," Diligence reminded him.

"WEéll, then. Check, Dilly old boy. | think you'd better resgn this one. Y our pieces are muttering to
themsdves." On the holoboard, the Andie's remaining bishop wrung its handsin despair.

"Very wel, colond." Diligence blanked the board, which presented the players with amusica sting and
agraphic score acknowledging Tregennis win. "Ancther match?'

"Of course,”" Tregennis beamed. "But not now. We won't have time. A higher stakes game has just
begun.”

"Ah! Ancther clug!" Wickett inssted. "It may help us" He had been quizzing Kivvy and Algiafor an
hour, gathering the details of their travels within what he now called "the eidolon matrix".

"Y ou mean the filbert grove?' Algiaasked. "That archway leading into the monument? Or whatever it

was.
"It was something out of place. Perhaps it was an invitation to communicate,” Wickett suggested.

"Wedid passonit,” Kivvy reminded her. "Don't rub it in, damnit. It was my fault, but | was getting tired
of dl that tripping around, Kivvy." She hung her head. "I'm sorry, damnit!”
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"Forget it," he said, kissng her cheek.

"Aw, shucks," Wooten cracked. "Y ou white folk sure is passonate and forgiving. She's right: she blew
it! And now I'm stuck in your fuckin' nightmare." Kivvy gave him alook and he backed off. "Ok, ok. I'll
chill. What about it, R.W.? Can we get back to this doorway in the nut trees?"

"l don't think we have to reach the same place they did," Wickett said. "The filbert grove was an
appropriate pivot for Kivvy. Like the firgt vigt to the fores, it isavery interesting place for a botani<t.
Thereiseven, | believe, abit of asymbolic pardld to eidolon-N in that choice: filbert nuts are encased

in green pods.”
"You're stretching' it, RW.," Wooten said. "Elaborate!

"Yes. If welook for an gppropriate pivotal place in this current illuson,” Wickett continued, gesturing,
"we might be granted another opportunity to communicate more directly with the eidolon matrix.”

"Why can't we just ask ateacup?' Wooten demanded. "Or that old dame downgtairs? It's al part of the

same scam, ian't it?"

"Not just ascam, Mr. Wooten. Perhaps eidolon-N enjoys the game. It's encouraging usto solve a
mystery. Y ou could try to ask Mrs. Hudson, but | doubt she would comprehend the your urgency to

leave this place for atiny moon in the Neptune system.”

"The pivot for Holmes might be where we are right now," Algia pointed out. "221B Baker Street, |

mean."
"Not necessarily,” Wickett said. "Holmes hasn't lived here for severd years. Not since 1891."

"TheFina Problem!" Kivvy said. "Holmes pretended to be dead after he fought with Moriarty at
Reichenbach Fdls. That explains why Mrs. Hudson got so emotiona when you and Wooten showed

up.
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"Very good, Kivvy!" Wickett said. "Holmes did not return to Baker Street until the spring of 1894,
severa months from now. Watson, of course, has not lived here since 1889, when he married Mary
Morstan. He has been living at their home in Kensington, | believe, and has a successful medica
practice in the Paddington Didtrict.”

"So where is your 'pivot?" Wooten asked.

"Holmes had traveled to many placesin the years he was thought to be dead,” Wickett said. "He
returned here to do battle with Colond Moran, the late Dr. Moriarty's partner in crime. There may be a
chance that heis aready herein London, in disguise, preparing for that conflict. | would say thet finding
the redl Sherlock Holmes should be our first consderation!™

"And how do we do that?" Kivvy asked.

"l suppose the most logica course would be to ask the only person who knows where heis," Wickett
answvered. "We shdl pay avidt to aplace caled The Diogenes Club. To tak to brother Mycroft!"
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CHAPTER TWO
The doorman of the Diogenes Club read with disdain the note handed him by Reinhold Wickett:

"To Mr. Mycroft Holmes - Two associates and | wish to confer with you immediately on a matter
concerning your late brother. With respect, Dr. John Watson, M.D."

"If you would please present that to Mr. Holmes?" Wickett reminded the ancient, white-whiskered

doorman.

"It ismogt irregular, gr. I'm afraid that members of the Diogenes Club rarely entertain vigtors. Slenceis
arule here” The doorman blocked the entrance as though his bent and withered body was guarding a

great treasure.

"l am quite aware of the philasophy of the unusuad population housed within these walls™ Wickett told
him. "'l am, however, certain Mr. Mycroft Holmes will see us, if you ever give him that message.”

The doorman shook his head, looking at Wooten, who was standing well behind Wickett, dressed
uncomfortably in a conservative suit they found at 221B Baker Street. The space sailor wore his top hat
on an angle, which the doorman regarded as suspicioudy incorrect. Kivvy stood next to Wooten, his
youthfulness excusing the quick tailoring job performed by Algiaon another Victorian outfit. Wickett
was resplendent in the black suit he had borrowed from the wardrobe of Sherlock Holmes.

"I am sorry to be rude," Wickett said, "but | am afraid | must ingst you ddiver that note a once, or |
shall be forced to summon the aid of Inspector Lestrade of Scotland Yard."

"Oh, my, gr!" the old man muttered, backing avay in darm.
"Thisisamatter of nationa security, pa!" Wooten said, helping very little.

"Queen's businesd” Kivvy added, remembering aline from an old film. The doorman stuttered a
moment, waved the note in the air, and finaly opened the brass studded doors.
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"Mr. Mycroft Holmesisin the reading rooms," He confessed, with another glance at Wooten's hat. "If
you will follow me, gentlemen.”

They echoed across the ceramic tiles of the club's vestibule, walking in astraight line with Kivvy at the
rear. The hall was cheerless and dismaly dark, even with the day's sun filtering through a stained-glass
dome above. The same conditions gpplied to the interior of the Diogenes Club, amuseum to sdfish
introgpection, where the membership was as isolated from one another as the club was from the outsde

world. The place was otherwise slent, so even their footsteps on its blood carpets crunched noisly.

"Look at dl those bookd" Kivvy whispered to Wooten. The high walls of the three connecting reading
rooms were entirely windowless, and shelved with stack upon stack of |egther-bound volumes. In the
yellow light of the overhead globes and burning table lamps, the books reflected a brown stain over the

three rooms.

"Must be hard as hdll to actudly read in here," Wooten replied in anorma voice, booming in the silence.
The doorman turned and put awhite-gloved finger to hiswrinkled lips.

"Please, doctor,” the old man said, indicating severa club members half-hidden in digant chairs.
"Sorry, Jeeves," Wooten snarled at alower pitch. "Wouldn't want to wake the dead.”

Midway into the third long room, the doorman stopped and indicated that they should wait. He inched
his way through amaze of dark leather chairs and stuffed couches to awell-dressed man who was
hunched over three open books at alow, polished table. The doorman spoke briefly, bowing lower than
his age should have dlowed, and handed over Wickett's note, whereupon the other man glanced at its
contents and rose quickly to hisfeet. He waved the servant aside.

"Over here, Doctor Watson!" Mycroft Holmes said in a deep voice perfectly matched to his

appearance.
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Mycroft was older and taler than hisillustrious brother, but he displayed the unmistakable sharp and
serious profile of the younger man. His black hair was somewhat long, balding from the forehead, and
his sde-whiskers were wild with tangled gray hairs. Obscured behind gold reading glasses were the
steady and piercing black eyes of a man who was aways sober, and the deep lines around them told of
aman who rardy laughed. As he removed his glasses to better view the invading trio in the reddish light,
Mycroft Holmes lifted thin eyebrowsin surprise, his face contorted with concern. He stepped forward,
facing Wickett.

"We are..." Wickett began.

"My god!" Mycroft Holmes exclamed. "Theilluson is remarkable! For dl the world, Sr, you could
indeed be my brother! He shouted this gently, but severd of the room's reclining gentlemen turned
annoyed faces toward him, and Mycroft ushered his vigitors hurriedly to a couch near histable.

"l am relieved that you, at least, can see through my disguise, Mr. Holmes," Wickett said, adapting to
the reaction.

"Tut,” Mycroft Holmes replied without warmth. "To be sure, your costume is only superficid.” He eyed
Wickett with caution. "l had heard, through sources of my own, that there was an impaostor about town.
| know full well, of course, theat my brother is dead in Switzerland. Doctor Watson himsdlf gave me afull
report at the close of that sad incident.” Still standing, he extended a hand to Wooten. "Good to see
you, John."

"Sure," Wooten said. He turned his head to look at Wickett, Stting next to him on the couch. "It's been

awhile"

"And just what isthe purpose of this dangerous charade, John?' Mycroft asked, polishing his gold
glasses with a handkerchief he had retrieved from the breast pocket of hisjacket. Y ou must redize the
risk to this other gentleman isvery great.”
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"Wel..." Wooten fumbled in his unprepared role. "I think 1'd better let my friend explain. ThisisRW.,, |
mean, Reinhold Wickett. And thisis Mr. Kivvy."

After shaking hands, Mycroft sat again behind the table to listen. Wickett leaned forward to spesk: "We

are not among those who bdlieve your brother dead, Mr. Holmes."
"Y ou share this bdief, John?' Mycroft asked, shifting his steady gaze to Wooten.
"He's the detective," Wooten said. Mycroft regarded Wickett with increased suspicion.

"Ah. You are a practitioner of my brother's chosen profession, Mr. Wickett,” Mycroft said. "That does
somewhat pardon your appearance.”

"l am certain that my information is not new to you, sir,” Wickett continued. "Y ou have, over the last
three years, remained in communication with your brother. Y ou have supplied Mr. Sherlock Holmes
with the funds he needed in his travels aoroad, and conspired to keep the public uninformed of histrue
fate to protect him from certain of his enemies. Y ou have o paid hislandlord the rental on the rooms
at Baker Street, and instructed Mrs. Hudson to maintain them. All thisin preparation for your brother's
eventud return to England.”

"| assure you, Watson, | will not cooperate further with this fraud!" Mycroft Holmes retorted. "My
brother died in pursuit of his professon, taking his greatest enemy with him. Moriarty's crimind
organization was destroyed, its membership jailed. The end to my brother's career was an honorable

one...

"Perhaps the name 'Sigerson’ would dissuade you from this tack, sir?" Wickett remarked, undaunted.
Mycroft Holmes, who had risen from his chair, fell back with an astonished expression.

"What? What do you know of Sigerson?' He stammered, then amost regained his composure: "No! |

know nothing of that man, sr!"
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"And do you dso know nothing of your brother's travels to Persa?' Wickett wondered. "Or of his more

recent sojourn in France, investigating the properties of cod tar derivatives?'

"Nonsense! Impossiblel” Mycroft Holmes roared. His face began to lose its pale white color as he rose
from his set, his figts clenched. "Be forewarned, sirs, even in the company of John Watson!" he
growled in alowered voice. "1 am fully empowered as an officid of Her Mgesty's government to put a
hat to any scheme threatening my brother's safety. He is under the full protection of the Crown.”

"Excellent! Then heis returned to England,” Wickett said. ""Perhaps you would be good enough to give
him a message from me?' The request drained dl anger from the other man, who returned to his seat
once more. He hesitated only a second, and then asmall smile crossed histhin lips.

"l notice an Austraian accent when you spesk, do | not? We had a cousin who settled there - by choice
rather than conscription, of course. Perhgps we are related after dl. Y ou do argue like my brother.”
Mycroft Holmes nodded. "1 will pass your message, Mr. Wickett, but only as you have Dr. Watson
here beside you. What isit?'

"Tdl Sherlock Holmes that the man who fired upon him at the Fals was Sebagtian Moran. He will know
the importance of thisinformation | fed sure that you will report to him al that has otherwise transpired
between us here today." They stood, and Wickett again extended his hand to the brother of Sherlock

Holmes.

"I must remind dl of you," Mycroft warned, "that my brother's life depends on your discretion, the truth
being that some of Moriarty's men are once again at large. Y ou especidly, John, redlize the seriousness
of hisstuation?' Wooten nodded in confusion.

"Of course," Wickett agreed. "We will tell no one €se what we know. Should your brother wish to
contact us, he will find us at his old lodgings on Baker Street.”

Mycroft accompanied them to the entrance of the reading rooms, bidding them farewell. From there, the

trio made their own way out of the infamous club for socid hermits.
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"What next?" Kivvy asked, as they began walking the distance to 221B.

"Wewait," Reinhold Wickett told them. "For the arrival of the World's Greatest Detective.”

|ce splinters with the shaking. The heat mdlts, they tdll itsalf. Our strands above the surface crack and
break, jarred below. Loss accepted. So much of wethereis.

Study heat coming down. Centered source, some radiation. Interesting. Absorb.

Not much melt. It freezes again. Heat source fading. More guests coming, some not like those now with
we. Many legs. Vibrations very precise. More till, they roll. Into the groves. More warm ones with
them.

Some binary cdls. Fed them. Reaching for binary. Not touching.
Many legs probing strands in groves above the surface. Disconnecting. Tearing. Bresking. Rolling away.

Reach again for binary. Not touching. Some strands shattered from precise vibrations. Cover a guest
with many legs. Reach again for binary. Have touching.

Guest with many legs rejected. Binary loop. Not warm guests. Touch one-sided.

Probing. Breaking. Rolling away. Many strands are disconnected. L oss accepted. So much of we, they
tdl itsdf.

"What in bloody hell?" Tregennisyedlled into his hedmet mike. He was floating between the two vessdls
asthey dowly circled the dark, irregular shape that was Neptune's outermost moon. The smdler ship
had suddenly begun moving in his direction.
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"The computer Watson," Mirth replied, "has engaged its burners to make an orbital correction. We
failed to compensate. Stand by, Owen."

"Stand by?" Tregennis asked, watching as the gray hull raced toward him. "I bloody well won't stand
by!" He fired his hed thrusters and shot out from between the two ships, grazing a projecting rod on the
surface of the White Whae with his right arm. He began to tumble immediately. "God... damn... it!"

"Owen?' Mirth asked in hisear. "Is everything dl right?'

He continued to spin, end over end, out into the ink beyond the moon and the White Whae. The hectic
moation upset his equilibrium, and left him disoriented. The effect was not dl that unpleasant, he thought.
Hefdt warm.

"Owen!" Mirth cdled. "Stabilize! Y our blood pressure is jumping too fast. Owen!™

"Women!" Colond Owen Tregennisfinaly answered. He thumbed his chest pad and the ride ended.
"Or maybe | should say: Andies Over dl these years, I've never known any of you to do anything just
for the fun of it." There was a crunching sound from the blackness. "Jesusd What was that?"

"l explained thet we werein avery close orbit," Mirth said with Andie patience. "Y ou should have
waited, Owen."

"Y es, mother. What was that noise? It carried like it was a mgjor dent.”

"Minima damage here, but Watson will not detail what happened to the scout. No atmosphere loss
showing. We are well gpart now, if you want to go in again.”

Tregennis jetted closer, taking a pam light from his belt and aming it where he thought the two ships
had touched. "A little white streak. Hull isintact,” he reported to his Andie pilot. "The hatch is clear. I'm
going ingde now. Try not to crush me to deeth, ok?'
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"We are in synchronous paths, Owen. The computer Watson acknowledges my signd. | can open the
scout's hatch from here.”

Tregennis thumbed for appropriate thrusters and glided up to the haich. A line of blue light ran dong its
upper frame, and the door did open. He fired the thrusters again in two short bursts, and found himself
in the antechamber.

"Very well, Mirth. Insde, hatch closed.”
"Right, Owen."

"Moving up to the command deck. Y ou haven't spotted anything new since Ghost moved from Centra
to Noh?'

"We can't monitor surface activities from this distance, of course, but Ghost remains on the surface.
"They'll probably be harvesting for awhile yet."

"l do have areport from our Andies on Central concerning Ghost's stopover there. They took on
provisonsfor the return trip to Earth. No one lft the cruiser while it wasin orbit. The crew was being

disciplined for some incident earlier in the voyage."

"OkK. I've arrived on the command deck," Tregennistold her. "Off with the helmet. Ugh, it's bloody stde
in here" He made some unsuccessful passes a the main pands. "Watson?"!

"Voice andysisin progress. Hello, Colond Tregennis.”
"Hello, Watson. Could you activate the blowers? It ginksin here.”
"Activated. | shut mogt of the support systems off when no humans are aboard.”

"Mirth says she found some message for me in your storage?'
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"Yes. Reinhold keyed its release to your voice pattern. My apologies, but | could not release it to Mirth.
Now displaying on main screen.” A mapped reconnai ssance tape of Noh's surface appeared, with icons
indicating Kivvy's scout ship and Wickett's last known position.

"There. That wasn't so hard, Mirth, old girl. It's who you know, you know. Please stream that over to
the White Whal€'s computer, Watson."

"Certainly, colond."

"Did you get that, Mirth?'

"Received, Owen."

"Do we know how close Ghost is to Wickett?'

"From the recorded entry window, they landed within twenty kilometers of the other scout ship, Owen."

"Damn!" Tregennis said. "If they do find anyone dive on that kid's ship, they'll probably kill them!" He
dared at the screen. "Wait! Can this scout be set down on Noh without being noticed by Ghost?!

"In the vicinity of the other scout?’
"Exactly."

"Unlikely, Owen. Ghogt is equipped with very high technology. It would scan you thousands of miles
out. Long before you could set down."

"Think it out, Mirth. There must be away!"
"Thereis one possibility.”

"Wel, whet isit?'
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"If the scout can be piloted in during the active cycle of the Great Dark Spot of the star-planet Neptune,
there would be sufficient sgna interference to block the sensors on Ghogt."

"Wouldn't the radiation storm affect the scout's computer?”

"Neptune's radiation would not affect plasmaor optica chip performance, but externa sensing devices
on the scout ship would aso be blocked. An Andie could compensate in amanud touchdown.”

"OK. You sad thiswas a'posshility’,” Tregennis noted. "That meansit might not work?"

"I meant that it might work, Owen," Mirth replied. "We could try it just for the fun of it." She had made
ajoke. Tregennis laughed.

"Then | suggest that you join me for tea, my dear, because you're the best Andie pilot | know. And
please be s0 kind asto bring aong the cigar case | lft in my cabin. If you don't mind!"

"Ok, ok!" Crawler hissed. "Thisis rough terrain, yuh know. Sippery as hdl!"
"Just don't push!™ Brickland's voice pleaded.

"l didn't fuckin' push!" Crawler ingsted. "I dipped and banged you with my rifle butt, ok?' He was
about ayard ahead of his partner, struggling up a steep dope.

"So you say," Brickland grumbled. He hacked at vines that were bordering their trek. Y oung and thin,
the vines shattered on contact, spraying the two space sailors suits with green crystl.

"l sure hope that junk can't et through our suits,” Crawler worried. "Y ou reading me, Vic?' There was
asgquawk of static.

"I read you," Victor Martek's voice confirmed from Ghost. Martek spoke in awhisper. "Are you there
yet?'
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"No, were not there yet!" Crawler complained. "We only left ten minutes ago, remember? Thisterrain is
alot harder than | thought. Maybe we should renegotiate.” There was another squawk. Crawler
thumbed the coded channd to mute. The two sailors on the surface stopped to laugh.

"Sounded like astrangled cat,”" Brickland giggled. "That fuckin' guy is scared shit. Worried that Rooney
or the Old Man will find out. Whatta pussy!"

"Gottaadmit the Old Man can be pretty brutal, Brickland." Crawler started moving again. "Especidly
with Vickie da Queen, huh?

"Yeah," Brickland agreed, "and dat fuckin' Rooney likes to think he's runnin’ everything. Wouldnt like it,
us doin' specia favors he don't know about. Even for The Company. We redlly gonna waste these two
people when we find 'em, Crawler? Oops!™ Brickland ssumbled on alow vine and Crawler caught his
am, pulling him upright in Noh's light gravity.

"If we find them, that's what Vickie wants. On the other hand, if we don't find them..."
"We just say we did, and collect our bonus anyway. Right, Crawler?’

"Y egh, Brickland. That's the plan. See that next ridge with dl them vines piled up on it? The clearing
should be right over that ridge, huh?'

"Fuckin' wal of Ching, looks like from here," Brickland complained. "Must be amile high on that ridge.
Y ou sure that's where we're goin'?' He sumbled again, faling to one knee, cursing.

"Me?You were herethe last timel" Crawler rested his laser rifle on Brickland's shoulder, kegping him

down on one knee.

"Hey, don't! | was, Crawler. Take it easy. Don' hit, ok? | told you, we never madeit thisfar out from
Ghogt. Y ou're the one who saw the Queen's maps. Y ou're supposed to be the fuckin' squad leader!”
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Crawler removed hisrifle and the two completed the dlimb up theicy ridge in angry silence. They
reached the foot of the enormous cable of vines that stretched for miles dong its pesk.

"Thick here, damnit!" Crawler said. "Too high to just hack 'em outta the way. They'd come down on us
for sure. Low-G or nat, | don't want tons of that stuff falin' on me! Well have to try burnin' our way
past the shit. Melt atunnel. Set 'em to point seven, son!”

"Ok, I'm ready,” Brickland sad, fumbling with hisrifle. "Burn!" They heard the roar outside their suits as
the beams mdted through the vines directly in front of them. A green, smokeless glow shimmered
around the edge. The crystals were everywhere.

"Chrig! Thisis gonnatake forever!" Brickland whined. "The stuff is so damn close together. Couldn't
we just lob a grenade in there?!

"We could, Brickland, but one of usisn't that stupid! Y ou wannawind up perforated? Thisain't water
ice we're dedin’ with, Brickland. 1t'd be like blowin' tons of sted naild" Crawler adjusted his laser. " Set
it to point eght, then. Come on, burn! 1t's the only way well get past it."

They continued through the vines for another twenty yards, leaving a smooth-waled tunnel behind them,
and stopped to alow their rifles to recharge. Crawler reopened the audio connection to Victor Martek
aboard Ghost.

"What's taking so long?' Martek demanded. "Why haven't you reported in before this?!

"We hit asolid wall of vine," Crawler answered. "Couldn't go around it, so were burrowin' through. I'm
guessin' from your map it's about fifty yards deep, which puts us 'bout in the middle. Our target isin the
clearing on the other sde of theridge.”

"W, get moving!" Martek warned. "Gho4t lifts off in two hours."

"Hey, Martek," Brickland cut in. "Why don't we just skip the whole thing, ok? What's the big dedl?
Those poor bastards are dead by now anyway. A couple of diffs.”
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"Brickland, | am operating on specific orders from the highest levd," Martek replied sternly. "No
witnesses. No loose strings. We expect the botanists are dead, but they were non-Company personnd,
and they have computer records. Find that ship and blow it, understand? Crawler?"

"Yeeh, Vic?'

"Keep that idiot off this channd, ok?"

"Yeah. Ok, Vic. Well cal you." Crawler thumbed out.
"Fuck that fuckin' queen!” Brickland muttered.

"Let'sgo, Brickland. We get big money for this, remember?’ They leveled their lasers, marching through

ashower of green.

Wooten was walking by himself adong Baker Street. An hour earlier, anxious to give Algiathe details of
their meeting with Mycroft Holmes, Kivvy and Reinhold Wickett had gone on ahead to 221B. Wooten

promised to join them later.

"Don't be too long," Wickett had warned him gently. "1 expect Sherlock Holmes will send a message of
some sort very soon. We may need to act fast when it comes, and we cannot leave you behind.”
Wickett was sincere. He was a man of few friends, and he now counted Wooten among them.

Wooten, however, was depressed: he had little real confidence in Reinhold Wickett, his theories, or
solutions. He did not relish the thought of being an African warrior forever trapped in the body of a
middleclass Englishman. As he observed Wickett's imaginings of late 19th century London, he was
saddened to see no other Black people. Every outpost of civilization he had ever visited had been fully
integrated. The shock of a segregated past angered him. He had never fdt so cut off from himsdf.
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"Not that a brother would even recognize me," he muttered to himsdlf, "looking like thid I'm ajive old
doc!"

A stooped, gray-bearded tramp blackened with soot and lugging severd smdl bundles of yellowed
books, begged his pardon. ™Y ou are Watson, M.D., are you not?" the tramp asked him, adding no
cheer to the African's day.

"What you want, Pops?' Wooten retorted, stepping back from a pointed, greasy finger. He noticed
that, despite the tramp's beaten appearance, the man was clean. There was no stench of dleyway hotels
or garbage. Wooten put it down to Wickett's lack of detail, but it did pegk hisinterest.

"You are wise not to indgst on such ahoax, gr," the man stated, much to Wooten's surprise. "I know full
wdl you are not him." The tramp sniffed the ar with certainty.

"How do you know, Pops?' Wooten wondered.

"That respected gentleman lives with his good wife Mary in Kensington these days. Y ou resemble him
quite closdly, of course."

Wooten hardly knew what else to say in the face of such avaid accusation. The old man stood his
ground briefly, watching Wooten's reaction, and then he cackled meodramaticaly, hobbling away in the
opposite direction.

"Wait!" Wooten yeled, and started after him. The old man stopped, gathering the pathetic bundle of
books to his breast. "How can you tell me from Doctor Watson?”

"It isno greet feat of deduction, Sr," the tramp ingsted, straightening somewhat. "l have just now come
from vigting with Watson a his clinic in the Paddington Digtrict.”

"You..?' Wooten said in surprise.
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"And the good doctor made no mention of having plans to return to the area of hisformer lodgings. Or,
| might add, of the meeting with Mycroft Holmes which you attended an hour or so earlier. It was, of

course, you at the Diogenes Club.”
"What do you want?" Wooten asked. "How do you know about the meeting?'

"Perhaps,” the old man said in anew, cold voice, "l seek the truth. | advise you to invite me now to
meet your friends, Sir.”

Looking into the steely eyes of an atogether different person, Wooten knew to whom he was speaking.
" think they are expecting you," the space sailor said, leading the way back to 221B Baker.

"You know me then?'

"You are Sherlock Holmes," Wooten declared.

"And you are well-cast in your role of Watson," Holmes laughed. "My friend would have taken no less
time to penetrate my disguise.” He maintained the deception, limping dightly, keeping his back hunched,
and occasiondly stopping to hack out awretched cough. They reached the building, and Holmes
suddenly put one arm out to stop Wooten from going any further.

"What's wrong?' Wooten asked. Holmes said nothing, pulling him dong the sireet.

"The door to 221B is wide open, and the step is tracked with mud. | have never known dear Mrs.
Hudson to keep an untidy house.” As he spoke, Holmes searched the street with his eyes. "Now, listen.

What isyour red name, Sr?'
"Wooten."

"Very well, Mr. Wooten. From my brother's report, | know you to be in the employ or company of a
man caled Reinhold Wickett. A private investigetor, so he claims, dthough heis new to mein that

profession.”
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"Yes," Wooten answered.

"I want to be prepared, Mr. Wooten, and you have become my dly here, for better or worse. | wear
this disguise for good reason, you see. Are you familiar with the history of the man called Moriarty?"

"Only from what RW. - | mean Wickett - told me. | don't read much. Hewas a crime lord and you
killed him, right?'

"Crime lord. Interesting term, and essentidly correct. Well, Scotland Y ard broke Moriarty’ s gang with
my help, but some escaped the net. Those few seek to avenge their master, and | was, as you stated,
ingrumenta in his fortunate demise." Holmes continued to survey the street as he spoke. ™Y ou
understand?’

"Y eah. They've got a hit out on you, so you're playin' it cool by doing this bagman bit."

"Good lord! We must discuss the origins of that didect, Mr. Wooten!" Holmes pulled Wooten back
toward 221B. "1 may be unjudtified in my fears, but be prepared for violence. | assume | have your
cooperation.”

Holmes led Wooten through the open front door, shut it quietly, and put one finger to histhin lips,
listening. Pointing the same finger a the entrance to Mrs. Hudson's rooms, he indicated that \WWooten
should search there, and then ran silently up the gairs.

The housekeeper's quarters were neat and undisturbed, but Mrs. Hudson was not to be found. Wooten
mede his way through her apartment to alarge kitchen, wishing he had hislaser rifle in hand. Teafor
three had been recently set upon asilver tray at the kitchen table, and a kettle rattled on the stove.
Wooten was removing the kettle from the flame, when he heard Sherlock Holmes shout from above:

"Come here, Mr. Wooten! | have found Mrs, Hudson!"



Rich LaBonté - Page 270 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

The famous upgtairs sitting room was wrecked, as if amighty gale had swept the contents of every shelf
and tabletop to the floor. Holmes was knedling next to the wing-backed chair, comforting a distraught
Mrs. Hudson. Strips of torn linen hung from her wrists, her white hair was mussed, and her face was

pale. There was no sign of Wickett or the others.
"What happened here?' Wooten asked.

"Oh, Doctor!" the kindly old Scotswoman cried out when she saw him. "I'm afraid I've let you both
down!" She sobbed into a handkerchief provided by Holmes.

"There, there. Steady on," Holmes said. He had removed his false beard and wig, presenting athin
verson of his brother Mycroft. Although Holmeswas far younger, Wooten aso saw in him an uncanny
resemblance to Reinhold Wickett. "Y ou received my message, Mrs. Hudson?' Holmes asked.

"Yes. Young Wiggens ddivered it, Mr. Holmes, and the boy assured meit was genuine.” She blew
once into the handkerchief. "'l was abit confused! | would never have let them in had | been thinking!"

"What message?' Wooten asked. "Let who in?"

"A feeble attempt on my part to forestdl the inevitable," Holmes admitted with an impatient gesture. "'l
can see now that | underestimated them.”

"l don't understand,” Wooten said weerily.

"After spesking to my brother, | sent anote by way of Wiggens - one of the lads from the street - to
inform Mrs. Hudson of Wickett's masquerade. Y our friend's plan to locate me was clever, but he had

made a grave mistake taking up residence in these rooms.

"As Mycroft had aready received reports that a man of my description was seen about London, | knew
that the late Professor Moriarty's people might have the same information. Without Moriarty at the helm,
| never dreamed that they would act on it so quickly.” Holmes turned again to the white-haired lady.

"They posed as policemen?’
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"Yes. | was downgtairs making tea. Three men arrived at the front. | didn't know them, but they told me
they were sent to fetch the others to meet with Inspector Lestrade at Scotland Yard. Mr. Wickett - as
you cdl him - laughed a them when | showed them upstairs. He accused them of being ‘lousy actors.
He began to argue with them, and then one of the men grabbed the young Miss and put a blade to her
throat. Mr. Kivvy tried to protect her, but they beat him down.”

"They then tied dl of you, searched the room, and abducted Wickett and the others” Holmes
concluded. "Mmm. Made quite amess of the place. Did they say what they werelooking for?' Mrs.
Hudson smiled &t |agt, looking up from the handkerchief.

"Exactly as you predicted, Mr. Holmes. They wanted the journals - your little casebooks. Mr. Wickett

had no ideawhere they were, of course, and | had dready followed the ingtructions in your note."

"Y ou had time to remove them to your own quarters. Excelent!” Holmestold her. "Keep them there,
where no one would think to look." He helped her to her feet.

"I'm terribly sorry, Mr. Holmed™

"Dear lady, the fault ismine. All isnot lost, never fear." Holmes began to search the floor, and bent to

retrieve asmal smudge from the rug.
"What are in these notebooks?' Wooten asked.

"Later, Wooten. Take Mrs. Hudson down the stairs, will you? | observe she's none the worse for weer.
| will change clothing, and then we must make hagte. If your friends have fdlen into the hands of Colond
Sebagtian Moran, | am certain that dl of them arein great peril indeed!"

"Hey! | just thought of something,” Crawler sad, looking & Neptune. The blue giant filled the horizon.
"That damned spot will be passing again soon.”
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"No way," Brickland said. "It'stoo early, isnt it?' They had broken through the wall of vine, and were
gtanding on top of theridge.

"Red soon," Crawler ingsted. "Every eighteen hours, Rooney told me."
"Don't bother me none. Didn't hurt anybody when we was harvesting yesterday.”

"That's cause we were in vehicles, supid. Therés nothing to hold onto in that fuckin' clearing. Them
gpot storms are like hurricanes. Maybe we better forget the whole thing."

"Only hitsfor ahdf hour,” Brickland sad. "And who's supid? Y ou make me tunnd through half the
planet to get here, and now you wanna go home? Fuck that, man! Vickie ain't gonnalike that. No
payoff ether.”

"Yeah. Guessyou're right." Crawler didn't sound convinced. He could see the edge of the Great Dark
Spot boiling where the curve of star-planet met space.

"The ship's over there," Brickland told him. He was holding a scope up to hisfaceplate. "Least it was

over there. Looks like the vines growed dl over it."

"Where? | don't see nothin'." Crawler grabbed the scope from Brickland's gloved hand. "' Gimme that!
Y ou mean that pile of ice a the far end?’

"That's where it was parked. Didn't see dl them vineslagt time.”

"Ok, ok! Let's get our asses across there and find out. That spot's comin' around fast. It might not be so
bad if we makeit to the ship." They dipped and did to the floor of the clearing and started for the
opposte Sde. The cyan light of the star- planet sharpened as they walked. The eternd blemish Earthers
had named the Great Dark Spot swept through its outer atmosphere, spilling waves of radiation into
gpace and over the surface of Noh. They were nearly to the center of the clearing, when the winds
began to twirl them in fluctuating gravity.
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"Awk! You... guk... hdll... fuck!" Crawler heard Brickland say, and then the intercoms went dead in a
blagt of static.

Crawler dived to the ground, jamming the barrel of his laser rifle into awide crack to anchor himsdlf. He
looked up time to see Brickland carried away in a cloud of sparkling ice.

Thelr dtitude was approximately one thousand feet above the surface. They strafed peaks of primordia
ice, frozen volcanoes that had last erupted at the time of the creation. The sensors, which were
ordinarily essentia to a safe landing, refused to read anything closer than five hundred yards from the
ship. The view screen buzzed with static, revedling jumbled glimpses of the blue-white planet. Mirth
gtabilized the scout, but Owen Tregennis was not happy.

"It's like jumping off the Dover Cliffs holding abumbershoot,” he said. Mirth smiled up from the red
flashing of her panels. He knew that her processors remained with the ship, but he wished he hadn't
spoken. He wondered how many milliseconds of interrupt had occurred to register that polite smile.

"Two minutes, Colond Tregennis,” Watson announced. "l have no visud."

"l am beginning braking procedures, Owen," Mirth said. "Please St down and strap in." He obeyed.
From insde, there was no sensation of the force they were ressting as Mirth and Watson pushed the
scout ship into a decderating climb againgt the winds of the Great Dark Spot. Tregennis took a deep
breath. If she lost control as she lost velocity, the ship could be snapped like a piece of balsa. The
gravity of Noh would hug their remainsin a hundred thousand places.

The intermittent beeping of the piloting pand gave way to a seady warning. Mirth ignored it.

"Watson has shut down the landing engines” she announced. For a split second, the scout hung at five
thousand feet, and then it flipped and plunged. Owen noticed that alight pen attached to the pilot note
screen was vibrating.
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"Landerson,” Watson said. "'l have visud. Firing auxiliaries” The view screen lit up. The last four
hundred feet rushed toward them. There was avery dight bump, and they were down. "We have
landed,” Watson added.

"Very nice" Mirth said. It wasillogicd, but Owen was certain she was congratul aing the computer. He
looked at the screen. They were in the center of the clearing. The star-planet's winds rushed around
them, cregting a miniature blizzard of nitrogen snow.

"What the hdll isthat?" Tregennis asked, pointing at the screen. A smal figure was running toward them
across the planet's surface. " Somebody is out therel™

"l am quite mortified a the way things have turned out." Wickett sat propped up againgt the brick wall.
Hiswrists and ankles were tied with legther thongs. A gtrip of linen, used as ablindfold by the
abductors, hung loosdly around his neck.

"We dont hold it againgt you, Reinhold,” Algia said. She and Kivvy were adso bound, and sat against
the wal opposite. Kivvy was not asinclined to be forgiving.

"Whose fault isit then?' he demanded. "Kidnapped by 19th century crooks and locked in awarehouse
that stinks of rotten eggd! It's his Victorian fantasy, isn't it?"

"Kivwy!" Algiachided. "Y ou sound like Mr. Wooten."

"l don't understand,” Kivvy continued, "why we can't change it. We've been sitting here trying for hours
and nothing's happened, Reinhold. Can't you concentrate and have the real Scotland Y ard arrive or
something?'

"Maybe we should dl concentrate and jump back to Noh..." Algia suggested.

"Y ou are forgetting someone," Wickett pointed out.
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"Oh. Poor Mr. Wooten! He's ill out there."

"I doubt that we could jump back, even if wewere dl here” Wickett said. "The matrix includes afdse
scout ship. If we could force ajump, we would most probably land there - il in the matrix.”

"So you think eidolor-N stores an image of each of the places we dream up?' Kivvy asked. "In some

sort of memory, | mean?"'

"Likely," Wickett told them. "We found it easy enough to travel without jumping from one part of
Doyl€e's London to another and back again. The mairix isin itsaf a’'memory’. The question of how long
things are retained is another matter. | think we are safe to assume that eidolon-N can store a great deal
in the matrix."

"The suff is smart enough to turn our thoughts into a pretty good job of physicd redlity,” Kivvy added.
"My wrigs are killing me, and my right leg's been adeep for an hour.”

"'Smart’ may not be quite correct,” Wickett said. "Although it learns, and applieswhét it learns. | have
been mulling this over ance we arrived.”

"Here comesthe lecture,” Algiagiggled. Seeing Wickett's reaction, she added: "We don't have anything
elseto do, Reinhold. Entertain us." Reinhold Wickett smiled and nodded to her in amock bow.

"Very well, sudents. Pay attention while | ramble. We have assumed that eidolon-N ‘thinks' because it
creates from our thoughts: thet it is, in some dien way, telepathic. We assumeit is sentient because it
perceives our subconscious memories, evauates the data that it finds, and makes aesthetic choicesto
creete an dternate redity. We hope to communicate with eidolon-N, speak to it or think to it, and
thereby jump out of the matrix and back to redlity. | am afraid that there isaflaw in our assumptions.”

"What do you mean?' Kivvy asked.

"Well, humans have previoudy encountered only two types of sentient thought: that of our own
biologica brains, and the results of agorithmswe developed to create atificia intelligence. Both of
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these are based on self-organizing neurd networks. We have aways assumed that the human brain sorts
itself into a highly structured pattern of decison making eements from an initialy random state. Our Al
inventions work the same way. We assumethat dl brains, no matter how different, require the same

pattern of organization..."
"Hold it! Hold it!" Algiaydled. "I'm an actress, for God's sake!"

"l am sorry, my dear. | am only saying that the thought structures of al Earth crestures are based on the
samedesign - adesign peculiar to human brains. The artificid intelligence of the Andies, and computers
like Watson or INTEL X, are based on the same system.

"We have no documented indication that eidolon-N had this design before it interacted with our brains
or computers. It may only be imitating the first system it has encountered.”

"OK. Crystd see, crystd do. | can follow that,” Algiasaid. "But what are you getting &'

"What | am getting a isthis eidolon-N may have no native sense of our physicd redlity. If dl it hasis
what it has gotten from us, then the ability to take our deep thoughts and create from them is as much
something it learned from us as the dternative redlitiesit has placed us in. We should, therefore, stop
assuming that there is an intellectua purpose to its manipulations. Or that we might ever be able to
communicate with it." Algia's eyes began to cloud over.

"Areyou saying that well never get out of here? We jumped back to the ship once. Y ou know we
made it back - we talked to you. We can do it again, can't we?'

"We jumped to the ship twice," Kivvy reminded her. "The second time we werent redly there.”

"Exactly!" Reinhold Wickett exclamed. "Eidolon-N may not have had time to absorb your more recent
memories at first. Not knowing the difference between redlity and subconscious thoughts, it took your
suggestion and directed your bodies back aboard the ship. The second time, it reconstructed the ship
instead.”
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"But why?" Algia asked. "Why would it bother doing that?* Kivvy could see she wasnt crying, but he
fdt like he wanted to comfort her just the same.

"Maybeit wasjust easier,” the exobotanist suggested. "Whatever eidolon-N s, it requires energy to
operate. It may take much more energy to put everything back in place.” He hesitated, watching her
face for amoment. When he was sure she was in control, he turned back to Wickett. "There's
something dse. Something you didn't mention about memory storage...”

"Yes, of course,” Wickett agreed. "Memory storage is not necessarily permanent. Were not redly sure
about humans, but even in controlled programs, computer memory locations are often overwritten if
they reach a maximum storage capacity.” He Sghed. "We redly have no way of knowing if eidolor+N
dill has an exit to actud physcd redity in its matrix.”

Algiafrowned. "Not ours, maybe, but you and Wooten left physicd redlity more recently. It could ill
have the way back to yours, Reinhold."

"Possible, my dear Algia," Wickett nodded. "But that might only alow Wooten and me to exit back to

our own bodies. It could serve us at some point, but it would not save dl of us."

"Lecture over," Kivvy concluded. "Now, Reinhold, what do you think the chances are of aplain old-
fashioned escgpe from our current Stuation? My other leg is now adeep, and | don't cherish the idea of
gpending an dternate eternity tied up in this stinking warehouse!"

"Y our young friend will be happy to know, Mr. Holmes," a deep voice caled from above them, "that a
daring rescueis aready underway.”

The light from an ail lantern came from the top of the wooden stairway at the far end of the room. A
blonde-haired, middle-aged man stood in an open doorway looking down. He was dressed in a khaki
uniform of a British military officer. He handed the lantern to a man in black behind him, and the two
descended to the second landing.
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"Colone Sebagtian Moran," Wickett guessed, resuming hisrole. "Late of Her Mgesty's Indian Army
and the second in command of Moriarty's gang of blackguards. He currently poses as a respectable
retired officer, and, having joined severa of London's better clubs, he amuses himsdlf by cheeting at
cards. A crack shot, as| recdl. Hisrecord of tiger killsin India has never been equaed.”

"My dear Mr. Holmes" Moran lamented. "Y ou are such awitless fellow, armed with only your verbose
encyclopedia of information. To have smply shown up a your old rooms and invited yoursdlf to be
taken: tch, tch. A rabbit has better ingincts. The hunt was quite spoiled for me, I'm afraid.”

"If itisahunt asyou say, Miger Moran, then why do | ill live? And why do you take these two
innocents into captivity with me? Wheres the sport in that? They are merdly clients of mine, and not of

interest to you."

"Nonsense, Holmes! What do you take me for? The late professor never demeaned me so! Thislad
was with you when you went to vist your illugtrious brother at the Diogenes. Obvioudy, heisinvolved.”
Moran continued down the gairs until he stood in the center of the room, facing Wickett. "The wench
looks clean and hedlthy. | am fond of dark women and in need of entertainment.

"Asto your continued existence, Sherlock Holmes, it is only from expediency that | have spared you. |
am most concerned about the whereabouts of your journas and records, and those of the hack writer
you employ as your biographer. Moriarty's last ingtructions were to retrieve them in event of his death.
He worried that your famous attention to detaill might further disturb the great network of crime at which
he had labored s0 long to establish in London. My inheritance is threatened, you see?

"l must induce the good doctor to join you here and learn the location of those papers. Dr. Watson may
not have your brain, but he knows too much to live. | am sure you will agree with the logic of my plan,
Holmes. If | wereto kill you now, he would undoubtedly present those documents to Lestrade at
Scotland Yard.
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"My confederates and myself have set another snare for Dr. Watson. | will happily keep you dive
where your physician friend will find you - and kill you three when he arrives” Moran grinned without
humor. "Rest assured, Holmes, the brunette lady will outlive you: she has been promised to my men
after my own passons are satisfied." He laughed, returning to the stairway.

"What did you mean 'dready underway'?" Wickett shouted after the departing figure.

"The good doctor was seen leaving Baker Street in ahackney,” the colond obliged from the door at the
top of the dairs. He held the lantern once again. Its glare lit his scowling features from below. "My
informant overheard his fellow passenger give nearby Albert Dock as their destination. Oh, | do hope
the other fellow is Lestrade! What a bag that would be, eh, Mr. Holmes?!
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CHAPTER THREE

"Heis sedated,”" Diligence reported to Tregennis. "The uniform under his suit indicates heis from the
cruiser Ghost. His identity tag gives his name as 'Crawler'.”

"Thank you, Dilly." The Andi€'s face vanished from the view screen, replaced by the surface of Noh.
With the passing of the Great Dark Spot, the planet was serenein itsicy beauty. Neptune filled the
horizon as dways, cagting light blue shadows on cyan permafrogt. "Ghost hasnt lifted yet?' Tregennis
asked Mirth.

"The humans are degping, Owen. No engine activity. The recon satellite we launched before landing
shows some of the mining equipment outside the ship.”

"What do you suppose that fellow Crawler was babbling about?' Tregennis stared at the view screen.
"A city intheicel Tiny horses! Big eggsl Absurd!" He thumbed a pand and Diligence regppeared.

"Yes, Colond Tregennis?"

"Y ou sad there was no trace of narcotics or alcohal in histest: did you check the man's breather? |

want to know if the suit's oxygen mix was off, you understand.”

"There were no irregularities with the man's equipment, Sir. | checked it dl. He was heavily armed.
Severd impact grenades dong with his laser rifle and pigtol.”

"That is curious. Why would he need grenades on Noh?" Tregennis dapped his leg with irritation. "Or
any heavy weapons? For that matter, what the hell was he doing out here, ten kilometers from his ship?”

"Perhaps he is part of apatrol unit,” Mirth suggested. "He might have wandered too far and become lost
during the disturbance.”

"A patrol, perhaps,” Tregennis said. "But he waan't lost. An Andie might be able to legp that ridge
between our position and Ghost's, but no human could. Not without athruster pack. No, | think not.
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Break out your mittens or whatever, Dilly, and meet me at the outer hatch. | think it's high time we had a
look around.”

"Do you want me to come along, Owen?' Mirth asked.

"No. Stay here. We may need arear guard.” He stood and reached for his cigars, absently fingered the
case, and then replaced it. "If there is a problem, and you do lose us completdly, take that Crawler
fellow back with you to the Whale, and turn him over to Susan's people on Central."

"Yes, Owen," Mirth replied.

"Whatever you do, wait until Ghost leaves before you lift off. | wouldn't want your pretty face meted in
alaser drike, and our mission here mustn't spoil the greater scheme. A lot isriding on those pirates
trying to bring the stuff back into Earth orbit." He turned and started for the lift.

"Yes, Owen," Mirth said over her shoulder, "but | am confident that nothing bad will happen to you."

Tregennis sopped and looked at the Andie. "Y ou're a damned fine woman, Mirth," he said quietly,
intending no irony.

"Thisisit driver, thank you!" Holmes shouted over the clatter of hooves against the cobblestones.
"Come aong, Mr. Wooten."

Madts of a dozen ships rose over the rooftops and smoking chimneys. The cab had reached the
waterfront digtrict, one of London's oldest sections, and home to some of the city's small factories and
many grest warehouses. A light afternoon rain had in no way diminished commerce or the crowds of
tradesmen and buyers milling in the streets. As he waked dong with Wooten, Holmes kept his face
conceded with afloppy felt hat and the turned up collar of his cloak.
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"How do you know where to look?' Wooten asked, keeping abreast of the detective's long stride.
Holmes said nothing until he came to ahdt in front of a pub. Hanging from wrought iron hooks, an
illustrated wooden sign announced that this was The Raven's Blood Tavern.

"There is an abandoned factory near Albert Dock where Professor Moriarty held court,” Holmes
explained. "It was once operated legitimately to make and store munitions for the Roya Navy. Moriarty
intended to use it to the same end, dthough not to benefit the Empire. It was before my association with
Dr. Watson and my brother Mycroft, whom you have met, assisted me most honorably in disrupting
Moriarty's plans. Scotland Y ard closed the factory afterwards, but | had always suspected that the
Professor's gang till used the place. Today | became quite sure.”

"But how did you..?" Wooten began.

"From the mud tracked into Mrs. Hudson's hallway by the abductors, Mr. Wooten. | took the time to
examine it while you were asssting that good lady downdtairs. It contained severd eements that support
my choice: traces of sulfur, potassium, silt, and some agae usualy found at the edge of the Thames.
Now let us go ingde this colorful tavern. We will have to wait until dark to make our move against

them." He threw open the heavy wooden door, and Wooten followed him insde.
"But shouldn't we... | mean, aren't they in danger?”

"No, Mr. Wooten, not asyet." Holmesled him to abooth in an unlit corner. "1 should tell you that we
are expected. Your friends are bait, you see, to capture Dr. Watson. The renegade colonel truly
believes he has Sherlock Holmes, but he is seeking the location of journds | have kept on Moriarty's

career over the years.

"Heis dso very much aware of Watson's familiarity with the details of his crimes. The dues|eft behind
at Baker Street were all too easy. Watson would not have anayzed the mud, but the journals would
have given him the location of Moriarty's former hideouts. Moran hopes to lure the good doctor into a



Rich LaBonté - Page 283 Copyright © 1990 and 2000
USEFUL HUMANS Rich LaBonté
All Rights Reserved.

trap. He would have us both, you see? Then he can use the lives of your friends to force usto give up

the journds.”
Holmes removed a slver case from hisinsde jacket pocket and offered Wooten a cigarette.

"No," the space sallor said. "That old style tobacco will kill you. I wouldnt mind some of your English
stout, though." A beefy, blonde barmaid was gpproaching. Holmes waved her closer.

"Good!" hesad. "A pint of your fine stout for my friend, and | will have a glass of the house dlaret.” He
put the appropriate coins on her tray. She winked broadly at Wooten and made her way to the bar.

"Moran's spies were watching and listening in Baker Street,” Holmes continued. “Keeping my face from
being seen, | announced we were going to Albert Dock. By this device, | hope to tense Moran for the
kill: he will be awaiting our immediate arrival. Hours from now, he will not be so reedy.”

The Raven's Blood had two large rooms. The first was at the street end, with a half a dozen booths, the
long bar dong onewall, and a stone fireplace. The other room had a small stage with a piano, tables
covered with blood red linen, and a dartboard that was in perpetua use. A dusty stuffed crow perched
on the piano.

Both rooms were only sparsely populated with sailors, dockworkers, prostitutes, and other local gentry.
These were well served by two aging barmaids and the enormous, completedly bald barkeep, who never
left his post behind the bar. Gasjets lit dl walls, and aroaring fire was dancing on the hearth.

"Thank you," Holmes told the barmaid when she put their glasses before them. Wooten received
another open hint, which brought on an amused comment from Sherlock Holmes. "The red Watson
would never have been noticed,” he laughed as the blonde sashayed away.

"She certainly is wdl-equipped,” Wooten decided. "A bit old for me, though. Must be at leest forty.” He
gulped his stout, and noticed Holmes eyeing him with curiosty.
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"And how old are you, Mr. Wooten?" the detective asked without gpology. His voice was cold.
"Truthfully, plesse.”

"Thirty-one," Wooten answered. Holmes pursed hislips. "I'm cool, man. | know | don't look it in this..."
He glanced down at the illusion of Watson's body and suit of Victorian clothes.

"We have much to talk about, Mr. Wooten, before we make the attempt to save your friends and end
the career of Colond Sebastian Moran.” Holmes sipped hiswine. “I have held mysdif & bay thusfar,
but | sense that there may be something quite extraordinary about this case, and we have time now to
bring it out.

"Y our gppearanceis my first concern. Y ou wear no makeup of any kind, and my brother's account of
your Mr. Reinhold Wickett said the same of him. As my friend Dr. Watson has noted in his published
gories, | have a penchant for disguise as a method of my profession. | have been advised by some of
the finest actors and actresses from here and the continent, and yet | can recall no way to add fifteen

years to aman's face and torso without the use of spirit gum, powder, and pillows.

"Y ou are ayoung man, Mr. Wooten, and yet the very image of my dearest friend, who iswell your
senior. You must explain thisto me - and dl the rest - immediately!"

Tregennis followed his more surefooted companion carefully across the clearing. There was no evidence
of arecent sorm on the pitted surface of Noh. It was dick and dippery, the nitrogen snow of only
minutes before siwept clean. Diligence set their pace without hesitation, wearing low temperature goggles
designed to keep the lubricants in his eye sockets from giffening. An Andie needed no other outward
protection from extreme cold, and he carried no weapons. Lasers, built into his arms, were far more
deadly than therifle carried by Tregennis. They marched north, guided by Watson's sgnd from the
scout ship.
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"It must be under there" Tregennis said, pointing to the unusud hill of vinesthet lay a hundred yards
ahead. "The damned vines grew right over it!"

"Watson gives that as the last known location,” Diligence confirmed.

"l know your wegpon systems are always primed, Dil, old boy, but keep on your toes. There may be
other members of Ghost's crew waiting out there. | say, what's that you are doing?"

"I am scanning for body heat emissons, Colond Tregennis." The Andie had stopped walking and was
extending both hisarmsin dow arcs.

"In this cold? | didn't know you could do that."

"All outer-planet Andies have this modification. It was added to aid rescue missions where biologicas
might be involved.”

"Thoughtful of you, old man. Spot anyone?'

"Thereis ahuman corpse hung high in the vines, two hundred metersto the west. It is difficult to
determine time e apsed since death occurred, as the suit is il functioning. At the presumed location of
the ship, | read two live humans - the botanist and his passenger, perhaps - but thereis an unusud
thermd reading there aswell. Not biologica.”

"Very wel," Tregennis said. "We shdl go on north to the ship. I'm afraid the corpse is probably
Wickett, which isindeed sad, but we must leave him until later. You are getting dl of this, Mirth?" Mirth
acknowledged from the ship, and the two