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Hoban's Afterword

About the Author

Captain Hoban's Prologue

| wasin the middle of the whole thing with Stan and Julie.
| guess dmost everybody on Earth knows how it ended. But they don't know how it began.

I've been putting together everything | know about it. | figure it started the morning Stan got the
UmMmMons.

1

That morning Stan had to go downtown to the Colonial Mercantile Building on Vesey Street. The
day before there had been aring at his doorbell. Stan hadn't been doing much when it came. He had
severd experiments going in his cellar |aboratory. Thelab took up most of the spacein the old frame
house on Gramercy Park that he had inherited from hisfather. Stan hadn't been feding well lately, and
dthough hetried to tdl himself it wasn't anything, somelittle voice within him kept on intruding, telling
him, "This could be very serious...."

He had been avoiding his doctor for awhile, but now he caled up and made an appointment with
Dr. Johnston at the Fifty-ninth Street clinic for the next day. That was when the doorbell rang.

The man standing outside was tall and thin, and dressed in abadly pressed gray business suit.
"Areyou Professor Myakovsky?'

"l am,"” Stan replied.

"Are you the Stanley Myakovsky who wrote the book about Ari the ant?



"Yes, | am," Stan repeated. He was arting to fed alittle better. This guy seemed to be someone
who had read his book, was probably afan, maybe even wanted an autograph. "What can | do for
you?"

"I got asummonsfor you," the man said, taking afolded paper out of his pocket and dapping it
briskly into Stan'shand. "Y ou are served. Have anice day, Doctor." He turned and | eft.

Stan went back inside and looked over the summons. He had no ideawhat it was about and the
document itsalf didn't enlighten him. It smply said he wasto appear in Courtroom B at 311 Vesey Street
the following day, or face the consequences.

Have a nice day.

What alaugh.

It had been so long since Stan had had a nice day, he couldn't remember what one looked like.

The next day heleft early for Vesey Street. The Broadway trolley was running again, rumbling past
the newly restored buildings of midtown. It was a bright day outside, and despite his depression, Stan
darted to fed just the dightest lift to his spirits.

That lasted until he got to Vesey Strest.

Vesey Street wasfilled with city and federd buildings, some of them quite old, dating from before
thetime of the diens, miraculoudy unburned during the anarchic days when the diensruled. Some of the
buildingsin this area were brand-spanking-new. There had been alot of rebuilding since those days.
Stan would have liked to have been part of the first days after humans reoccupied their own planet It
must have been exhilarating, reoccupying your own country, having afuture again on your own planet.
Now, of course, it was businessasusual....More or less.

Timeswere pretty good. Americawas experiencing a boom. Business was strong. A lot of people
were making alot of money. Some people, of course, were losing alot of money. It had to come from
somewhere.

So it came from people like Stan.

He mounted the stone steps of the Crimina Courts Building. Within, he found a clerk who checked
his summons and directed him up aflight of stairsto the correct courtroom.

Hewaked in. It was asmall room with a haf-dozen chairsfacing araised desk. The sign on the
door had said judge jacob lessner, presiding. Behind the desk sat asmall man in black robes. He said,
"Dr. Stanley Myakovsky?'

"Yes" Stan replied.

"Comein. | suppose you know what thisis about?'

"No, | don't."

Judge Lessner frowned. "Y our lawyer redly should keep you better informed.”

Stan nodded, athough he knew very well he hadn't been answering his lawyer's calls over the last
few days.

"Well, thisisapretty smple matter." The judge searched among the papers on his desk until he
found what he was looking for. "Thisisagovernment order seizing your spaceship.”

"The Dolomite?" Stan asked.

The judge searched his paper until he found it. Y es, of course, that's the name of your ship. You
may no longer go aboard.”

"But why?'

"Y ou were sent anotice amonth ago advising you of the government's decision to take action
agang your unpad bills"

Stan thought the paper must be somewhere among the unopened mail on his desk. He had been too
depressed of late to open any of it. Most of the letters had something bad to say: how thisinvestment or



that was diding to hell on him, or how his patents weren't earning as expected. And even more papers
about al his back taxes.

Hefelt awave of hope essness engulf him. Hetried to struggle out of it. "They are not alowed to do
that. My spaceship is one of the few ways | have of conducting business. If they take that, how am |
supposed to pay them what they say | owe?"

"That isnot my concern,” the judge stated flatly. "Y ou should have taken that into consderation
when you fell so deeply into arrears. In any event, | am hereby notifying you of the government's
decisonto take your ship. If you have any difficulty with this, you or your lawyer can file acomplaint
with thecderk downthehal."

"Thanksalot," Stan said hitterly, and | eft the court room. A few blocks away he found apark bench
to St on. He needed to collect himself. His heart was beating wildly and he was sweeting, though it was
amild day. At lesst, he thought, maybe my bad newsfor the day isover. I've had my share.

That was before his doctor's appointment, of course.

Dr. Johngton of the Fifty-ninth Street clinic came to the dressing room just as Stan finished knotting
histie

"How did my testswork out?" Stan asked.

The doctor looked uncomfortable. "Not so good, I'm afraid.”

"But | was here ayear ago; you said | wasfine!™

"A lot can happenin ayear,” the doctor said.

Stan wanted to say, Sure, tell me about it, but he held back.

"Exactly what isthe matter?' he asked.

Dr. Johnston answered, "1 might aswell giveit to you straight, Dr. Myakovsky. Y ou were correct in
your surmise about those black marks on your chest and back. They areindeed cancers.”

Stan sat down. He needed a moment to think about this. He couldn't believe what he had heard.
And yet he had suspected it for months.

Finaly heasked, "Ismy condition termina ?*

"Yes" Thedoctor nodded gravely. "In fact, you don't have much time left. A matter of months. I'm
sorry, but it's best to give you the news straight. The condition, as I'm sure you know, isincurable. But
its progress can be dowed, and we can ease some of the symptoms. I've aready made out a

prescription for the medicine we prescribe for such cases.” He handed Stan afolded dip of paper. "And
thereisdsothis”

The doctor held out asmall plastic box. Within it, packed in foam rubber, were a dozen ampoules of
abluishliquid.

"Thisis Xeno-Zip. Have you heard of it?"

Stan nodded. "If memory serves, it is produced from theroyd jelly of dienfemaes.”

"That iscorrect,” Dr. Johnston said. "1 must tell you it'sno cure for what you have. But it should
relieve the symptoms. The stuff'sillegal and | shouldn't be giving you this... but it could be just what
you'relooking for."

"Doesit have much in the way of Sde effects?" Stan asked.

The doctor smiled grimly. "It hasindeed. That'swhy it hasn't received government approva yet,
though many people still useit. Indeed, it has become the most-sought-after consciousness-atering
substance in existence. Although the effect is not invariable, it does give most people an intense feding of

well-being and competence. Others experience levels of their own being not normally perceived. Still
others have an orgasm that seemsto go on forever."

"Atleast I'm going to die happy." Stan wasn't smiling as he spoke.
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It was cold that night. Wind demons seemed to chase up and down the streets of New Y ork,
walling a the high-flying moon like dl of the banshees of Howard Phillips Lovecraft.

The block that Stan's house stood upon had once been genteel, a part of Gramercy Park. Now,
armed citizens patrolled the streets night and day. Insurrection and disorder wererife dl over the city,
brought on by the breakdown of law and order since the troubles with the aliens. Some people could
remember the coming of the aliens, and the many deeaths that had resulted from their macabre practices.
Their effect on New Y ork had been to make it seem amuch older city than it in fact was, one of those
ancient citieslike Baghdad or Babylon. Now, after the diens, the city fdt like it had seen unimaginable
evil, and wasresting, alittle exhausted, waiting for the good life to start up again.

After making himsdlf alight dinner from an InstaPac protein ration, Stan went to the living room and
darted afirein the fireplace. He sat down in arocking chair and stared morosely into the flames,
listening to the wind whigtling outs de the window and thinking of how little time he had | eft.

It was strange how, upon hearing that your life had an imminent termination date, you began to think
of suicide. Stan had never before understood Schopenhauer's saying that he got through many along
night with thoughts of suicide, but now it made sense. To kill himsalf might even be atriumph; it would
rob the cancer of itsvictory. No longer would he dance to death's tune. No longer could the pain curl
him up and make him beg for relief. He could get out of it, laugh &t it dl, and, as Hamlet had said, "Make
his quietus with abare bodkin.;"

From the plate of apples near his chair he picked up a short, keenly edged knife and looked at it like
held never seen one before. Wherein hisbody should he put it in? Should it be done hara-kiri style? Or
was there another manner more appropriate for aWesterner?

And yet, tempting as the thoughts of suicide were, they were mainly interesting when considered in
the abgiract. He didn't redlly want to kill himsdlf. He wanted to do something. But he didn't know what it
was.

These were long, sad winter thoughts he was thinking, and he was startled out of hisreverie when he
heard the front door chimes.

Stan looked up in surprise. He wasn't expecting anyone. He was alonely man as he had been a
londly boy. He had gotten used to his solitary condition early in life, and had learned there was no sense
struggling againg it. He fdt that it was written somewhere that he should be done. Thiswas hisfate. He
had no girlfriends-in fact, no red friends at al. No one came to take him to the movies or a concert, or
for an evening's drinking. Since his parents death four years ago in atraffic accident, he had become
even less sociable. Sometimes he talked with colleagues at the [aboratory, but even among people who
should have been his own kind, his macabre and ironic sense of humor kept him apart. Stan lived alone
in the house. He had set up alaboratory in the basement, and asfar as possible, he did his experiments,
wrote his papers, and lived hislife at home, in solitude, among familiar things.

It was here that he had written Cyberantics, his children's book about a cybernetic ant named Ari,
based on an ant he had actudly constructed himsdlf. In fact, Ari wasin the room with him now, perched
on asmall box on the mantdl. The ant could see Stan as he hesitated a moment at the door.

The chimesrang again. He arose and went to answer the summons. The front door creaked in his
hand, dmost asif it were reluctant to open. Stan peered out, his nearsighted eyes blinking behind his
thick glasses.

A young woman stood under the porch light and the first thing Stan noticed was the sheen of copper
on her dark chestnut-red hair. Shewastall and dender, and had masses of hair pushed back and tied
behind her neck with awhite ribbon. She wore adark belted trench coat, severely cut, but not severe
enough to hide the fact that she had avery good figure.



Her face was ova and attractive, lightly made up. An old scar, now amaost completely faded but
visible even in the darkness of the porch, ran from the outside corner of her |eft eye to the corner of her
full lips. It looked like an old dudling scar, such asthey had once sported in places like Heidel berg some
centuries earlier. Could it really be adueling scar? Did people till fight duels? Some accident, perhaps.
But then why hadn't she had it surgically removed? One thing was certain; the scar seemed to enhance
her beauty, just as ancient people bdieved that scarification increased awoman's charm.

"Dr. Myakovsky?' thewoman said. "1 am Julie Lish. | have ameatter of considerable importance to
discusswith you. May | comein?'

Stan had been staring at her hard, asif she were alab specimen. Now he came back to himsdf with
agart.

"Oh certainly; please. Comein."

He escorted Julie Lish ingde and led her through the gloomy hdlway to the well-lighted room where
he had been staring into the flames of adying fire. He picked up a poker now and stirred thefire up,
then indicated apair of matching armchairs just acomfortable distance from the flames. She took one
and he seated himsdlf in the other, then quickly got up again.

"May | get you something to drink?'

She amiled a him, amused by his bumbling eager-ness. "Y ou don't even know whét 1've come for."

"It doesn't redly matter.... | mean, whatever it is, you are aguest in my house. Perhaps| could bring
you afruit drink?1'm afraid | have no alcohol to mix with it. Alcohol has an adverse effect on my can-my
condition.”

"A glassof fruit juicewould be nice,” Juliesaid. "I am well aware that you do not drink, Dr.
Myakovsky."

Stan had aready begun pouring from a pitcher on asideboard near the two armchairs. He looked
up.

"Wl avare? Why?'

"I've madeit apoint to find out about you," Julie said. "1 am adways careful to research my future
patners.”

Stan stared & her, hislips dightly parted, trying to make sense out of dl this. Was shelaughing at
him? Girls were such unfathomable creatures! Although he was fascinated by them, Stan had aways
kept his distance, conscious that he was not the athletic, glib, casua sort of man that women liked. And
here was this beautiful and exatic cresture aready talking about becoming partners with him?

"Please explain,” Stan said, with what he hoped was dignity. "Y ou say you've studied me?"

"Probably better than you've studied yoursdf,”

Julie stated. "For example, | know about your first date. Y ou were fifteen.”

"Do you know what was specid about it?" Stan asked.

"l do indeed,” Juliereplied. ™Y ou never showed up for it. Y ou got cold feet at the last moment. And
that, Doctor, could be said to characterize dl your dealings with the opposite sex.”

Stan remembered the incident. He wondered if he had revedled it in some memoir he might have
published at the invitation of acomputer magazine. How el se could she have found out? And what did
she want to know that sort of thing for, anyhow?

"I don't get this." Stan looked at her. "What have you come here for? What do you want?'

"Stan," Juliesaid, "I'll make it short and swest. I'm athief. A good one. No, I'm alot better than just
good. I'm one of the best who ever lived. Unfortunately | can't bring you press clippings. Redlly good
thieves don't get written up. You'l just have to take my word for it."

"All right, let'ssay | accept it," Stan said. "So?"
"I've made alot of money in some of my enterprises,”



Julie went on, "but not as much as1'd have liked. Stan, | want to berich."

Stan laughed without humor. 1 suppose alot of people want that.”

"Certainly, but they don't have my qudifications. Or my desre."

Stan acknowledged this. "1 take it you have some ideas on how to redize that god?"
She nodded. "I have thought of away you and | could make afortune.”

"A fortune" Stan mused. "How muchisthat in dollars?"

"Don't laugh a me," Juliesaid. "'l don't know exactly how much it would be. But it would cometo
millions of dollars, perhaps even billions, and we'd neither of uslack for anything ever again.”

"Nothing?' Stan asked, looking at her and thinking how pretty she was.
"Wed haveit dl," shetold him. "That'sworth something, isnt it?"

She dipped off the severe trench coat. Beneeth it she wore anylon, military-style jumpsuit. The
tight-fitting clothes set off her well-shaped bosom and fine shoulders to advantage. Stan thought she
looked great. He wondered if Julie was one of the things hed aso have if he made aded with her. He
liked the idea but kept that thought to himsalf aswell. Although he was extremey susceptible to beauity,
he had cultivated a brusque manner around women so they would never think he was coming on to them
and then rgject him. He had had alot of rgectionin hislife, and he wasn't going to have any moreif he
could avoid it.

"Tel meyour idea," he said.

Julie reached into asmall purse she carried, took out a package, and handed it to him.
Stan looked at her questioningly.

"Do you know what thisis? Open it and find out.”

The package was wrapped in thick manila paper and was held together with tape. He tried to pull
the paper off, but there was no place for hisfingersto take hold. He went to his desk and found the
paper knife, and managed to saw through the tape. Then he dit the paper carefully and opened the
package. Within was a plastic box. Insde it, padded with foam rubber, was a stoppered test tube.

Stan hdd it up to thelight. It was a heavy viscousliquid, with bluish lightsin it. He unstopped the
tube and sniffed. The aromawas unmistakable.

"Royd jdly," hesad.
She nodded. "Do you know what this stuff isworth?!
"Asamatter of fact, | do. It isone of the most valuable substancesin the galaxy.”

She nodded. "And the stuff isin even shorter supply now that we've got the dienson the run. That's
part of what makesit so expensve. And it'samonopoly.

The big bionationa research companies haveit al tied up. They've got places out on other planets
wherethey get the stuff from the diens. It'sdl aclosed transaction.”

"Whichisal wdl-known," Stan said. "Tell me something new."

"Suppose| tel you that | know where we can lay our hands on an entire shipload of the Stuff. At
least a hundred tons. What about that?"

"Who doesit belong to?"

"Whoever getsit.”

"Who did it used to belong to?"

"A fredance honey-collecting expedition. But it came up logt, and has never been heard of again.”
"So what makes you think they struck it rich?"

"Before vanishing, they sent out one signal by subspace radio. It wasintercepted by acertain
Bio-Pharm official. He never got around to using it. | guess he was going to take it to the grave with him,
but | persuaded him otherwise.”



Stan didn't ask her how she had managed this. At that moment her face looked quite sinister. But it
was no less beautiful because of that. "So you know whereit is?'

"1 know gpproximately.”

Stan studied her for awhile and pursed hislipsthoughtfully. Then hesaid, "And you think it'sas
ampleaswalkingin and taking it?'

"Hyingin," she corrected.

"There might be objectionsto our gppropriating thiscargo,” Stan said.

"Sowhat? It'snot illegal. Salvage rights belong to whoever gets them. The Stuff's oursif we can get
it"

"And were dead if wedon't.”

Julie shrugged. "It'salot of money, so therésgoing to bealot of risk. | don't know about you, Stan,
but I'm tired of being small-time. Just once | want to go for al the marbles. Don't you fed that way
ometimes?'

Stan could fed the pains of his condition eating away a him through the haze of the medication. He
knew hewas sick as hell.

But he dso knew hewas il dive.

"] think I'm ready for abig one, too," he said dowly. "But theres ill adifficulty. Where therésroya
jdly, theréll be diens. How are we going to get through them?”

"The same way your ant, Ari, got through the enemy ant nest, Stan. That's how."

Stan stared at her. ™Y ou know about Ari?"

"Of course. | told you | researched you. And | read Cyberantics.”

"Y ou think | could make a cybernetic or robotic alien and he could get through an dien ant nest?"

"1 know you've been working on such arobot,” Julie said. "Why don't wefind out if it works?"

Shelooked a him chalengingly, and Stan fdlt his heart lift. At last something was hagppening to him,
an adventure with a beautiful woman.

"Then there'sthe question of aship,” he said.

"Y ou have one"

"Had. The government just seized it.”

Shelooked a him levelly. "Let'sworry about getting the ship later. What we need even worseisa
gpaceship pilot who'swilling to do something illegd "

"] can think of oneman...."

"Who'sthat?"

"Just someone | know. Julie, you flaiter me by coming to me with this partnership offer. But evidently
you don't know my full Situetion.”

"l don't? Tel me, then."

"Julie, | used to be quite awedthy man. One of the youngest millionaires on the Forbeslig. | have
severd key patentsin bioengineering, and the plansfor my cybernetic ant, Ari, are astandard for the
field of medica miniaturization.”

"l know dl this, Stan."

"Sure. But did you dso know that dl that has changed? Did you know the government has put alien
on my assets? It seemsthat Bio-Pharm, one of the biggest of the international pharmaceutical houses,
hasfiled suit againgt me for patent infringement.What alaugh. They stole most of their processesfrom
me! But it's not easy to prove, and in the meantime they've got me on the run. | don't own adamned
thing anymore—nothing except this house and Ari." He lifted up the cybernetic ant to show to Julie. "l
even have to beg my grocer to extend me credit so | can go on egting!”



Julie looked at him without sympathy. "I know dl that, Stan. It'stough, isn't it?"

He thought he detected atone of irony in her voice. Y ou're damned right it'stough!" " Granted. But
o what?'

He gtared a her, uncomprehending. "Did you actudly come hereto insult me?"

"Therés nothing insulting in what I'm saying. | came here to make aded with you. Whet | find isyou
gtting around feding sorry for yoursdlf. I'm offering you something you can do about it."

"It'snot just that I'm broke," Stan said. "Theresaso ... my condition.”

"Tdl meabout it," Julie said. Stan shrugged. "There's not much to say. Mdanoma. I've got Six
months. Maybe alittle longer if | want to liein ahospital bed and bresth pure oxygen." "Y ou look like
you're moving around pretty good just now," Julie said.

"Ohyeah, sure. But that's just now. This stuff isthe only thing that keeps me going." Hetook out a
via of Xeno-Zip and showed it to her.

"1 know al about that stuff,” Julie said. "1t'smy job to keep track of precious substances that come
insmall packages. And thisisthe only stuff that does you any good?”

"That'sright,” Stan said. "It's expensve even for arich man. For someone whose assets have been
seized ... Well, I'll run out soon, and | don't know what happens then.”

"Tough," Julie said, with no pity in her voice. " So this stuff won't cure you?'

Stan shook his head. " Some doctors have theorized that if | could obtain absolute unadulterated
royd jelly fresh from an aien hive, before any by-products were added, and beforeit had timeto lose
any of its potency, it might buy me moretime. But it'simpossibleto get.”

"Except by going to the source,” Julie said.

"Yes, that'sright,” Stan repeated dowly. "Except by going to the source. To aplace wherethe
Aliensactudly produceit.”

"That'sthe sort of place | had in mind for usto go," Juliesaid. "Like | told you, | know where there's
ashipload of the suff."

He stared at her, his eyebrows raised. Then his head dumped and he looked sad and worn. "No,
no. It'squiteimpossble. Evenif you knew of such aplace—"

"That's exactly what | do know," Julie said. "Y ou know a place where an alien queen produces roya
jely?

She patted the deek leather pouch that she carried at her side. "I've got the coordinatesright in here,
Stan. They'reapart of my contribution to this venture.”

"Wheréd you get that information?”

She amiled. She was so lovely when she amiled. "Like | told you, | was good friendswith a
Bio-Pharm executive. We were alittle more than good friends, actudly. Well, when he died—he was
quite old, you understand—when he died, he decided that that particular secret shouldn't go to the grave
withhim."

"So what isyour idea?" Stan asked. "Do you think we can just go there and get it?"

"That'sabout what | had in mind," Julie said.

"The Bio-Pharm people might have something to say about it.”

"I figured we could sneak in, grab the shipload, and get out before they spotted us.”

"Y ou think it would be as easy asthat?'

She shook her head. "I never said it would be easy.”

"Or withinthe law."

She shrugged impatiently. "Theré's nothing illegd about salvage. Why don't you think of it asyour
counterclaim to their lawsuit?"



"What do you mean?'

"They're suing you for patent infringement. Wrongly, you say. Wdll, prove you meaniit. Go in there
and take what is yours—then take them to court the way they're taking you."

Stan thought for along while, then he began to smile. "Y ou know, | think I'd like that."

"Now you'retaking!"

"But wait aminute, there are fill alot of problems. We don't have a ship. My dien robot has never
had afield test. And | don't have any money."

"We can do something about all that," Julie said. "But thereredly isn't much time. Not for you and
not for me. If we're going to do this, well have to start real soon. And once we begin, there's no turning
back."

"l undergtand,” Stan said.

Julie leaned forward and took Stan'sface in her cool hands. He felt something like an electric shock
pass through him. Looking at her, he thought hed never seen anyone so beautiful and so brave. Y es, and
maybe alittle crazy, too, but what did that matter?

"1 want you to think about it, Stan," Julie said. "Give me your answer tomorrow night over dinner. If
you don't want to do it, fine, no hard fedings. But if you do—listen to me carefully.”

"I'mligtening,” Stan said. Infact, he was barely breathing.

"If you do decide to do it, then no more crap about something being difficult or you being sick or any
of that. If you're going to do it, Smply decide to do it, and well go on from there."

"That sounds pretty good to me," Stan said. "Julie, whered you learn dl this stuff?"

"From my teacher, Shen Hui."

"He must have been a pretty wise old egg.”

"It didn't prevent him from dying,” Julie said. "But while helived, heredly lived. Till tomorrow, Stan.”

"Where are you going?' Stan said in darm as she stood up.

"I'm sure you've got aspare bedroom here," Julie said. I'm going to take a shower and change, and
then look over your library and |ab. Then | want to get some deep.”

"Oh, fine. | was afraid you were leaving." She shook her head. "Play your cardsright and I'll never
leave again.”

3

Julie had aways been unusud. She'd never known her parents. Her earliest memories were of an
international orphanage in Shanghai. Thiswas the place from which Shen Hui bought her, when shewas
dill avery little girl. He had been very good to her, treating her like afavored child rather than adave.
But shewas gill adave and she knew it, and it rankled. Shen Hui taught her independence of spirit as
well as how to be agood thief. It was inevitable that she would try out her need for liberty on him, the
onewho was holding her.

She was devious about it, just as he had taught her. She put aside money from jobs she did for him.
And she studied and learned so she would know al she needed when she was ready to cut loose from
him. And then came the question of finding the right time. It seemed to take forever, and theright
moment never seemed to come.

At last they traveled together to Europe. Shen Hui had it in mind to relieve some of the largest art
gdleries on the continent of some of their smaler and most prized possessions: miniature paintings, small
sculpture, carved objects. They went to Zurich firg.

Thefirgt night Julie excused herself in the lobby of the Grand Bade Hotdl, went to the ladies room,



and never returned.

She had planned well. From the powder room, with asmall fortune and aforged passport secreted
on her person, she made her way to the airport, and then to Madrid, Lisbon, and London. She made the
trail difficult for Shen Hui to follow. And she prepared something else.

He came after her, as she had known he would. He wasn't going to let her get away that easly. He
had invested alot of money in her, and besides, his fedings were hurt. He had thought she loved him. He
had forgotten his own advice—never trust adave. Hislove was replaced by hatred, al the more
powerful because it was based on his own guilt and ignorance in being duped by theilluson he had
crested and named Julie,

They met up dmogt ayear later. He came upon her in one of the public squaresin Paris, near the
Seine. Juliewaswearing ablack sed skin coat and a chinchilla hat.

Shen Hui noted sardonicaly that it hadn't taken her long to outfit hersdlf. He added that she had
been slly to expose hersdf to him inthisway.

"What do you mean?' shed asked.

"1 mean if you had any brains, you wouldn't have let me catch up with you. Do you redlize how essily
I could kill you? And you could do nothing about it, not even with al the skills| taught you."

"I know that," Juliesaid. "And | wasn't careless. | choseto let you find me.”
"What are you up to?'

"] don't choose to spend my liferunning,” Juliesaid. "1 am extremely grateful to you, Shen Hui. You
have taught me respect for the deeper law that underlies appearances. | appedl to that law now.
Although you legdly own me, your investment has been repaid many timesand it istimethat | went free.
| served you well and you know it | would like to shake hands and have us part friends.”

Shen Hui stared at her. His skin had aged incredibly, with ayellow cast to it like parchment that has
been dried too long in the sun. She had never seen him looking so old. Even histhin mustache, which
dropped down on ether side of hisface, seemed lifeless.

And his eyes were brown and opague.

She wasn't sure what he would say. She knew that her life hung in the balance. Old as he was, and
apparently unarmed, she had no doubt he could kill her anytime he chose.

"You are my greatest cregtion," he said at last. "How could | kill you? Who would | haveleft to
hete?'

Her life had redlly begun at that point. She spent severd years on her own, accomplishing
unbelievable fegts of thievery in Europe and America. She made money easily, and spent it easily. Her
life was rich and pleasurable, but she began to sense aloss of purpose, adackness that was beginning to
adarm her. It was aquestion of motivation. Shen Hui had taught her too well for her to be content with
mediocre motives. Why was she doing what she was doing? What was she living for?

The only thing she could think to do with her life wasto get rich. It wasn't enough, she knew, but it
was astart. After she accomplished that, she'd take the next step.

For the present she was here with Stan, and Stan was as good as hooked, if she had any knowledge
of men.

For dinner that night Stan had ordered a special Moroccan feast catered by a North African couple
he knew. Although it was short notice, he had told them to go dl out, and he served the meal himself
using his best chinaand slverware. There were game birds roasted on spits, half a sheep braised in
many exotic spices and served with rough tasty Arab bread, platters of fruits and vegetables, severd
different wines. The Moroccan couple followed ingtructions, delivering the feast and then leaving. Stan
paid for it with a-most the last of the cash he had on hand. One way or another, no matter what decison
he made tonight, it was going to be anew life for him tomorrow.

Stan hadn't thought about what he was going to say. He didn't need to. He was suffused with a



knowledge that he couldn't articulate yet. That would have to come later. For now it was enough to sit
across the table from Julie while the strains of aMonteverdi madrigal tinkled in the background.

Julie had found an old ballroom dress upstairs, one of his grandmother's, neatly folded in afragrant
cedar drawer. It fit perfectly, and she had worn it down to dinner with a set of large pearl earrings that
had once belonged to Stan's mother.

Stan, noting her preparations, had taken out the tuxedo he had worn to his recent college reunion.
He put in the cat's-eye opd cuff links and the diamond pin in the buttonhole. He felt tall and graceful in
this outfit, and alittleironic. It was playacting, of course, and he knew that; but it was dso in some
strange sense red. And Stan knew that there were many costumes he could have worn that night. He
wouldn't have felt out of placein the golden mantle of Alexander the Great Becausejust like the famous
Macedonian, he was on the verge of new worldsto conquer. He was also up against a sea of trouble
and pain, and he suspected he was doomed to die glorioudy and young as well.

At dinner that evening Julie was radiant in the antique gown, Stan looking handsome in histuxedo.
He had saved a bottle of wine for along time, waiting for an occasion likethis. The bottle had been
handed down to him by his parents—arare S-Emilion, the great vintage of thirty-seven yearsearlier.
Stan had taken good care of the bottle, storing it on its Sde in the temperature-controlled basement,
making sure the cork was properly intact. He brought it up now and opened it with care, pouring alittle
into afluted glassand tagting it.

"Just on the verge of turning,” he said. "But il superb.

Welve caught the St-Emilion at its peak, Julie. Thisis probably the last bottle of this stuff in the
world." She tasted the ruby-red liquid he had poured for her. "It's marvelous, Stan. But what are we
celebraing?’

"Need you ask?"'

"l think not," shesaid, "but | would like to hear it anyhow."

"And hear it you shall." Stan smiled. Never had hefdt so a peace with himself. He didn't know
where this course of action was going to take him, but he was satisfied to follow it.

"We're going to go with your plan, Julie. And werre going to follow it al the way. We both know the
risks. We discussed them yesterday. We both know the odds are against us. But no more talk about
that. I've decided, and | know that you have, too. Well gart in the morning.”

She reached across the snowy tablecloth and held his hand tightly. "Why tomorrow morning?"

"Because that's when my bank opens,” Stan said. "'I'm ready for whatever we haveto do.”

"I'm ready, too, Stan."

"Wdll," hesaid, hdf asajoke and haf serioudy, "I guess we've taken care of everything except what
to nameour dien."

"What would you suggest?'

"What about Norbert, after the great Norbert Wiener, father of cybernetics, the science that gaveit
birth?"

"Sounds good to me,” Juliesaid. "1 guessthat just about coversit, Stan. Except for onething.”

"What'sthat?"

Sheleaned close to him. Hefedt dizzy with her face so closeto his. She bent closer. Her lipswere

partidly open. He was fascinated by her teeth, dl perfect except one smal oneto thel€eft, an eyetooth. It
was alittle crooked.

And then he stopped thinking as she kissed him, and Ari the cybernetic ant stood in hisbox on the
mantel and watched, and the flames of the fire lifted and died away, and Stan watched Ari watching and
watched himsdf kissing Julie, not knowing that Ari waswatching, and al thisfrom within hisfrozen
moment intime and dl of it sained inthe blue light of theroyd jdly of memory.
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Next morning he had a chance to show Julie around his house. She admired the fine old sllverware
he had inherited from his grandparents, and looked with something approaching awe at the portraits of
his ancestors that hung on the great staircase that led to the upper rooms. There were dozens of somber
oil paintingsin ornate gilt frames, showing stern-faced men—some with sde-whiskers and some
clean-shaven—and proper-looking ladiesin starched black bombazine and stiff Dutch lace. Stan had
been lucky that this stuff till remained after the great destruction.

"It'swonderful, Stan," Julie said. "'l never knew who my parentswere. They sold me before | knew
them.”

"|'ve got more than enough rdatives," Stan said. ™Y ou can have some of mine."
"Can 1?1'd likethat. I'll take that fat one with the smile for my mother.”
"That's Aunt Emilia. Y ou've picked well. She was the best of the bunch.”

There were other treasures upstairs. Eiderdowns whose cases were heavy with intricate embroidery;
gaudy antique jewelry; massive furniture cut from gigantic tropica trees whose species had become
extinct.

"Thisissuch beautiful stuff,” Juliesaid. "I could look at it forever. How do you ever pull yoursalf
avey?'

"Y ou know, it'sfunny,” Stan said. "'l never liked any of this before. But since you've come here...
Wéll, it looks pretty niceto me now."

The next day Stan was pleased when it wasthe timefor action. Hefdlt like hislifewas just
beginning. He was very pleased with this notion, although he also dreaded it, because if hislifewas
beginning, it was aso drawing to aclose. Which would comefirst, he wondered, victory or death? Or
would they arrive smultaneoudy?

He refused to think about it. What was important was that he and Julie were in this together. He was
no longer aone.

He dressed with specid care that morning, humming to himsdf as he shaved. He sdlected an Itdian
slk suit and acolorful Brazilian imported shirt made of alight cotton. He wore histassdled loafers, even
going so far asto buff them up to ahigh polish. He usualy laughed a people who took pains over their
dress and appearance, but for this morning, at least, he was one of them. It wasaway of reminding
himsdf that he was making afresh gart.

He had been thinking alot about fate and chance, and how they were influenced by the human will.
He had come to the conclusion that what he wanted very badly was going to happen, aslong as he
willed it hard enough. It seemed to him that hewas dlied to auniversa spirit that determined the course
of things.

Aslong as he wanted what the universa pirit wanted for him, he couldn't go wrong.

Although these were exhilarating thoughts, Stan also had some doubts. He wondered if the fire
caused by the Xeno-Zip might be affecting hismind. Was he getting alittle ... grandiose? Did heredly
think he had found away to chesat death?

Sometimes it seemed obviousto him that desth was what was redlly happening to him. Thiswasthe
real meaning of the disease rotting out hisinsides. There were too many details of hiseveryday lifeto
remind him; the spitting and spewing into basins; the many pills he was continudly taking, and their many
srange effects.

Heknew he was avery sick man. But he thought it represented some ultimate courage in himself that
he was refusing to face the facts. He decided that if people redlly faced the facts, they'd all be licked



before they could dart.

He was determined to go on. It was not yet timeto give up and let go. That would come later, when
he found his doom; for Stan sensed a horrible fate awaiting him, one that was presently without aname
or aface. Then he shook his head angrily and put those thoughts out of hismind.

Hefound afresh daisy from the garden for his buttonhole.

It was abright crisp day outsde, aday that seemed filled with infinite promise. He could hear Julie
humming from the kitchen. She had come down after her shower and was making breskfast. He went in.
She was wearing hislong fluffy bathrobe. Her hair wastied up inaDonad Duck towe. Her face
sparkled, and she looked very young, ingenuous. It was a nice thing to see, though he knew it was an
illusion, and only atemporary one e that.

They had bacon and eggs over easy, toast, coffee. A smple breaking of the fast. And now they
were ready to discuss plans.

"Thefirg thing we need,” Stan said, "is operating capitd. I've got alot of ideasfor how to get this
project of oursgoing. But it's going to take some money. Have you any thoughts on how we could
acquire acash flow?!

"l do," Julie said. "Raising money at short notice iswhat athief does best, Stan. And I'm the best
thief that ever was. How much do we need?"

Stan made some calculations. "A hundred thou-sand, anyway."

"And how much money do you haveright now?'

"I don't know," Stan said. "A couple hundred, | sup-pose, maybe athousand in savings.”
"That's not enough, isit?" Julie asked.

"Nowhere near. We need fifty thousand anyway."

"Asmuch asthat?" Juliesaid. "Are you sure we need so much?'

"I'm afraid s0," Stan said. "Well have alot of expensesto set up what we need in order to get a
ship, put Norbert into final working shape, get the equipment we need, and get on with our plan.”

"All right, Stan,” Juliesaid. "'l think | can be of some use here. Give me what you've got. I'll double
it"

"How will you do thet?"

"Watch and see.”

"Will you useyour skillsasathief?!

"Not immediatdy,” Juliesad. "Therésan intermediate step | need to take."

"Could you bealittle clearer?"

"I'mtalking about gambling."

"l didn't know you were agambler aswedl asathief,” Stan said.

"My red profession isthief, but I'm agambler aso because everyone needs a second line of work.
Thefactis, I'm lucky at certain games. Like Whorgle. I've been told that I've got latent psychokinetic
abilities. | can affect thefdl of dice sometimes. But they don't play dice at Callahan's, only card games.
Widl, Whorgleisanew game that depends on hand-eye coordination. I've got that, and I've also got
something ese.

A certain X-factor that sometimes doesthetrick.”

"Wel, | guessyou know what you're doing,” Stan said. " Although I've been wanting to see some of
thisthieving of yoursin action.”

"Being agood thief costs money, Stan.”

"That'safunny thing to say. | thought you were supposed to make money that way." "That's the
result, of course. But when you work in the upper echelon of crime, you don't go in and hold up a candy



store. And you don't knock off abank, either.

Those are not what | wastrained for. Y ou never asked what kind of thief | was, Stan. Wdll, I'm
telling you now. I'm ahigh-society jewdry thief. | knock off only the best people. | work at political
conventions, movie openings, avards ceremonies, great ports events, things that bring together crowds
of people with lots of money. But that requires a setup. Otherwise I'd have to spend too long just trying
to dope out how to doiit. | buy aready-made plan from an expert in thefield. It comes high. But it's
guaranteed to bring me to large amounts of money and jewelry."

"How much does aplan like that cost?"

"If you buy one from an expert like Gibberman, it can cost plenty. I'm going to use your money to
win more money so | can pay Gibberman to give me one of hisgreat plans. It may sound likea
roundabout way to you, but name me any other profession where you can go from athousand dollarsto
around amillion inlessthan three days.”

"Soundsinteresting,” said Stan. "Can | come aong?'

"WEell, of courseyou can, at least for some of it, but you haveto bered cool. Y ou mustn't even act
like you're with me. Y ou see, gambling is hard work. I'm going to have to giveit dl my attention. Then,
assuming | win, there's the next part of the operation, which calsfor even more attention.”

"Yeah? What'sthat?"

That'swalking out of the gambling place with your money, Stan.”

5

At firgt Stan didn't want to show his robot aien to Julie. On the one hand, he thought it was the best
piece of work he had ever done. But would she redlize that? What would her reaction be?

It didn't matter what she thought, of course, Stan told himsdlf logically. Y et dl the time he knew it did
matter, very much. He redlized he wanted Julie to think well of him. He had been alonetoo long, and he
had hidden from everyone, including himself, just how londly and desperate he had been. It would have
been too much to have redlized that earlier. But now that Julie had comeinto hislife, he could no longer
bear being without her. He wanted to make sure that never happened.

He didn't know what was going to happen. He was scared. But he was a so strangely happy. Over
the last few daystheindividua moments of hislifefdt better than they had for along time. Maybe held
never felt so good.

He was thinking about this while he showered and put on clothes fresh from the dry cleaners. He
shaved with specid care, and he laughed at himself for doing al this, but that didn't stop him. He saw
Julie over breakfast. She waslooking radiant, her hair sparkling in the sunshine.

After breakfast, Stan showed her hislab.

After that, it wastimeto show off hisrobot aien.

Hekept it in aspecia temperature-controlled room behind alocked door. The door was to keep
people out, not to keep therobot in, hetold Julie. It stood perfectly immobile, snceit was not presently
activated.

Its black, heavily muscled body seemed ready to lunge. Y et Julie did not hesitate when Stan took
her hand and peeled back the robot'slips to show its gleaming rows of needle-sharp fangs.

"Your pet lookslike evil incarnate," Julie said.

"Asamatter of fact, he's suprisingly gentle. I hope | haven't made amistake in the circuitry. He may
need to be trained to fight."

"I can be of some help there," Julie said.
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In Jersey City, lying on arank bed with afilthy mattress, Thomas Hoban stirred uneasily in his deep.
The dreams didn't come o of -ten, but they still came. And dwaysthe same...

Captain Thomas Hoban was seated in the big command chair, viewscreens above him, clear-stedl
glass canopy in front. Not that you get to see much in space, not even in the Asteroid Belt. But even the
biggest spaceship issmall in terms of space for humans, and you get to appreciate even aview of
nothingness. It's better than being sedled up in aduraloy cocoon without any vision except for what the
TV monitors can offer.

The Dolomite—agood ship with an old but reliable atomic drive, but aso recently fitted with
tachyonic gear for multiparsec jumps—was currently on alocal run within the solar system, tooling
around doing ajob here, ajob there, trying to pick up some money for the owners. Then they got the
signal that took themto Leall in the asteroids.

Leawasafuding base, owned by Universal Obsidian but opento al ships. It was arefueling spot. It
even had akind of cafe, only a dozen seats and amenu like you'd expect at a place that hired their
cooks by how little they would sted and cut costs by never bringing in fresh provisions. Not that fresh
produce comes easy in the asteroids. It costs too much to make specia runswith your iceberg lettuce.

After leaving Lea, Hoban had taken the Dolomite to Position A23 in the asteroids. That wasthe
location for the Ayngell Works, arefinery on its own dab of rock, where arobot work crew purified
metas and rare earths mined e sawhere in the asteroids. A23 was located in one of the densest parts of
the cluster. Y ou had to navigate at dow speeds and with care, but who didn't know that? And Hoban
was acareful man. He didn't et his second-in-command do the job for him. Even though Gill wasan
android and atop pilot and navigator, Hoban did it himself, and he did it well. In any event, no one had
any complaints about him before he cameto A23.

Hisjob on A23 wasto take abig metals hopper into tow and bring it to the Luna Reclamations
Fadility.

Taking it up wasno smal job. It was abig mother, too big to fit into the Dolomite's hold. But of
coursethe asteroid it was perched on had negligible gravity, so there was no difficulty in pulling the
hopper away from the surface once the magnetic clamps that held it to its massive base plate were
released. Hoban's crew, by all accounts, were trained men; it should have been a piece of cake.

The trouble was, they weren't redlly atrained crew. There were three Maays aboard who spoke no
English and only understood the smplest commands. That usudly worked out dl right, but not thistime.
It had never been proven, but one of those Maays must have gotten confused working in the lowest
bay. Somehow he or someone had missed the towline entirely and had locked afuel-line feeder into the
cou-pling winch. The next thing Hoban knew, the feeding mechanism had been jerked out of the atomic
pile, which had shut down automaticaly, leaving him floating in space without main power.

Thiswasn' thefirst time a spacecraft had lost amain engine. Gill estimated six hoursto repair it.
Meantime the backup accumulators and the steering jets would provide enough propulsion to get back
to A23 s0 they could pick up the five crewmen who had gone down to manhandle the cargo tiesinto
position.

At least that'swhat should have happened, or so it was claimed in the court inquiry later.

Instead, Hoban had turned the ship toward Lunaand got away asfast as he could. He claimed
afterward that there was alot more wrong than just losing an engine. Down on A23, an inexperienced
crew member had accidentdly pulled the interlocks on the atomic pile that kept A23 running. The
damned thing was going critical and there was no time to do anything but runfor it....

Leaving thefive creawmen on A23 to tharr fate.

Hoban had had to make a quick decison. He caculated that the pile was going to blow up in three



minutes. If he stayed around or moved in closer, the blast would take him with it. Even aclass-four
durdloy hull wasn't built for that kind of trestment. And anyhow, nonmilitary spacecraft were usudly built
of lightergauge meta than the fighting ships.

It was pandemonium aboard the Dolomite. There was acrew of twenty aboard, and five of them
were down at A23 with the blast coming up on them in minutes. Half of the remaining crew had wanted
the captain to ignore the lapsed-time indicator, ignore the risk, and go back to pick up the men; the other
half wanted him to blow off what remained of battery power and get out of there asfast as hisjets would
take him.

The crew had burgt into the control room, hysterical and entirely out of order, and they had begun to
cometo blows right there while Hoban was trying to con the ship and Gill into attending to the
navigation. Letting those men in there had been the captain's first mistake.

Crewmen were not alowed in officer country except by specific invitation. When acrewman
trepasses, shipboard code say's he should be punished immediately. If Hoban had ordered Gill to seize
thefirst man to comein and put him into the crowded little locker belowdecks that served asjail space,
the others might have had second thoughts. Crews obey strong leadership, and Hoban's leadership at
this point was decidedly weak.

It wasin the middle of that shouting writhing mass of people that Hoban had cometo hisdecision.
"Open the accumulators! Get us out of here, Mr. Gill!"

That had shut everybody up, since the acceleration darm had gone off and they had to get back to
their own part of the ship and strap down while the faux gravity was still in operation. It was Hoban's
hesitation that had almost set off the men, but once held made up his mind, things were better.

The question was, had he made the right choice? The jury decided there was reason enough to
believe that Hoban had panicked, had not thought through his position, had not properly caculated the
risk. The jury's report said that he had had more than enough time and could have gone in for the men
without undue risk to the ship. It would have been cutting it alittle fine, but in the atmosphere of thetrid,
men didn't think about that. They didn't redlly ask themsalves what they would have donein Hoban's
shoes. They just knew that five crewmen were dead, and the company was liable.

But the question was, under which clause of the insurance contract was the company ligble? If what
had happened was beyond anyone's power to change, that was one thing. Buit if it was dueto pilot error
or poor judgment, then the company had less direct liability. Guess which the jury went for?

Spaceship pilots were important men, like star athletes, and most of them had, in addition to solid
abilities, good-to-excellent connections. Hoban didn't have any of that. Just top marksin hisclass
through-out the university and Space School after that He was the corps token poor boy; proof that
anyone could makeit in the corpsif he was smart and diligent. But when it came right down to it, after
the accident, the company didn't want to pay out on the higher figure of the insurance and Hoban didn't
have any friend in high places to keep awatch over hisinterests. Juries had been known to be bribed,
and Bio-Pharm had been known to bribe them.

The case had faded quickly from the news. There werelots of other thingsto get excited about. No
onewas even interested in doing avid specid on the Hoban case. But if they'd looked into it, they might
have been surprised.

~

Cadlahan's Sporting Club near Delancey Street was anillegal club. The authoritieswere dways
closing it down, but Callahan's dways managed to open again in aday or two. Many city mayors and
police commissioners had sworn to close the place once and for al, but somehow they never got around
to it. Too much money changed hands. It was nice to know that some things, like the power of bribery,



never changed.

A pand did openin areinforced door, and aface looked out. "Whaddyaa want?"

"l want to gamble” Juliesaid.

"Who do you know?'

"Lug."

"Then comeonin.

After they wereindde, Stan whispered to her, "Who'sLuigi?'

"l havenoidea," Juliesad. "In aplacelikethis, looking like you know someone isworth dmost as
much asredly knowing."

Cdlahan'swasfilled with well-dressed, prosperous-looking people, most of them crowded three
deep around the horseshoe-shaped bar. The general depression and malaise that seemed to grip so
much of Americadidn't operate here. Here, things were booming.

Stan could see people sitting in the adjoining dining room, eating as though there were no food
shortages. It looked like they were eating redl steaks, too. From beyond the dining room he could hear
the excited sounds of people betting. The gaming roomswould be right down there, and that was where
Julieled him.

"What game are you going to play?" he asked.

"I'll try Whorgle," shesaid.

She pushed her way into the circle, and they made way for her. There were adozen men and three
women betting on the action. They waited while she set out her cash. Then the game went on.

Stan found he couldn't figure out how Whorgle was played. There were cards, of course, and a
small ivory marker, and something made it spin and jump between the numbers painted on the table.
How long it resided in a square seemed to decide who won, but the cards had something to do withiit,
too. There were aso disk-shaped markers with odd symbols on one side. The money, thrown down on
the painted stake lines, passed back and forth too quickly for Stan to figure out what was happening. He
knew he could work it dl out if he just gpplied hismind, but right now he was feding light-headed. It had
been quite awhile since hislast shot of Xeno-Zip. The atificid fire that had enlivened his nerves and
dulled his senseswas fading out of his system. He was beginning to fed very bad. The pain wassmply
too hard to handle without something to help it like essence of royal jdly.

At last the pain became too much for him. He had to go into anearby room and liedown on a
couch.

After awhile hefdl into atroubled deep and dreamed of grinning skulls dancing and bobbing in front
of him.

After awhile Julie came and woke him. She was smiling.
"How did you do?' Stan asked her.

"Nobody beats me at Whorgle," she sad, riffling through astack of greenbacks. "L et's go home and
get some deep. Then | need to see Gibberman.”
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Gibberman was asmall man who wore atweed cap pulled low on hisforehead and crouched
behind his Plexiglas-protected desk in his Cand Street pawnbroker's office, looking for dl theworld like
an inflated toad. He wore ajeweer's loupe on ablack ribbon around his neck and spoke with some
indefinable Eastern European accent.

"Julie! Good to seeyou, darling.”



"l told you I'd come," Juliesaid. "I'd like you to meet afriend of mine."

"Dedlighted,” said Gibberman. "But no names, please." He shook Stan's hand, then offered Juliea
drink from a haf-empty bottle of bourbon beside him.

"No, nothing," she said. "L ook, I'm going to get right to the point. | need plansfor ajob, and | need
them quickly."

"Everybody'sdwaysin ahurry,” Gibberman said.

"I've got placesto go and thingsto do,” Juliesaid.

"Rushing around isthe curse of thismodem age.”

"Sure" Juliesaid. "Y ou got anything for me or not?"

Gibberman smiled. "A good job isgoing to cost, you know."

"Of course,” Juliesaid. "Here, check thisout.”

She took an envelope from her purse and put it down on the desk in front of Gibberman. He opened
it, looked insde, riffled the bills, then closed the envelope again.

"You got it there, Julie. All you've got, that's the price.”
"Fineg" Juliesaid. "Now what do you have?'

"A piece of luck for you," Gibberman said. "Not only have | got afirg-class job, probably worth a
million or more, but you could do it tonight if you want to move that fast.”

"Fagtisjust what | want,” Julie said. "Y oure sure thisisagood one?"

"Of course I'm sure,”" Gibberman said. "Thereé's an dement of risk in dl these matters, asyou well
know. But with your well-known talents, you should have no particular difficulty.”

Gibberman twirled around in his chair and pushed awal painting out of theway. Behind it wasa
gmall safe st into the wall. He twirled the combination, blocking Julie and Stan's view with his body.
Reaching in, he pulled out half adozen envelopes, |ooked through them rapidly, selected one, put the
rest back, then closed the sofe.

"Here'sthe job, my dear. Set for New Y ork, and on a street not too far from where we are just

"This had better be good,” Julie said. "That's every cent we've got in theworld.”

"Y ou know how religble| am," Gibberman said. "Together with my accuracy goes my well-known
discretion.”
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"What isthis?' Stan asked. They had gone back home and had opened the manila envelope that
Gibberman had given her. Indde was amap, afloor plan of an gpartment, several keys, and a
half-dozen pages of notes negtly printed in atiny handwriting.

"This, my dear, iswhat any successful thief needs—aplan.”
"That'swhat you got from Gibberman?'

"I've used his plansfor severd years" Julie said. "He's very thorough.”
"So who are you going to rob?" Stan asked.

"A wedthy Saudi oilman named Khdil. He arrived in New Y ork two days ago. HE's going to the
Metropolitan Operatomorrow night to watch a special performance of The Desert Song. While he's
away I'll relieve him of certain items he usualy keepsin his gpartment.”

"Whereisthisto take place?'
"He's qaying a the Plaza”



"Wow," Stan said. "I never thought I'd be doing this."

"Yourenot," Juliesaid. "l am. You'll haveto wait for me a home. | dwayswork aone.”
"But we're partners now. We do everything together.”

He looked so crestfalen that Julie felt a pang of sorrow for him.

"Stan," she said, "you know that robot you've built? Would you trust me to do micro-soldering on
hisinterior circuits?'

"Of course not,” Stan said. "Y ou haven't had thetraining.... Oh, | see what you mean. Buit it's not
redly the samething.”

"It'sthe exact samething,” Julie said.
"| just hate to see you going into thisaone.”

"Don't worry about me. Nothing ever goeswrong with my plans. And if it does, | can take care of
it"

10

The Plaza Hotel had suffered some damage during the recent time of the diens, but had since
regained at least a semblance of itsformer e egance. Julie went there that evening wearing a stunning red
cocktail dress. She looked, if not exactly like a celebrity, then definitely like a celebrity's girlfriend. The
doorman opened the door for her, bowing deeply. She entered the big, brilliantly lit lobby. The reception
desk was straight ahead. She didn't want to get too closeto it yet. She glanced a her watch asif she
was expecting to meet somebody. All the time she wastaking in the details.

People were very well dressed. Thiswas a place where money wasin very good supply.

Toonesdeasmall orchestrawas playing aquaint song from olden times called "Smoke Getsin
Y our Eyes." People were coming in and out of the bar with its glowing mahogany panding and its soft
indirect lighting. She would have liked adrink now, but she had an unbreakable rule: no acohol or any
other kind of drug while shewas on ajob.

Shelooked around the bar and then the lobby. Her practiced eye picked out the security men, two
of them near the potted palms. She could dwaystell who they were. They just didn't look like the
guests, no matter how well they dressed. She counted five of them. They gave her admiring glances but
there was nothing suspiciousin their looks. So far so good.

The big hotel wasin full swing. There were lights everywhere, and elegant people, and the
accoutrements of success. Y ou could smell it in the five-dollar cigars and the expendve perfume on the
white shoulders of the women; in the aromaof roast beef, the red thing, wafting out from under slver
servers as black-coated waiters brought the well-laden plates around; in the very carpet, permeated with
expensive preservatives and subtle-smelling ails.

Julie went to the elevators. One was reserved for the penthouse suites. There was aman standing
near it, rocking back and forth on his heels as he surveyed the passing crowds. Julie made him for a
plainclothes cop, maybe somebody's bodyguard. She walked on past and went through a set of
corridors back into the main lobby. She was pretty sure the guy at the penthouse eevator hadn't noticed
her. She was also sure afronta assault on the apartment wasn't the best idea.

Gibberman had taken this possibility into account. Next door to the Plazawasthe Hotel Van Dyke.
Khdil's apartment was a penthouse in the Plaza. If, for any reason, Julie didn't want to use the devator,
Gibberman had indicated an ingenious dternate way of gaining entry. It involved swinging from an
unoccupied top-floor gpartment in the Van Dyke, and going in through Khalil'swindow. A cat-burglar
act, but that was one of Juli€'s specidties. She wished Stan could be here to watch her. But it wouldn't
be safe, and it might distract her.



She had no trouble dipping into the Van Dyke with agroup of people going to the top-floor
restaurant. When they got off at the top floor, Julie got out with them, but instead of entering the
restaurant, she ducked into the short flight of service stairsthat led to the roof. From there she had afine
view of upper Manhattan, with the dark mass of Centra Park directly in front of her and traffic crawling
by along way below on the street. A cutting wind blew her hair around, and she dipped on aknit cap to
hold it in place. "Herewe go!" she said doud.

She fixed her ropes and siwung over to the roof of the Plaza. From there shetied her ropeto a
cornice and, taking a deep breath, swung out again into space, bracing hersalf with one foot so as not to
spin. The stars and the street seemed equally distant as she lowered herself to the level of the gpartment
windows.

They were open, saving her from having to cut through them with avibrator tool.

She swung in through the billowing white curtains, landed soundlesdy insde the darkened apartment,
and rolled to her feet. She could see pretty well with the infrared-enhanced goggles she now snapped
on. Her feet were set in adefensive pose, but there was no one there. She gave the rope asnap and it
came free from the cornice. Shewound it around her waist. Now there was no evidence of her means of
entry.

She looked around the apartment. It waslarge, with a drawing room and a separate bedroom. She
checked out the kitchen. The refrigerator wasfilled with avery good brand of champagne, and there
weretinsof caviar in the pantry. ThisKhdil seemed to live on the rarest of fare. The question now was
where did he keep the jewelry?

She knew that Gibberman had chosen this mark carefully. Ahmed Khalil was renowned asan
international playboy. He loved to give expensive giftsto hisladies of the evening. But wheredid he
keep the trinkets?

She had dready learned from inside sources that he didn't entrust them to hotdl safes. He wanted
them close at hand for the moment when he chose to reward his current lady.

She moved quickly around the gpartment Although the place was big, it was till only ahotd suite.
The stuff hasto be here somewhere....

And then, suddenly, the lights came on.

"Good evening, my dear," adeep, resonant voice said.

Julie saw atdll, very thin, dark-faced man leaning negligently againgt the wal. He was wearing a
checked headdress. He had a short beard and luxuriant mustache. His face was narrow, and he had a
hawk's nose with alarge molein the left corner. Standing beside him was another man, also an Arab, but
large—in fact, huge—with afull head of fuzzy black hair and so much facid hair that hisfeaturesweredl
but obscured. Julie, however, had no trouble seeing the knife he held in hisright hand.

"What are you doing here?' Julie asked. "Y ou're supposed to be seeing an opera.”

Khdil, thetal thin man, smiled. "Y our information isreliable, but so was my counterintelligence
service. We dways keep an eye on Gibberman when we cometo New Y ork. He's stung us before. We
knew when you visited him to set up thejob. Didn't we, Sfat?"

The giant smiled and touched the point of his dagger with the ball of histhumb.
Khalil said, "Gibberman was happy to tdl uswhat he had set up for thisevening.”
Julie nodded. Talk about luck.

"You musin't hold it againgt Gibberman for talking,” Khalil said. "When Srat takesthe knife to
somebody, secrets are shouted from the rooftops. His skill is better than asurgeon's. With that knife he
canlay bareadngle nerve, inthearm, for example, and play onit asif it werethe stringon aviolin. Itis
an unforgettable experience, my dear, and one I'm sure you wouldn't want to miss.”

Julie thought of how she had told Stan that nothing ever went wrong. What alaugh! Of course, it
was all bad luck. How could she nave guessed that Khalil would find out about Gibberman? She had



discounted the efficiency of the counterintelligence corps these rich Arabs employed.

"Well, Khdil," Juliesaid, "lookslike I'm foiled and caught in the act. Have your man step away from
the door and I'll leave quietly.”

Khdil smiled. "I'm afraid it's not going to be so easy, my dear.”

"Y ou're going to turn me over to the police?!

"Eventudly. If there's enough left of you. First, however, it will be necessary to teach you alesson.
Sa!"

The big man took adow step toward her.

Juliesaid, "I thought it would be like that. Thanks, Khdil."

"For what?'

"For freeing me of any scruples. If | ever had any, you've put them completely out of my mind.”

Sheturned to face Sfat, and took two steps toward him while Khdil folded hisarms and waited for
the fun to begin, asmall smileon hislips.

Sfat lifted hisarms, hands formed into blades. He bent his knees, feet pointed outward, and Julie
recognized the typicd fighting stance of a Saudi karate fighter. It was atechnique that had its limitations.
Sfat advanced, mincingly for so large aman, and his bearded face was set in amask of cruelty. Ashe
came within range hisleft hand darted out, the finger's shaped like a hawk's head.

She wasready for it, had been anticipating it. She ducked under the swooping blow and, with a
short, economica kick, connected with Sfat's left kneecap. He had been turning as she kicked, and
some of theforce of the blow waslost. Nevertheless, it was enough to take his feet out from under him.
Hefdl heavily, and Julie pounced.

But thistime he caught her unawares. Sfat's clumsy fall had been feigned, and as she came legping at
him hisarms and legs were drawn up cat fashion, and he lashed out, expecting to catch her in the solar
plexus. She had seen her danger amoment before his counterstroke, however, and turning in midair,

managed to avoid hisflailing limbs. Her stiffened elbow caught him in the pit of the somach, knocking
theair out of him, and in the second it took him to recover, she ' rolled away and regained her feet.

Khalil had been watching dl this dumbfounded. Now, belatedly, he stirred into action. He stepped
forward, crouching in aclassic knife fighter's pose. The weapon he carried in hisright hand and low
againg hisbody was a yata, atraditiond Y emeni dagger, about eight incheslong, dightly curved, and
sharpened to arazor edge. It was made from a Swedish saw blade, and fitted with an elaborate
rhino-horn handle. Arabic |etters were engraved on the blade. Julie's eyes widened when she saw the
wespon.

"You do wdll to fear the yata" Khdlil said, advancing, light twinkling off the point like the gaze of a
one-eyed basilisk.

"Oh, | wasn't exactly afraid of it,” Julie said. "Just surprised to seeit. Rhino hornisnot legdly traded.
Isit genuine?'

"Of course" Khdlil said, feinting and then making alightning stab at her. "1 dwayskill with the
genuineaticle

"I'm sure glad to hear that,” Julie said. That makesthat knife extremely valuable!”

The blade darted toward her midsection. Julie spun, and the thing passed harmlessy adong her left
side. Asit passed, her arm snapped down, trapping the weapon. Khalil began along and elaborate
Arabic cursein the guttural didect of Omdurman, but got out no more than a couple of syllables before
Juliesleft ebow crashed with piledriver force into the middle of hisface.

Blood sireaming from his nose and mouth, Khail sumbled backward, losing hisgrip on the knife
that was till clamped under Juliesleft arm.

"I'll just keep thisfor you," Julie said, dipping the knifeinto her belt. "It might reduceitsvaueif we



got blood dl over it."

A feint to the midsection drew down Khdil's guard. Fingersfolded in protectively, Julie snapped a
blow. The hedl of her hand caught Khalil where the upper lip meetsthe nose. Four of hisfront teeth
cracked off clean a thegumline,

"Y ou ought to thank me," Julie said. "'I've corrected your overbite and haven't even charged you for
it"

Khdlil fell down screaming. Herolled on thefloor clutching his head and whimpering. Bloody foam
splattered from his mouth. Julie watched him criticaly for amoment, then muttered, "That ought to keep
you occupied for awhile.”

Sheturned to Sfat. He had regained hisfeet, and although his balance was just the dightest bit
off-kilter, hewas ill formidable. If rage could kill, then Julie would be dead ten times over. He came
toward her on the attack. He was about twice the weight of the dender girl and he was containing his
fury now as he backed her into an angle of thewall, just to one sde of an indifferent copy of
Gainsborough's Blue Boy. There seemed no way she could get out of this one. Shouting an oath in street
Arabic, Sfat launched his attack.

Julie had had long preparation for momentslike this. Shen Hui'singructionsin saf-defense had
covered dl the basics of unarmed combat. He had hot been satisfied with that, however, since he
accounted himsalf no expert in the finer points of self-defense. So he had apprenticed her to OllaKhan,
afat-faced master fighter from Isfahan in centra Asa Khan, beguiled by her beauty, had said, "My
arrangement with your master isthat you will stay with me and servemein dl particulars until you can
beat me a unarmed combat. That might take more than alifetime, my pet.”" Infact it took just five
months, and OllaKhan ended up in ahospital for his presumption.

And 0, now, with Sfat launching hisimpetuous and ill-considered attack, Julie's problem was not
how to cope with it, but which of several different methods to choose. She aso had to decide to what
extent she wished to incapacitate him, and thisin turn depended on her estimation of hisvaueto her
aive. In the split of asecond she decided that this gross hairy-faced man with the bad breath was of no
valueto her, and indeed could serve her better dead as a message to his master, Khdlil, to stop resisting
and start cooperating.

Shedidn't think dl that through conscioudy. Instead, she opposed his charge with a sword hand,
fingers stiffened. Sfat crashed into her hand and was stopped abruptly as the fingers took him high
between the eyes, shutting down his pineal gland and. then going on to break his neck. Hiseyesrolled
up, showing the white, and he crashed to the floor like two hundred pounds of dead mutton.

She turned from him to Khdlil. "Ready to go another round?’ she asked.

Khdil, histeeth scattered over the floor, had had enough. He mumbled through a bloodstained hand.
"Don't hurt me anymore. I'm adilettante, not afighter. I'll give you whatever you want."

"That'swhat | liketo hear," Julie said. Shetook apillow from anearby bed and stripped off the
pillowcase.

"Fill it with good stuff for me," she said. "Don't put in any worthless crgp or I'll have something to say
about it."

Khalil, totally unnerved, couldn't even dream of resistance.

His collapse was absol ute. He opened a compartment concealed in the wall behind the bed and
picked severd precious brace ets, two handfuls of magnificent unmounted gemsin awhite chamois bag,
and astring of glorious baroque pearls, each the size of apigeon’s egg and no two aike. Soon the
pillowcase was bulging. Khalil had other objects he wanted to give her, but she stopped him.

"One bagful isenough. I'm not greedy. Besides, 1'd need an extra pair of handsto carry it al.”
Khdil recovered sufficiently to say, "If you'refinished, then get out!™
"Okay," Juliesad. "Thisis good-bye, then." She moved closeto him.



He stared at her. The whites of hiseyeswent adirty yellow as she advanced on him. He ssumbled
away, found himself with hisback to abureau. "What are you going to do?' he asked in ashaking voice.

"Just give you acouple hours deep. So | canwalk out of herelikealady." Shetouched anervein
his neck. He dumped to the floor unconscious.

"Be sureto have adentist ook at those ssumps,” she said. He couldn't hear her, of course, but she
was sure hed remember anyway.

Julie went to the dressing-room mirror and checked her clothing and makeup. Sherepaired her
lipstick, which had been smeared in the combat, and found an ugly red stain on the shoulder of her red
dress.

Luckily, Khalil had aredly smart ermine jacket in his closet. It covered the stain nicely. Sheleft by
the penthouse eevator. No one stopped her as she walked out, passed through the lobby, and exited
the revolving front door onto Central Park South, where she called ataxi.
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"How did it go tonight?" Stan asked when she got back to the brownstone.

"Not bad," she said, dumping her loot into the bed. "A dream night for athief. Unfortunately, it's
nowhere near enough to buy a spaceship with."

"We don't need to buy one," Stan said. "I've got a plan that ought to work now that we have some
money to play around with. Thefirst thing we're going to need isaspaceship driver.”

"I'dlovetotak about it,” Juliesaid. "But first | need abath. And I'm famished! Sometimes stedling
can be hard work. Oh, by the way, here's a present.” She tossed the dagger onto the bed.

Stan picked it up and admired the gleaming narrow blade and the rhino handle. "Whered you get
this?'

"Jugt alittletrinket | picked up during the evening.”

12

Over the next two weeks, Julie converted the loot from Khalil's apartment to cash, and Stan lost no
time putting it to work. There wasinformation to buy, people to bribe, and round-the-clock work by
hired techniciansto put Norbert into full working condition.

Two weeksto the day after Julie'stheft at the Plaza, she met Stan for lunch at the Tavern on the
Greenin Central Park. Since it wasn't aworkday for her, she permitted herself a cocktail.
Stan was looking pretty well. A shade paler than usua, but still not bad for aman dying of cancer

and sustaining himsalf on heavy doses of the most addicting narcotic substance known to man. Hiseyes
were alittle dreamy, but his voice was firm enough ashe said, "Julie, we're ready to make our move.”

"Today?

"That'sright. Areyou ready?"

She gave him an exasperated look. "Of course. You really don't haveto ask me that" "Sorry, | didn't
mean anything by it." Her voice softened. "No, I'm sorry, Stan. | don't mean to snap &t you. It'sthe
waiting. It'shard on my nerves."

"Well," Stan said, "it'll soon be over. If this plan works, well have ourselvesapilot.” "And if it doesnt

work?' "We could be dead." "Fair enough. Where are we going?' "To look up an old friend of mine and
make him an offer he can't refuse.”
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Jersey City, eveninits best days, had been acity many people found objectionable.

It hadn't improved much since the days before the Human-Alien Wars and the human reoccupation.
On the day Stan and Julie went there, haf of the streets downtown were awash due to aburst water
main from aweek before, and the city'srepair crews still hadn't gotten around to capping it.

Ragged, mean-looking men and women hung around every street corner. They looked like
down-and-outers, but there was something sy and dangerous about them, too. There were soup
kitchens set up here and there, and the buildings looked old and del apidated. Even the newly built
sections of the city were starting to show wear, their poor construction materials aready crumbling.
Packs of wild dogs dinked in and out of back aleys; nobody had gotten around to getting rid of them
yet.

"It's pretty bad,” Stan said, like he was apologizing for it.

"Hey, I've seenworse," Julie said. "Not that | want to hang around this place ..."

At Central Station, Stan found them a motorized pedicab. The driver was agnarled old brute,
dressed nearly inrags, with ashapdessfet hat on which, incongruoudy, was the glittering bright
medallion that let him legally operate afor-hire vehicle.

Stan peered ingde the three-whedl pedicab. Some of these drivers had been known to hide
accomplicesinside, the better to rob the customers, or so it was said. Stan didn't redlly know what to
expect. He hadn't been outside New Y ork City in years.

He gave the driver the address, and the man grunted. ™Y ou sure you want to go there, mister?"

"Yes, I'm sure. Why do you ask?"

"Y ou're going to the heart of the old Gadight Didtrict.

Where the space derdlicts and the chemheads hang out.”

"Yes, | know."

"No placefor alady, either.”

" Shut your face and get moving,” Juliesaid.

"Long as you know what you're getting into." The pedicab operator started up the hand-cranked
washing-machine motor that ran hislittle vehicle. Stan and Julie settled back.

Once the driver got up to speed, he gave them adashing ride. Hewovein and out of traffic on
Jersey City'swide boulevards, the pedicab dodging in and out of the debristhat the striking garbage
collectors would get around to picking up once they settled their contract with the city. The street was
like an obstacle course, filled with boxes, packing cases, mattresses, wrecked vehicles, even the carcass
of ahorse. Therewere dso plenty of vehicles, driven by kamikaze drivers who were hell-bent on getting
somewhere, anywhere, rushing around and dodging in and out of each other'sway like rules of theroad
were no more than memories. There was adirty gray sky overhead, the sun conceded behind
dark-edged clouds. It wasn't anyone'sfault that the day was so rotten, but you fdt like blaming someone
anyhow. Looking around, Stan thought, " To paraphrase Robert Browning, anything so ugly had to
be evil "

"How do you likeit?" the driver asked, turning back to fix Stan with ahard look.

"The city? 1t lookslikeit'sfalen on hard times."

"Buddy, you can say that again. This has always been abad-luck city. Gutted during the Alien Wars.
That happened to alot of cities. Gave them a chance to rebuild. Only crappier.”

"Well, thingsaretough dl over,” Stan said, wishing the driver would turn around and pay attention to
thetraffic.



The driver acted like he had eyesin the back of hishead. Cars came shrieking at him from every
direction; and somehow they always missed and he kept right on talking.

"Yourefrom New Y ork, right? 1 can dwaystell. Y ou people didn't get the Pulsing Plague like we
got it herein Jersey. Turned whole neighborhoods into madhousesfilled with raving lunatics beforeit did
them the favor of killing them. But not al of them, worse luck. There are some plague people ill dive,
you know. They wereinfected, but it didn't kill them. But it can kill you if they touch you."

"I've been inoculated againgt plague,”" Stan said.

"Sure. But what good will an inoculation do you against the new berserkers you get around here?
They're mostly people who recovered from the Pulser, but with something missing. It waslike some
center of control in their heads just vanished. Berserkers can get into afrenzy over the smalest thing,
over nothing a al. And then watch out for them because they start killing and don't stop until somebody
sopsthem.”

"I'll watch out for them," Stan said, feding very uncomfortable.

What was he getting himself and Julie into?

"Y ou wanta good restaurant?" the driver said suddenly.

"Try Toy's Oriental Palace over on Ogden. They got away with soypro you'd never believe. They
use red spicesin their sauces, t0o."

"Thanks, I'll remember that,” Stan said. "Are we close now?"

"You can smdl it, can't you?' thedriver said, grinning.

"Yep, we're just about there."

The driver dowed down and looked for an opening in the traffic, found one that wastoo small, and
decided to makeit larger. He propelled the little pedicab into it, suffering no more than a bruised
bumper, ducked into a narrow street off the boulevard, took a couple of turns, and pulled up to the
curb.

Stan and Julie got out. Stan saw they were in an evil-looking neighborhood, which was just about
what held expected. Above him, rising above the buildings, he saw alandmark: the spire of the
Commercid Services Landing Field, alocd service facility where non-stellar spaceshipstook off and
landed. There had been alot of discussion about it in the newly formed city council. Too closeto the
city, some said. It could be asource of danger. If one of those things goes down ... Some people still
didn't trust spacecrafts. It was apoint, but the other side had the answer. "It'll bring jobs into the city.
Wil be the closest full-facility field within ahundred-mile radius of New Y ork. A lot closer than the
Montauk Point facility. The busnesswill flock to us" Andin Jersey City, where busnessisking and
corruption isits adviser, there was no answer to that.

The spaceport's spire was severd miles away, Stan figured. He wasin aneighborhood of small
ramshackle buildings built againgt the bulwark of severa skyscrapers.

Hewas standing in front of Gabrielli's Meat Market, advertising fresh pork today in addition to the
usual soypro steaks and turkeytofu butterballs, and the place stank of blood and chemicals. Next to it
wasasmall newsstand, and what looked like a betting parlor beside that betting waslegd in the state of
New Jersey, an important source of revenue. Most of the state legidature didn't gpprove of gambling,
but money was hard to find these days, even with the giant Bio-Pharm plant recently opened in nearby
Hoboken and with MBSW—the Mercedes-Benz Spaceship Works—sprawled out in Lodi.

A young woman, perhaps sixteen or seventeen years old, came up to Stan. Shewas dender and tall,
and she wore anew motorcycle jacket. Ignoring Julie, she said, "Can | help you, mister?’

Stan shook hishead. "I'm not interested today, thank you."

Sheglared a him. "Y ou think I'm selling sex? Forget it, stupid. | can see you got alady with you.
And besides, you don't have enough to buy me.”

"What are you offering, then?' Stan said.



"Advice. Guidance."

Stan couldn't help laughing. " Thanks, but we can do without it."

"Canyou redly?Y ou people from around here?'

"No, as ameatter of fact."

"That's pretty clear. Y ou want to walk out of here alive? Y ou'd better buy apass.”

Stan looked around. There seemed to be nothing much happening on the street. It al looked safe
enough. Y et something about her tone of voice chilled him, and he said, "Just out of curiogity, what
happensif we don't take a pass?’

She shrugged. "What usualy happens to people who stray onto other peoplesturf?”
"But I'm standing in apublic street!”

"It'sturf dl the same. You'rein theterritory of the Red Kings. | can sl you apassthat'll keep you
out of trouble, or you can take your chances."

Julie had been standing by, listening, letting Stan handleit, but she was getting impatient. "For
heaven's sake, Stan, give her something and let's get on withiit!"

"l guess!'ll take two passes,” Stan said. "How much are they?"

Her price of ten dollars didn't seem too bad. Stan paid with atwenty and waited for change.
"For the other ten I'll sll you some advice," the woman said.

Stan hesitated, then decided not to argue. "Okay. What's your advice?'

"When you go into the soup kitchen," she said, "don't forget your pail." And then she turned and
walked away.

Stan looked at the passin hishand. It was a playing card, thefive of diamonds. Turning it over, he
saw afinelooping scrawl in red Magic Marker. He couldn't read it, but it looked just like graffiti.

"Hey, kin | hep?' avoice asked.

It was avagrant in a shapeless graycloth hat who had spoken to them. He looked fat and stupid and
evil.

Juliesad to him, "Buzz off, buster.”

The man looked for an instant as though he was prepared to take umbrage at the remark. Then,

warned perhaps by a sixth sense that told him when he was outmatched, he mumbled something and
walked on.

"1 should be doing the protecting,” Stan said.

"Don't get al bent out of shape over it," Julie said. " can take care of bums and wise guys, but |
don't know how to build robots. It dl evensout in theend.”

"Yeah, | guessit does,” Stan said. "Herewe are.”

They waked up the crumbling steps of arotting tenement. An odor of roach repdlent fought with the
smell of crushed roaches. There was not much to choose between them. Dim yellow lightbulbs burned
overhead asthey climbed to the third floor.

Stan found the right door and knocked. No answer. He knocked again, louder.

Julie said, "Maybe we should have phoned.”

"No telephone.” Stan hammered on the door. "I know he'sin there. Therésalight on under the
door. And | can hear the TV."

"Maybe hesshy,” duliesaid. "1 think we can fix that." With one well-placed kick, she shattered the
lock. The door siwung inward.

Within, there was a dismal-looking apartment that might have been pretty nice dong around thetime
Rome was founded. It was a hideous place of ancient wallpaper and mildew, and the sound of atoilet
running.



Smell of frying kelp patties from other gpartments overlay the basic odors. There was an overflowing
garbage pail, with two cardboard cartons of garbage besideit.

For furniture, there was an old wooden kitchen table. Sitting at it in astraight-backed chair wasa
strongly made, sad-faced, middle-aged man with iron-gray hair.

Thisman looked up asthey came in. He seemed startled by what he saw, yet uncaring, asif it didn't
matter what the world threw at him next. Therewasasmall black-and-white TV on the table, and he
turned it off.

"Hello, Captain Hoban," Stan said.

Hoban took histime about answering. He seemed to be reorienting himsdlf in therea world, after a
long trip to some unimaginable place, perhapsto the time of histrouble in the asteroids.

Atlast hesad, "It isyou, isnt it? Why, hello, Stan."

"Hi," Stan sad. "l want you to meet my friend Julie.”

Hoban nodded, then looked around. He seemed aware for the first time of the apartment's
appearance.

"Please, sit down, miss. You, too, Stan. I'll get you sometea.... No, I'm sorry, thereisn't any eft.
No extrachairs, ether. If I'd known you were coming, Stan ..."

"l know, you would have had lunch catered,” Stan said.

"Lunch?| can fry you akelp patty...."

"No, sorry, just kidding, Captain. Were not staying. We're getting out of here, and so are you."

Hoban looked surprised. "But where are we going 7"

"There's got to be a cafe near here," Stan said.

" Someplace we can talk."

Hoban looked around again, grinned sheepishly. "I guessthis placeisn't too conducive to
conversation.”

"Especidly not abusinesstalk," Stan said. "Have you got a coat? Let'sgo!™
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Danziger's was a Ukrainian cafe on the next block. It had big glass windows, aways misty with
steam. There were vats of water perpetudly at the boil for the pirogisin ersatz flour gravy that were the
specialty of the place. Stan, Julie, and Hoban took asmall booth in the rear. They drank big mugs of
black coffee and talked in low voices.

Stan was concerned about Hoban's condition. It had been awhile since he had last seen the captain,
back when Hoban had been captain of the Dolomite and Stan had bought the ship. Stan had liked the
taciturn, serious-minded captain and had kept him in charge.

Hoban was one of the old breed, a straight-shooting captain, dways serious and controlled, whose
interests were exclusvely in intergal actic navigation and exploration, and who could be counted on to
follow orders. Stan had bought the Dolomite during hisflush period, when theroyatieswererallingin
from his various patents, before his troubles with Bio-Pharm and the government. In those golden days,
it had looked like the sky wasthe limit. After the asteroid incident, when Hoban had lost hislicense, Stan
had pulled some strings and managed to get him atemporary captain'sticket. They had dl been quite
close then, Stan and Hoban and Gill, the android, who was second-in-command. But then Stan's
problems with Bio-Therm had begun, and the lawsuits had started flocking in like fliesto aflayed cow.

A hodtile holding company had taken over the Dolomite, and their first act had been to dismiss
Hoban, who was known for hisloyaty to Stan. They accused the captain of various peccadilloes. That



was redly alaugh, with aman of Hoban's known probity, but mud sticks when you fling enough of it
hard enough, and the licensing board had lifted Hoban's temporary ticket pending an investigation.

The captain had taken it hard. He was reduced in the course of one terrible day from aman who
commanded hisown little empireto a penniless derdict who couldn't find any work better than washing
dishes.

Now they sat together in a Ukrainian cafe, with the late-afternoon sun streaming in through the
windows, and Stan said, "1'm going back into space, Captain, and | want you with me."

"It'sgood of you to say s0," Hoban said. "But no employer would have me without alicense.”

"l gill want you," Stan said. "Asfor your license, well clamit'sill inforce™

"But it won't be," Hoban said.

"Y ou can't be sure of that,” Stan said. "Money taks. | think the courtswill find for you, if it comesto
an actud trid. And I'll get your case reopened after thistrip.”

"Canyou redly do that?' Hoban asked. A ray of hope lightened his heavy features for amoment,
then his expression darkened again. "But | have no ship, Dr. Myakovsky. Or do you want meto pilot
something other than the Dolomite?"

"No, were going on the good old Dolomite,” Stan said.
"But, Doctor, you no longer ownit! And evenif you did, | am no longer dlowed to pilot it."

"Possession is nine tenths of thelaw,” Stan said. "Once we're aboard and under way, they'll haveto
argue with usin court. Their lawyers againg ours.”

"I don't know," Hoban said, dumping down and shaking his head.
"Money taks" Stan pointed out again. "Well win your case. After thistrip, well dl haveit good.”

"Yes, 9r. Back into space again ... Excuse me for asking, Sir, but do you have any money for this
ven-ture?'

"Enough for what we need. And away to get alot more.”

"Where do you want to go?' Hoban asked. "Let's get into that later,” Stan said. ™Y ou don't mind if
it's dangerous, do you?'

Hoban smiled sadly and shrugged. "Anything's better than rotting here, with nothing to hopefor.”

"My sentiments exactly,” Stan said. "ThisisMiss dulie Lish, my partner. Y oull be seeing alot of her
on thisexpedition.”

Hoban shook Julie's extended hand. "But wait," he said. "I'm sorry, Stan, you had me dreaming for a
momert.

"I'mafradit'simpossble”

"Why do you say that?' Stan asked.

"For onething, no crew."

"Okay. And what else?"

"The Dolomite's in geosynchronous orbit above Earth, ready to go on amining trip in afew days."
"WEell haveto act quickly. Whao's running the Dolomite?'

"Gill, until the replacement captain comes aboard.”

"Excdlent!”

"l don't think so, Stan. Y ou know Gill. HE's programmed to follow the rules. Gill dways obeys
or-ders.”

"Not to worry," Stan said. "Are you sure the new captain's not aboard yet?' "Yes, I'm sure.”
"Thenit'ssmple. Well go aboard and take off at once.”
"Yes, dr ... But it won't work, sir. You and | are both proscribed from boarding the Dolomite.



There are guards. They'll read our retina prints, turn us back...."

"No," Stan sad. "They'll cdl Gill to make ajudgment. He'sin charge now.”

"But what can Gill do? Androids are very smple-minded, Dr. Myakovsky. They obey orders. Their
loydtiesare built-in, hardwired."

"Likeadog," Stan suggested.

"Yes, gr. Very much like”

"Therés ill achance. Since he was animated, Gill has only worked with you.”

"That's right. But it's been awhile since we've been together. And anyhow, when they changed his
orders, they will have changed hisloyalties, too."

"They will havetried,” Stan said. "Actudly, it isn't quite o Smple. Loydty in an android isformed by
long association with aparticular human. | think Gill will lean in your favor when it comesto a showdown
between following your orders or those of the new owners.” ;

Hoban considered it and shook his head doubtfully. "Android conditioning is not supposed to work
that way, sr. And if yourewrong ... It1l be ingtant prison for al three of us.”

"Let'sworry about that when the time comes,” Stan said. "Of courseit's not dead smple. What is?
Thethingis, it'sachancefor usdl. What do you say, Hoban? Are you with us or not?"

Hoban looked up and down, uncertain, frowning. Then helooked at Julie. "Do you know what kind
of achance you'retaking here, miss?'

"It's better than Sitting around listening to yoursdlf breethe,” Julie said.

"This venture of yours, Doctor—I suspect it's not entirely legd."

"That's correct,” Stan said. "It'sillegal and it's dangerous. But it's a chance to rehabilitate yourself.
What do you say?'

Hoban's mouth quirked. Hisface twisted in an agony of indecison. Then he suddenly drove hisfist
down on thetable, causing the coffee mugsto jump. "I'll do it, Dr. Myakovsky. Anything's better than
thig"

The three shook hands. Stan said, "L et's get moving. There€'s no timeto waste.”

"There'sjust one problem,” Hoban said. "What'sthat?' Stan asked. "We don't have acrew.”

Stan's shoulders dumped and he sat down again. Julie asked, "How do you usualy get acrew?'
"There's no time to get them on the open market," Hoban said, "and we'd have ahard time getting
peoplefor adangerous mission. In circumstances like this, we requisition them from the government.”

"What does the government have to do with it?" Julie wanted to know.

"They alow convictsto put in for hazardous duty in space, in return for reduced time on their
sentences.”

Stan said, "But thistime it wouldn't work. The government won't release any of the consto me now
that I've been barred from my own ship.”

"Of coursethey will," Julie said. "Government isdow, Stan, and one part of it never knows what
some other part of itsdlf isdoing. Just go in and ask the way you usudly do. Y ou're alegitimate owner,
you've hired crews before. They haveto serveyou.”

"But what if they do know my ship has been seized?'

"Firg of all, so what? People have property seized every day. It doesn't put them out of business.
They have asuit againg you, but you're till innocent until proven guilty. And besides, the people who
actually give you prisoners, the guards and clerks, what do you think they know about that? They don't
know and don't care. They do what they have to do."

"l don't know," Stan said. "I'll be too nervous."

"It will work."



"Maybe. But | don't fed confident about this."

"Stan, if you want to succeed in what you and | are getting into, you're going to have to learn how to
fake sdf-confidence. Have you ever acted in aplay?

"Sure, in college. | was pretty good.”

"Well, that'swhat you're going to do now. Act the part of Dr. Myakovsky, brilliant young scientist
and upcoming entrepreneur.”

"Acting apart,” Stan mused. "What anovel ideal But | believe | could do that."

Julie nodded. "I knew right away you had it in you to play the Big Con. Stan, if you weren't already
ascientis, | think you could make agreat thief.”

It was the nicest compliment Stan had ever been paid.

"And asfor you, Captain Hoban ..." Julie continued.

"Yes, miss?' Hoban said.

"Y ou're going to have to get that hangdog look off of your face. Y ou're a spaceship captain again,

not awashed-up drunk who did something wrong oncein hislife and is making himsdlf pay for it the rest
of hislife"

"I'll try to remember that,” Hoban said.
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Morning came early to the federa penitentiary at Goose Lake, New Y ork. Almost two thirds of the
great gray concrete structure was underground, buried under one of the Catskills. What showed above
was awindowless dome, gray asaghost in sunlight, unrelievedly ugly despite the rows of quick-growing
trees that had been planted around its perimeter in an attempt to dressit up. A ten-foot-high eectrified
fence surrounded the facility, but it was pretty much window dressing. No convict had gotten asfar as
the fence yet. The prison had itsways of keeping the prisoners docile.

Within the windowless pile, artificid light shone night and day. It was part of standard policy to keep
the prisoners disoriented, and therefore less aggressive.

Inside, there were the usua sections of prison cells, with catwalks outside them where the guards
walked. There were workshops, food and laundry facilities, and a separate room where the inmates did
state-approved work and earned adollar or so aday for it.

It wasfreetime now. All the men not doing solitary were walking around the grounds, exercising,
taking.

A loud voice came from the prison loudspesker. " All men whose names are on the Alpha V olunteer
list, report to the auditorium on the second leve "

The AlphaVVolunteer List contained the names of those prisoners with space experience who were
willing to volunteer for a hazardous assgnment in return for areduction of their sentences. It had been a
while sincethe call went out for crew. The prisonerswere well aware of the good thingsthis early
release could do for them. And anyway, it was easier to escape from a spaceship than from afedera
prison.

It was not easy getting on the Alphalist, because only alimited number were permitted even to
apply. Y ou had to bribe aguard to have any chance a al. And you werelikely to have problemswith
other prisoners who wanted to take your place.

Red Badger had been waiting for this chance along time. Now he got up, smoothed down his unruly
red hair, checked his shoes, and started for the auditorium.

He was stopped by an inmate named Big Ed.



"Where do you think you're going?' Big Ed asked.
"I'monthelig,” Badger said.

"Yougot it wrong," Big Ed said. "That last placeismine.”

"No," Redinggted, "itsmine."

"Sure. But youre going to giveit to me, aren't you?"

"Noway," said Red Badger. "Now, if you'll just let me get past..."

Big Ed stood in the middle of the corridor, blocking Badger'sway. "Do like | say," he threstened,
"ordse”

Red Badger knew he was being challenged, knew that Big Ed had been waiting for this moment a
long time, yet he dso knew that Big Ed had picked him figuring he was the easiest guy on the Alphalist
tointimidate.

Badger dready knew what he was going to do about it.

Hewas known as Red Badger because of his shock of coarsered hair. He had the light, easily
sunburned skin that went with red hair, and narrow blue-green eyesthat blinked at you from behind
sandy eyelashes. He was a big man, heavy in the chest. He wore his leather waistcoat open to show his
chest with its grizzled mass of hair. He had large square teeth and anasty smile.

Badger was an alumnus of many prisons. He had gotten his nickname at Raiford Prison in Florida,
and as an act of defiance had taken it for his own. Badger was doing time for armed robbery and
assault. He had acriminal record that went back along way. Quick with hisfists, he was adso quick with
his tongue and was always |ooking for achance to cause trouble. "Troubleis my red middie name," he
liked to say. "L et me show you how | spell it." And then held punctuate hisremark for you with hisfists.
Like the badger, his namesake, he was most dangerous when cornered.

The fight was to be held according to the accepted prison rules: just the two of them, having it out in
one of the washrooms. Whoever was sill standing after it was over would go to the auditorium. The two
combatants went there Silently.

Both men knew it did no good to be brawling in the corridors. There were stingray projectors with
moation-indicator finders mounted in dl the corridors, turning steadily and scanning in al directions. The
singerswerent fata, but they hurt like hell and could be counted upon to whip reca citrant prisonersinto
line. There were no projectors mounted in the washrooms,

Although it was never talked about, the prisonersfigured the authorities wanted to leave them places
where they could have things out for themsalves, establishing who was top dog and who was underdog.
Severd of them, noticing where Badger and Ed were going, followed aong to watch the fun. It had been
known for some time that Big Ed was going to try to take Red's place on the AlphaList. Big Edwasa
seven-foot freak from Opalatchee, Florida. A bodybuilder, he looked like amodd for Hercules, dl
gleaming muscle as he stripped off his shirt. Red Badger, on the other hand, was a solid man, but his
musculature was well padded with fat. He looked dow, not formidable.

Stripping off his shirt, he stood in the middle of the shower space, looking fat and deepy, his hands
loose and open at his sides, waiting for Ed to make the first move.

"Y ou sure you want this?' Big Ed asked, moving forward dowly, handsraised like an old-fashioned
bare-knuckle fighter. "Ain't going to be much left of you when | get through.” He looked at the
spectators and laughed. "'I'm gonna skin me a badger today, boys."

The men laughed dutifully. Big Ed suddenly lunged forward, and Badger responded.

People said later they'd never seen abig fat man like Badger move so fast. One moment he was
standing right there, practically under Big Ed'sfists. But when Big Ed attacked, Badger was dready out
of the way, dancing back. He easily €luded aroundhouse right, and, taking histime, delivered ablow to
Big Ed's neck, catching him at anerve junction on theright Sde.

Big Ed bellowed and moved back. Hisright arm was dangling awkwardly a hissde. He strained to



lift it, but could get no sensation into it. He wasn't hurt; not redly. It was just that hisright arm wouldn't
lift.

"Wher€d you learn that stunt?' he demanded.

Badger samiled but didn't answer. What good would it do to tell Big Ed that his most recent cdll
mate, Tommy Tashimoto, had taught him thefine art of nerve strikes—getting him to practice for hours,
hitting over and over again from al angles until he could strike haf a dozen targets unerringly wherethe
nerve bundles were near the surface or rode over bone.

Red Badger hadn't been one for forma education. But when he got achanceto learn how to
incapacitate alarger, stronger opponent, al the doggedness of his character came out, and he had
worked until he knew what he was doing.

Now hecircled around Big Ed'sright, hitting him quick hard blowsto the face and ribs, coming in
over the dangling and usdlessright arm. Big Ed tried to launch himself at Badger. If he could just get his
hands on him, even one-handed, he'd tear the smaller man apart. But Red had a strategy to offset that.
He hit again and again at the nerve junction in Ed's neck, and soon the numbness was replaced by a
gdloping pain that traveled up and down Ed's shoulder, from hisfaceto hisgrain, filling him with an
agony o painful asto be exquisite.

At least Badger thought it was exquisite, because he saw he had his man where he wanted him,
helpless but ill on hisfeet. A hunk of meat to which he could mete out punishment.

Badger hit and hit, using the hedl and sides of hishands. He knew he had thisfight won; he just had
to guard now againgt injuring himsdlf. 1t wouldn't do to be incapacitated for this spaceship cal. Big Ed
turned and twisted and floundered, but he couldn't defend himself. A shrewd kick on the elbow brought
down hisleft arm. He stood there, hisface amask of blood, while Badger hammered away at him likea
man driving nailsinto atough piece of wood. He hit and he hit, and Big Ed groaned with pain but
wouldn't go down.

"Hell, | got no moretimeto waste on this," Badger said. He stepped back and, measuring hisman
carefully, ddivered akick with his stedl-capped work shoe right to the point of Big Ed's jaw. The men
watching the fight winced as Big Ed's front teeth came flying out like aspray of broken china, and Ed
himsdlf crashed face-firgt to the floor. Badger turned on atap and cleaned himself quickly but
thoroughly. It wouldn't do to be dl sweaty for hisinterview. He checked himself in the big mirror before
he |eft the washroom to make sure he didn't have any of Big Ed's face hanging on his clothes.
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"Hi, I'm Stan Myakovsky," Stan said. These are my associates. | telephoned ahead. | need a
spaceship crew for ahazardous mission.”

If the guard at the front window of the entry gate was impressed, she didn't show it. Shewasa
squarely built woman with short bristly hair. She put down her biker magazine and said, "What company
you with?"

"Sonnegard Acceptance Corporation,” Stan said, and showed his credentias.

Back before his troubles began, Stan had taken over the Dolomite by buying the controlling shares
in Sonnegard, a spaceship holding company. The company wasthe real owner of the ship, not Stan,
who had never bothered to have the ship reregistered in his own name. In fact, he had decided not to;
that way, if the ship got into any trouble, hewouldn't beligble.

"Youll find my name onthelig,” Stan said. He was hoping that the government hadn't gotten around
to proscribing his company and red-flagging it on the computer. 1t was unlikely. As Jdulie had pointed out,
it took government forever to bring their records up to date. The inefficiency wasn't gtrictly government's
fault. There was neither the time nor the personnel available to record al the crimes, arrests, and



dispositions that were taking place around the clock in an Americamore lawlessthan it had ever beenin
all itslawless history. Sonnegard A cceptance Corporation would probably be alega entity for months
to come.

The guard punched the name up on her computer. "Y eah, you're on thelist. Go on through.” She
buzzed open the heavy metal door leading to the prison.

"Sofar, 0 good,” Juliesaid.

Stan, accompanied by Julie and Hoban, went through into along, brightly lit corridor.

"Oh, | didn't expect much trouble getting in," Stan said. "It's the getting out that concerns me.”
"Y ou worry too much,” she said. "Doesn't he, Captain Hoban?"

"He'sworrying about the wrong things," Hoban said. "What he should be thinking about iswhat if
one of those men recognizes me?"

"Y ou're not exactly acover girl," Juliesaid. "I don't think you need to worry."

Their footsteps echoed hollowly as they went down the long corridor, following the flashing arrows
that took visitorsto the recruitment center.

There was adoor at the end of the corridor. It buzzed open for them.

Within was alarge office, plenty of plain metal desksand chairs, and aguard seated at abigger desk
in front of acomputer.

"Comeonin, Dr. Myakovsky," the guard said. "I've got al the volunteersin aholding tank just
behind thisroom. There are twenty of them. That is asyou requested, isit not?"

"It'sfine" Stan said. "I'd like you to meet Miss Lish, my associate, and Thomas Hoban, my captain.
Hell be doing the actud sdectionin my name.”

"Asyou know," the guard said, "we have dready made the presdlection for you, giving you the
top-twenty men on our AlphalLigt. You may reject any of them, and you do not have to give areason. If
you'reready, I'll have the people sent in."

Stan nodded. The guard pressed a button. A panel did up smoothly in the stedl wall. Therewasa
sound of moving feet, and then the prisoners came marching out in singlefile. Following the guard's
commands, they formed a line across the room, stopped, and turned to face Stan and his party.

Captain Hoban waked up to the men. He paced up and down the line, peering into their faces. He
came to one, hesitated, stopped, and stared.

Red Badger stared back.

Hoban said, "Do | know you? Have we ever met?'

"l don't think o, Sir," Red Badger said. "But of course I've got alousy memory.”

Hoban kept on staring at him. Badger said, "I'm agood spaceman, Sir. | just want achanceto
rehabilitate mysdf."

Hoban pursed hislips, frowned, then turned away.

"Anything wrong, Mr. Hoban?" Stan asked.

"No, everything isfine," Hoban said.

"Dothemen look dl right to you?"

"Yes, they look fine."

Stan could see that something was bothering Hoban, but now was obvioudy not thetimeto ask him
about it. Maybe, he thought, the captain was just nervous.

Stan turned to the guard. "I'll accept thislot. I'm posting money to send them out to their ship.”
"Okay withme," the guard said. "What ship isthat?' "The Dolomite," Stan said, and waited.

The guard bent over the computer. "How do you spell it?" she asked, and Stan knew everything was
going to bedl right.
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They were transporting the prisonersto Feacility 12, where they would take the shuttle to the
Dolomite, their new ship.

Hoban wasthinking, "Damn it, | know |'ve seen that man before". He knew who | was, I'm sure
of it. Sowhy did | pick him? Because| could tell from hislook, if I didn't take him, he was going to tell
everyonewho | was. It's not just my imagination, | knew what that bastard was going to do. | should
never have gotten mysdf into thisin thefirst place....

Unexpectedly, Hoban found himsdlf regretting his decision to go in with Stan. Some people might
have thought it was crazy, but people just didn't understand.

Hewas grateful for this chance to redeem himself, get back on top, prove himself awinner. But
another side of his character, knew himself for aloser and just wanted a soft place to lie down. Funny to
think of Jersey City asa soft place, but it was. Somehow he always got fed, always had aroof over his
head. And best of al, nobody expected anything of him. He could relax, take adrink or two, take alot
of drinks... He knew that wasn't how he ought to fedl.

It was like there were a couple of Hobans, and at least one of them wasworking actively to
undermine him. Hetried to remind himself that good things lay ahead: held soon be piloting his own ship
again. Y ou couldn't do better than that. But somehow, it didn't have quite the savor it ought to. And
Captain Thomas Hoban became aware that he faced a greater danger than whatever Stan was getting
them into. Y ou can guard against murder, but how do you guard against your own thoughts of suicide?
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There was one way to get aboard a spaceship without having to produce a pass or wait for a
computer check. Y ou could go aboard as part of atour party. It was Juli€sidea. They waited afew
hoursto give the authorities enough time to deliver the prisonersto the Dolomite. Then they cameto the
Staten Idand launch site.

All ships picked up extraincome by |etting Sight-seeing parties aboard while they werein port, lifting
them up to the ship's orbit in achemical launching craft. Touring the spaceships was a popular
entertainment, asin abygone year people had goneinto New Y ork Harbor to vigit battleships when the
fleet wasin. Spaceshipswere still novel enough, that people paid just to walk aboard one.

With the passengers aboard, the little craft lifted lightly and soon was high above Jersey City. dulie
looked through a viewport and saw the earth below looking like aswirly blue-white basketball.
Passengers ate hot dogs and talked with each other until the lander arrived a the Dolomite's
geosynchronous orbit and locked onto one of the ship's entry ports.

Hoban, with Stan and Julie, came aboard the Dolomite with agroup of eight other people, just a
few of the hundreds who came up here every day from the Staten Idand Spaceport. Accompanying
them was aguide. He was giving his standard spiel about thruster jets and diosynchronous
interruptor-type impellers and standard warp capacities.

"Right thisway, folks" the tour guide was saying. He was alarge man with pale blond hair, and
wore awhite vest with lavender polka dots under a crimson blazer. "Right thisway you'l find the
refreshment stand and, just beyond it, the souvenir booth. They carry officid ship's souvenirs. Folks,
theseitems are not sold in storesin the city. Y ou can only get them here. Thereésahall of dioramaviews
of gpproachesto various planets. There's even a snack bar featuring delicacies from this world and many
others. Right thisway—"

The guide broke off his spiel when he noticed something unusua happening.



"Excuse me, you people therel™

Hewas talking to three people, two men and awoman, who had moved in the opposite direction
from the crowd and now were about to open adoor marked no admittance except to authorized
personnd in five different languages.

"Did you mean us?' one of the men said. He was short and plump and wore glasses. The woman
beside him was ahandsome creature, dim and with magnificent chestnut-red hair. She was beautiful
even with thelivid scar that ran down one cheek. The other man, somewhat older than thefirst two,
looked dazed.

"Yes, you," theguide said. "Can't you read the sgn on the door?*

"Of course we can," Stan replied. "It doesn't pertain to us.”

"You'renot trying to tell me you're ship'screw?"

"Certainly not," Stan said. "I'm the new owner." "Impossible! | would have beentold." "I'mtelling
you right now. We're going aboard." Stan pushed at the door. The guide moved to stop him, then
stopped abruptly when he felt ahand on his shoulder. The young woman had seized him, and shehad a
grip of sted.

"Madame, unhand me!" the guide said, trying to make ajoke out of it, because people from the tour
were staring. Hetried to shake free, but Juliesfingers didn't budge.

"I'll be happy to let you go," she said. "Just don't interfere with the new owner.”

"1 have no proof that he'sthe new owner!" the guide said.

Julie shrugged. "What difference does it make to you, anyhow, who runsthe ship? 'Y ou've got your
concession.

Y ou're selling your tickets and your hot dogs. Y ouredoing al right.”

The guide considered. He didn't want any trouble, life was hard enough, why stir up trouble with
people who were probably nutcases? The woman with the strong hands was right, what difference did it
maketo him?

"Do whatever you want," he said, stepping back as Julie released his shoulder.

Stan pushed open the door that led into the Dolomite proper. Asit opened, an darm went off deep
inddethe ship.

Thelightsin the corridor behind the door began to flash.. There was asound of heavy running fedt,
and then two men in brown security-guard uniforms came hurrying up with carbines a port arms.

"What's going on?' one of the guards asked. "Hdlt, you people! No oneisdlowed here.”

"We're authorized personnel," Stan said. "'I'm the new owner and these are my associates. Kindly
escort usto your commanding officer.”

"Back off at onceor I'll fire," the guard said. "Thisweapon is set for immediate paralysis. The
company isnot respongible for any broken limbs or other injuries suffered while resisting authorized
orders”

Juliesaid, "l warn you not to fire that thing." Her body tensed. She seemed ready to throw herself at
the guards.

There was amoment of impasse. The guards weren't sure what to do. The Situation wasn't quite
serious enough to warrant firing. Not yet. On the other hand, what were they supposed to do? They
knew they could get into alot of troubleif they didn't handlethisright. A tall man in officer'suniform
came from adoorway inside the ship. "What isgoing on here?' he asked.

The senior guard said, "These people are trying to break in, Mr. Gill."

Gill had along, dark, mournful face. Hisfeatureswere smal. Histypica expression, in common with
those of many androids, wasimpassive and alittle melancholy. He stared at the new arrivals
unbdievingly.



At lagt he said, "' Captain Hoban? Dr. Myakovsky?'

"And | am dulieLish," Juliesaid, holding out her hand.

Gill hesitated, then shook Juli€'s hand.

One of the guards asked, "Do you know these people, sir?*

"Yes" Gill said. "Stand back and let me handle this™

The guards sauted and moved back against awall.

"What isgoing on, Captain?' Gill asked.

Hoban looked unsure of himself, but his voice was firm enough as he answered, "Mr. Gill, | have
decided to take command of the Dolomite again."

"But, Sr," Gill protested, "aduly appointed court stripped you of thiscommand and gaveit to meto
hold until the new captain arrives.”

"They had no right to relieve me of command,” Hoban said.
"Areyou sure of that, Sr?'
"Of courseI'm sure, and | am taking over the ship again pending aformal hearing.”

"Perhaps you have that right, Sir. | wouldn't know. But meantime thereisalega decision againgt you,
and to the best of my knowledge that has not been rescinded.”

Hoban looked confused. Stan put in, "We are going to appeal that ruling. A higher court can be
counted on to reverse the decision.”

"] ancerely hope so, Sir. But in the meantime—"

"In the meantime,”" Hoban interrupted, showing afirmnessthat Stan had not been sure he possessed,
"things return to where they were before. | will retain command of this ship until the higher court rules.

"Unfortunately, sir, | am bound by the lower court's decree.”

"Your firg loydty,” Hoban sad, "istome."

Gill looked doubtful. "That isnot how my ordersreed, Sr."

"Hang your orders!" Hoban cried. "I am giving you adirect command.”

Gill looked puzzled, worried. "My orders are to fire on you or anyone else who triesto board this
ship.”

"I don't believe you'll do that, Gill." Hoban started to walk toward the entry leading to the interior of
the ship.

"Guardd" Gill caled sharply. "Switch to killing mode."

Therewas adouble click asthe guards switched their pulseriflesto killing mode.

Hoban smiled with a confidence he didn't fed and walked toward the entry.

Gill cried, "Stop!"

Stan and Juliefell into step beside Hoban, who continued to advance.

Gill stared at them. There was something like despair on hisface. He said, "I must do what | must.”

"And what isthat, Gill?" Stan asked him.

Gill sad, "Guardd"

The guards snapped to attention.

"Meet your new commander.”

The guards saluted Hoban, who returned the salute.

"Now turn off your wegpons'—another double click—"and attend to theincoming crew. They
should be arriving any minute. Then you are dismissed.”

"Yes, gr!" Both guards saluted, turned on their heels, and marched off.



"Welcome aboard, Commander,” Gill said.
"Thank you, Gill," Hoban said. "'l knew | could count on your loyaty."

"It'smy conditioning that turned things your way, sir," Gill said. "I could not fire on you, nor ask the
guardsto do so. After our many tours of duty together, you and | have devel oped too many bonds. But
| il think whet you aredoing isillegd .

"1 know you fed that way," Hoban said. Y ou may |eave when the guards return to Earth, and no
hard fedings." He held out his hand.

Gill looked &t it for amoment, then shook it. "If you don't mind, gir, I'd like to come dong.”

"But why, if you think thisisillegd ?'

"l don't careif it'sillegd or not," Gill said. "l wasjust stating afact. Snce | couldn't fire on you, my
conditioning in favor of government authority is canceled.

I'm your man again, Captain, if you'll have me."

"It'slikely to be dangerous,” Hoban said.

"That isamatter of indifferenceto me."

"Then I'll be pleased to have you, Mr. Gill." Captain Hoban smiled.

"If you two arefinished watzing," Julie said sarcadticdly, "do you think we could get on with it?!

They accompanied Gill into the ship and to the control room.

Juliesad to Gill, "How did you know what decision to make?"

"l didn't know," Gill muttered. "Androids don't have to make decisons. Wejust follow our
conditioning." "Lucky androids," Juliesaid.

"Gill, were having some baggage lifted up from the space gation,” Stan put in. "With it there will be
alarge packing case. Please seethat it is handled gently.”

"Yes gr."

"When they arrive, get the crew bundled down in hyperdeep. And get dl the tourists off thisship. |
want us ready to depart an hour after the crew is aboard and bedded down."

Gill looked at Captain Hoban.

The captain nodded. "Accept hisorders asif they were mine.”

The volunteersfor the voyage of the Dolomite marched in snglefile under the watchful eyes of
armed guards. They left the olive-drab prison lander and marched into the short connecting tube that led
into the ship proper. As soon asthey were aboard, they all burst into a cheer. The guards gave them
hard looks, but put away their weapons and returned to the lander, accompanied by the two guards
from the Dolomite. Their job was to see that the prisoners got aboard the ship; once aboard, they were
no longer prisoners, though not quite free men, either. The arrangement was that they'd report to the
proper authorities after returning from their voyage, and show their good-conduct papers signed by the
captain, and receive either acommutation of sentence or acomplete amnesty. In practice, many of them
never bothered to return, and their names went on awanted list, to which the authorities gave only minor
attention.

There were aways plenty of new criminasto ded with; no one had any time for the older ones.

They followed the Signsthat had been set up to guide them to their quarter. But Walter Glint, ashort,
dark-haired barrel-chested man from Natchez who was Badger's closest friend aboard, noticed that
Red Badger wasn't even bothering to ook where he was going.

"Hey, Red! Y ou been on this ship before?"

"You bet | have" Red Badger said. "I know her layout like the back of my hand.”

"How come you never said anything about it when that Hoban guy asked if you'd met before?”
Badger shrugged. "If he didn't remember, | wasn't going to remind him. It was a pretty bad time for



him. I'll tell you about it later.”

They went into the crew's quarters. There was plenty of room. The Dolomite normaly carried a
crew of thirty-five, but Hoban had pared it down to the bare minimum after consulting with Stan. There
was no trouble finding berths. Badger and Glint claimed their own corner, and were joined by their best
friends from the federa facility. One of these, Connie Mindanao, was a diminutive woman,
brown-skinned and black-haired and fierce looking, her festures showing evidence of her mixed
ancestry. She was the unlikely combination of aMoro from the Philippines and aMohawk from New
Y ork's Iroquois Confederation.

The only thing the two peoples had had in common was a history of head-hunting. Of the other two,
onewas abig black man from Cdifornianamed Andy Groggins, and the second was ataciturn Laotian
hill woman who didn't say much but whose actions were direct and sudden, and apt to be lethd; her
namewas Min Dwin.

There were others who were friendly with Badger, and some who downright hated him. They sorted
out their deeping arrangements accordingly.
Badger was used to being the center of attention.

A voice came over the loudspesker. "All crew! Put away your gear and strip for hyperdeep.
Everybody must be on his acceleration couch in five minutes.”

Badger cdled out, "What's our destination?”

Hisvoice was picked up by awadl monitor. "Therell be afull briefing immediatdy upon your
awakening," the loudspesker voice replied. "How long we going to deep thistime?' Badger asked.

"That information will be fed into the hyperd eep machinery. No more questions, people! Get ready.”

Connie Mindanao said, "Wheat are they trying to pull on us? 1 don't know if I'm going to stand till for
this." Shelooked at Badger. "What do you think, Red ?*

"Relax," Badger told her. "Nothing much we can do about it just now. The ship's sedled, and
anyhow, the guards are till outside. Weve got no chance of making arun for it."

They dl settled down onto their hyperdeep couches. The lights dimmed.
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The Dolomite left its geosynchronous orbit and proceeded dowly to jump point: aposition in space
well enough beyond Earth's orbit to permit subspace operation without peril to others. From there
Hoban radioed for permission to disembark, and shortly thereafter received an okay from the Coast
Guard monitoring station at L 6.

Stan and his party strapped down. Hoban looked them over and asked, "All ready, Dr.
Myakovsky?'

"Ready," Stan said.

"All right," Hoban said. "Mr. Gill—get us out of herel™

Gill's hands moved across the switches. The lights dimmed in response to the sudden power surge as
the tachyonic converterswhirled into action, compressing time and space, tighter, tighter, until the
Dolomite suddenly vanished from norma space.

The voyage had begun.
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Julie was used to the dark. 1t was friendly and warm, and shefdt safeinit. Only in the dark had she



found security and safety, shielded away from men's eyes and their motives. The dark was the place
where she had trained, so many years ago, when she had learned those matters of stealth and
suddenness that were her protection and her trademark. 1t was then that she learned to make the
darkness her own.

And s0 it had been for al her young life. But it was different now. This darknessthat surrounded her
now felt snigter, evil. Maybe that was because she knew something lurked within it, something that was
trying to get her.

She stopped for amoment in midstep, trying to get her bearings. Her hearing extended itself through
the darkness, searching. As her eyes became accustomed to the gloom she made out vast shapes on
ether sde of her. They were machines, made of dark, glistening metal, and they towered above her.
Spots of white light from some unknown source winked off metallic surfaces, and reflected from coils
and condensers. They didn't even look like objects. They were like the ghosts of objects because their
shapes were indistinct, ambiguous, swathed in a darkness that had gradation and depth, and was
textured with the layers of sllence.

A voice crackled in thetiny radio bug implanted in her ear.

"Julie? Do you see him yet?' It was Stan Myakov-sky, cdling from the Dolomite's central control
room. He wasn't far away, as distances go, but he could have been in another galaxy for dl the good he
could do her now.

"Not yet," she answered. "But | know he'sin here somewhere.”

"Becareful, hun?' Stan said. "'l dill think we should have, delayed thisrun. I'm till not entirely
satisfied with Norbert's control system.”

Now was ahell of atimeto tell her that. She decided to ignoreit. Stan sounded agitated. Was he
getting cold feet?
Or was he just having an ordinary attack of nerves?

She snapped on atiny flashlight. Ahead of her, picked up in the thin beam, she could see more
profound glooms, silent caves of blackness where awful things might lurk. Some of these horrors were
caused by the power of her imagination, but she was afraid that some were not.

It was not imagination that told her something in thisgreat dark place was tracking her. She knew it
was there. But where wasit? She strained her sensesto the utmost, trying to pick up some clue.
Nothing. But she could tell it was out there. She had asense of presence, dmost like asixth sense. It
waswhat a successful thief needed above al dse, and Julie was an extremely successful thief.

She thought back now on her years of training with Shen Hui, the old Chinese master criminal. She
first met him when shewasalittle girl, the youngest one in the Shanghai dave market that morning. She
remembered peering at the crowd that had come to attend the auction, trying to catch afina glimpse of
her mother. But she had aready |eft, unwilling to watch her only daughter being sold on the open market.
The men started bidding, men from different countries. Then one old man had outbid the rest, and had
paid the auctioneer in tagls of gold. That was Shen Hui.

He brought her to his house and raised her like his own flesh and blood. Shen Hui was amaster

thief, amaster of the zen of thievery. He had taught her to develop her latent senses so that she could
register thingswithouit literdly seeing or hearing them. That ability came to her rescue now.

Yes, it was not just imagination. There was some-thing near, and it was Stuated right over ... there!
Shewhirled as agreat |ooming thing detached itself from the deep knot of shadows near agigantic
machinethat lay shrouded in its own dust. She found it fascinating, the way the shadows moved and

grew, like something not human, the way they resolved into one, and that shadow suddenly turned solid
and launched itsdlf a her with an explosive hiss.

"Julie! Watch out!" Stan's voicerang in her ears. He had picked up the sudden movement. But |ate.
Stan was dwayslate. What good could his warning do for her now? He never seemed to redlizeit. Not



that she had expected anything more. She was responsible for herself. And June was dready in motion
asthething camet her.

Her long legs, clad in skintight black plastic, pumped smoothly as she sprinted down the central aide
of the Dolomite's gresat centra cargo hold. The cresture, three times her height, colored an unremitting
black, with jawsfilled with long closely packed fanglike teeth, came after her. Fedling hersdlf being
oyertaken, Julie dodged and swerved around the faintly delineated center line of the hold. Thisone
narrow strip had been set for twenty percent less of the faux gravity that so much resembled the real
thing. Running on the light-gravity strip made her fed asthough she had wings, so rapidly did she move,
dodging fixed objects asthey came up to smear her, vaulting over smaler obstacles, dways moving, the
sound of her own blood pounding in her ears.

The creature came running after her, and aray of light from aglobein the celling picked it up for a
moment

It appeared to be afull-size dien, with the typical backward-doping cranium of itskind.

The thing was as startling as an gpparition from hell. Its claws, with their doubled fingers, reached for
her. Julie turned and fled down the narrow confines of the hold.

The area she ran in widened, and the creature managed to gain afew steps on her.

Stan, watching the action on amonitor in the control room, yelped in darm as the creature loomed
over her. He asked himsdlf why he had ever agreed to let Julie take this training run. Thinking about it
now, he could seethat it had been an unnecessary risk. If anything went wrong, it could jeopardize the
whole operation.

And asde fromthat, if Juliegot hurt ... But he couldn't let himself think about that.

Julie and the dien dodged around enormous packing cases, cubes of plagtic ten feet on aside. There
were adozen or so of them, and they were scattered randomly on the floor, part of the clutter that
accumulatesin any spaceship. Julie ran her fingers over the edge of abox. With aquick look aided by
her flashlight, she had fixed itslocation. A memory of the placement of the other boxes was burned into
her short-term memory. In her mind she could see the zig-zag path she would have to follow to get to
the next bulkhead. After that, asaly port served as a midpoint connection to the next part of the ship's
hold.

Sheran full out, counting off step by step. Crossing a crowded room in darkness with speed and
slenceisone of athiefs most useful accomplishments. Julie continued across the hold, her senses on red
alert, trying once again to locate the creature that was stalking her. Norbert was good, he was very
quiet, she had to give him that. He had learned how to muffle his body movements, and even to quiet the
sounds of his body functions. Good as he was, she still was aware of him, but it was an awareness that
flickered in and out of existence.

After the midpoint sdly exit, she cameto the platform that blocked the way to the farthest exit. It
was a prestressed antimagnetic sted plate gpproximately twenty feet wide by two hundred feet long, and
fiveinches deep. She climbed up ontoiit. It was drilled with many large, irregularly spaced holesranging
in diameter from two to five feet, where components would be fitted later. Running the length of the plate
left you vulnerable to stepping into ahole and bresking aleg, or faling through an unshielded ventilator
shaft to the deck below.

She had to dow down to make it across. Julie went down the length of the platform at a half-speed
sprint, unable visualy to detect the openingsin the darkness, relying on memory. Norbert came loping
aong steadily after her. She noticed that he, too, must have memorized the locations of the holes,
because he was moving confidently and quickly. Sheforced hersdlf to go alittle faster, even thoughiit
increased her chances of afall.

She reached the far end and hopped off. Norbert had gained several steps on her. She hoped to
makeit up in the next stage.

Just ahead were the sparefiring tubes, big cylinders of cold-rolled stedl, elghteen of them, each a



hundred and eighty feet long. Moving by touch, Julie located a pipe with an aperture that would just
permit her to squeezein. Norbert, with his greater size, wouldn't be able to follow, would be forced to
walk on top of the dippery pipes, thus giving Julie abrief breathing spell. A good escape could be
composed of moments like these.

That, at least, was how it was supposed to work. Norbert stopped and looked at the pipe, started
to go around it, then came back and managed somehow to collapse his shoulders and crawl into the
pipe after her. She could hear the tortured metal-to-meta squedling as he pushed himself through the
pipe.

Then sheredized that not only was he in the pipe behind her, he was gaining, collgpsing himsdlf
down to haf hisusud size and scuttling dong like agiant malevolent insect. A sudden sense of
claustrophobia came over Julie as she imagined Norbert's big clawed hand closing over her foot.

Sheforced hersdlf to remain cam. ™Y ou won't go any faster inapanic,” she reminded hersdlf. One
of the firgt lessons Shen Hui had taught her was to be extracoal in the face of acriss, to force hersdf to
dow down just when her senses were shrieking at her to speed up. Thislesson stood her in good stead
now. Suddenly the darkness came to an end and she was out of the pipe and running, afraction of a
second ahead of the dien.

She dodged ingtinctively as Norbert's arm reached out for her. In amoment'sinattention, she
dammed into aprecarioudy balanced cart containing machine parts and ball bearings. Metd objects
flew inal directions and clattered againgt the sdes of the hold. Julie came down on abearing in
midstride and both her feet shot out from under her. Catlike, she turned in midair, throwing up a
protective forearm before she went crashing to the floor on her face.

As she sprawled Norbert loomed above her, arms spread wide, jaws open in aterrifying grimace.
Through his open jawsthe little inner jaws came flickering out, more ma evolent than a crazed pit viper.

Norbert lunged at her, and she was momentarily unable to do anything to protect herself. He was
amost on her....

She had an instant to wonder what he was programmed to do if he caught her... or did he make up
that part as he went dong?

And then Norbert dipped on the bearings and lost his balance. Histaloned feet raked the meta floor
as hetried to gain purchase. He crashed to the deck with a bone-smattering sound.

For amoment Norbert sprawled there. His resemblance to a giant insect was now apparent as his
arms and legstwitched and vibrated, trying to find something to hold. Then he righted himsdf and was
up again and towering over her.

Unableto do anything, Stan had to watch. Hisfingernails were dready ragged, for he had been
chewing at bloody cuticleswhile monitoring Juli€'s progress. He leaned forward, intent.

Julig, at the last possible moment, dipped through the dien's claws and disappeared through the
horizontally closing meta dabs at the end of the hold. The creature yowled in rage asthe door shut in his
face and Julie shot the lock.

Immediately Norbert began wrenching at the door, then, having no luck with the lock, turned his
attention to the hinges.

Julie meanwhile was streaking through the cluttered compartment, sprinting at full stride and
managing somehow to avoid the clutter of machines and packing casesthat turned the placeinto an
obstacle coursefilled with cutting edges.

Stan was ableto track her progress on his monitor againgt a schematic of the ship's hold.

Hewatched atiny silver dot, representing Julie, dodge around objects ahead of alonger blue-black
streak that represented her pursuer.

"Comeon, Julie" Stan muttered to himsdlf. "Y ou don't haveto runit thisclose! Pull the plug! Bail
out!"



But Julie kept running. She seemed to be going for some kind of arecord. Never had she been so
graceful, so light on her feet. She had reached the far end of the compartment. The egress port was
dogged down tight. Norbert was less than five feet behind her now. He reached for her with taloned
claws, ending in dagger-sharp tips. Julie stood her ground, and Stan couldn't hel p but admire the game
qudity of her courage.

Then she ducked down and scuttled between the creature's legs, catching it by surprise, and
escaping with nothing more than ashalow scratch on her right shoulder.

Shewas up to her full speed in two bounds, and for amoment she thought she had gained on it. But
Norbert had learned something, too. He ignored her dodging run and came gdloping up aongside her.
His mouth, impossibly crowded with needle-tipped teeth, snarled and opened wide. From hisjaw, and
protruding through his mouth, came the hateful small replicaof these jaws, composed of asmall
rectangular body part like atongue, which ended in amouith filled with white sharp teeth.

Thiswasit. There was no placeto go.

The creature moved in for thekill.

"Julie!" Stan screamed. "For God's sakel”

At that find moment Julie screamed at the cresture,

"Cancel predation functiond”

Norbert froze in midmovement. His feeding tube withdrew into his mouth. His jaws closed.
Juliethen said, "Return to standard program.”

She turned away from the creature, who stood frozen in position, and walked through the connecting
passageway to Stan, who was il in the control room, Sitting numbly in the big command chair near the
computer.
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In the control room, where he had been watching her progresson a TV monitor, Stan heaved asigh
of relief. He knew Julie would join him soon, after she had showered and changed. He just had time to
check the condition of the men in hyperdeep, and then he and Julie would be able to go over their plans.

He walked through adilating door, down a short corridor, and into the long gray egg-shaped room
that was devoted to hyperdeep. Thelightswere low, leaving the placein an eternd twilight The only
sound Stan heard was the occasional short click of acircuit bresker.

Themen lay in rowsin what looked like large coffinswith glass tops. Pipes and dectricd lines
connected al of the coffins and ran to power boxes on the walls. All this maze of equipment was run
through instruments that measured output and indicated sudden anomal ous changes, checking for heart
rate, respiration, and for the electrical brain activity. Every hour, samples were taken of the deepers
blood and stomach contents. Trace chemicals could set up strange chain reactions. It was necessary to
keep the crew'sinterna environments very stable. Other meters on the wall showed dream activity; it
was important for the crew membersto dream as they dept Dreaming too long suppressed can lead to
psychoss.

For now, al waswell. Themen lay intheir gray coffins. Most had their hands at their Sdes, some
had crossed them on their chests. In one or two cases, the fingers pulled at each other. This was not
abnormal. Events were occurring on deep levels of the brain that the dials and gauges couldn't read.

It wasto be ajourney of dmost two weeks duration. Not along one, as space trips go. The men
could have stayed awake throughout without harm. But it was policy on most shipsto put the crew into
hyperdeep for anything longer than aweek. For onething, it saved on food and water—critical thingson
agpaceship. For another, it kept the men out of mischief. Therewas little to do on the outward leg of a



deep-space voyage. The ship shuttled noiselesdy through space, and time seemed to flow likeinvisible
treecle.

Stan was pleased that there was no crew to contend with at the moment. He was somewhat less
pleased that Captain Hoban had elected to take the hyperdeep with his men. Stan would have enjoyed
conversations with Hoban on the long outward journey.

"I'd likeit, too," Hoban had said. "Buit frankly, | need the deep. I'm badly in need of reintegration.”

Hoban had come under severe pressure after being relieved of his ship's command. The charge that
he had been drunk while on duty, though untrue, had been tough to fight Even with al the recording
ingtruments that were continuoudy running on the ship, it was unclear exactly how drunk he had been, or
if indeed he had been drunk at al. There were matters of individual acohol toleranceto consider. Even
witnesses, the ship's officers, had been of two minds about what had redly happened and to what extent
Hoban bore responsihility.

If &l thiswas upsetting to the investigating authorities, it was even more so to Hoban. He didn't
know exactly himsdf what had happened in that fateful hour when the accident had occurred. Hisown
defense mechanisms blocked his memory, preventing him from seeing atruth that might be damaging to
him.

Hoban knew that, and so he couldn't help but wonder what his defenses were trying to block.

The hyperd egp was known to enhance psychic integration. It gave you achance to drop out of the
world of actions and judgments, into atimeless place beyond questions of morality. Hoban had
welcomed that.

Now Stan looked forward to resuscitating Hoban. It was alittle limiting for him, having only Julie
and Gill to talk to. Juliewas adarling, of course, and he was absolutely mad about her. At the sametime
he couldn't help but recognize her limitations.

Although abundantly educated in the school of hard knocks, she had little formal training in the
sciences. Worse, she had little interest in the arts and humanities. She tended to assume that materia
things were aways the most desirable ones. Thiswas an error in Stan's judgment, for how do you price
asunset or amountain a dawn? How much for the song of the swalow? Still, he redlized that he himself
was no doubt guilty of the typical human error of overvauing what he liked and undervaluing what others
liked.

Taking with Gill wasaso limiting. Gill had formidabletraining in the sciences and knew agreeat dedl
about history and philosophy. Thisdidn't give him judgment and compassion, however. For Gill, the
proposition that the unexamined life was not worth living had no more relevance than eemc2. He wasn't
equipped to examine the emotiona dimension, though Stan thought he saw signs of promise.

After showering and changing, Julie fluffed her hair and rgoined Stan in the main control room.
"How'd | do, Stan?" she asked.

Stan pulled himself together. In avoice that strove to be casua he said, "Quite well, dulie. You
shaved fifteen seconds off yesterday'stime. Keep on like thisand you'll soon break your old mark of
three minutesin the hold with Norbert.”

"Norbert's getting too good," Julie said. "He'slearning faster than | am. I'm sure he's smarter than the
red thing."

Thered thing, in this case, was the aliens Norbert so resembled, and who had caused such strange
and deadly events on Earth.

Despite his appearance, however, Norbert was not an alien. He was a perfectly smulated robot
modd of an dien, equipped with anumber of computer-driven programs, among which wasthe
predator mode that Julie had been testing out. At the moment Norbert was in the control room with
them, showing no sign of hisformer ferocity.

"How are you, Norbert?' Stan asked.



"l am fine, Doctor, as aways."

"That was quite alittle run you gave Julie. Did you think you were going to catch her thistime?"
"1 do not anticipate such things," Norbert replied.

"What would you have doneif you had caught her?’

"What my programming told meto do," Norbert said.

"Y ouwould havekilled her?

"| cannot anticipate. | would have done what | had to do. Without fedling, | might add. But let me
further add, if remorse were possiblefor a creature like mysdlf, | would have felt it. Isthere an analogue
of remorse that does not involve feding?'

"Y ou have acomplicated way of expressing yoursdf,” Stan said.

Norbert nodded. These matters require considerable thought and recalculation. And when they are
expressed in words, they sometimes come out differently from what was intended.”

"I've noticed that mysdlf," Stan said. Just at that moment alarge brown dog came racing into the hold
from acorridor. Stan had named him Mac. No one was quite sure how he had gotten aboard, but no
one had gotten around to putting him off and now he was taking the voyage with them.

Mac ran to Norbert's feet and released a blue rubber ball he was holding in hisjaws. The ball
bounced three times and cameto arest a the monster's instep.

Stan and Julie watched to see what Norbert would do. The robot aien bent down and hislong
black arm, which somehow resembled an ant's chitinous appendage, brushed past the dog and picked
up the ball. The mongter's arm came back, then forward, and he threw the ball through the open door
into the corridor. Barking furioudy, the dog went chasing after it.

"All right, Norbert," Myakovsky said, "you've had your fun. Go to the laboratory. I'll want to scan
some of your response codes. And get Mac to shut up. The crew istill in hyperdeep.”

"Yes, Dr. Myakovsky," Norbert said, and walked quietly out of the room.
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A door did open and Captain Hoban wa ked through. He had adazed look in his eyes, and Stan
knew he could not have been awake for long.

"You're early out of the hyperdeep, Captain:”

"Yes, gr. | had my dia set to get me up before the crew so | could pull myself together and have a
tak withyou."

"l supposeit istimewe had that,” Stan said. "I want to thank you again for throwing in your lot with
me. | don't know where thiswill end up, but I'm glad to be on this adventure with you."

"Yes, sr. Could you tdl mewhat it isexactly we are going to tell the crew?”
Julie, seated nearby, said, "Yes, Stan, I'd like to know myself.”

Stan nodded. "WElI give adightly atered verson of what's going on.”

"Are we on course, then?' Hoban asked.

"Yes. | fed the coordinatesfor AR-32 into the navigational computer.”

"AR-327?1 think I've heard of the place," Hoban said. "Wasn't there some trouble there awhile
back?' "Therewas."

"Then why are we going there, Sir?"

"We're pretty sure there's an adien super-hive on that planet, which apparently won't support
anything ese. A Bio-Pharm ship has beenin orbit around AR-32, and my information isthat they have



beenillegdly harvesting royd jdly."

"Yes, gr. | understand. But what doesthat have to do with us?'

"l have aright to my sharein that matter,” Stan said. "Julieand | are going to relieve them of some of
their plunder. Roydl jdly islike pirate's gold, Hoban. It belongsto whoever takesit."

"Yes, gr. | don't have much trouble with that concept, though Gill might. But what bothers me, sir, i,
does that mean well haveto kill bugs?*

"It could cometo that,” Stan said, "though it is not the primary intention of our expedition.”
"And might it not involve killing Bio-Pharm people, if we have to?!

Stan stared at him. "Y es, it could cometo that. | don't expect them to be too happy about our taking
what they have cometo regard astheir own, but frankly, | don't much care what they feel. No one gives
up piratesgold easlly. If they ingst on making afight of it... Well, well take care of ourselves."”

Hoban nodded, though he didn't look happy. "'l suppose that follows, sir. But | wish you had told me
al thisbeforehand.”

"Would you not have come?' Stan said. "Would you seriously have preferred to stay down-and-out
in that crummy boardinghouse | found you in?'

"No, | don't wish to be back there," Hoban said. "I'm just considering the Situation.”

"Then think about this" Stan said. "This Situation could make you rich. Julieand | intend to share our
profits with you and the crew. They'll get asmall percentage for the dangersthey'll run. It won't be much
out of our shares, but it'll be more money than they ever saw before.”

"Sounds good, sir," Hoban said. But he was still worried. What good wasit to berich if you were
also dead?

The time was nearing to wake the crew from hyperdeep. The flight wasdmost at an end. Their
degtination, the planet AR-32, was coming up on the screens, aglowing dot in the dark sky. June knew
thiswould be her last time done with Stan for along time.

Therewasalot to do, alot of last-minute detail s to attend to, and she didn't know when she and
Stan would get some quiet time alone. Maybe not until they had finished the expedition—or to cal it by
itstrue name, their raid. And that could take time. And if everything didn't go just right...

Julie shook her head irritably. There was no sense thinking about failure. Hadn't Shen Hui ingtilled
that muchin her?
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When Julie cameinto the control room, Stan was still seated in the big, padded command chair. He
had taken an ampoule of roya jelly from adozen that were nested in the padded box on the nearby
worktable. He was holding the ampoule up to one of the arc lights, twirling it between hisfingersand
admiring itsbluish glow inthelight.

Asusud, Julie was both attracted and repelled by the liquid and what it could do to Stan. Y et she
had been hoping they could spend this evening together, doing things together instead of thinking about
them. Sometimes she thought Stan alowed himsdlf to have red experiences only for the pleasure of
reliving them later, as he was able to do with theroyd jelly.

Why did he love that stuff so much? She knew it eased the pain of hisdisease. But it was more than
just aremedy: hewasusing it asadrug. And Julie didn't gpprove of taking drugs.

She hadn't tried the Suff herself. A well-trained thief alows nothing to dull her senses. Shen Hui and
lifeitsdf had taught her thislesson. And yet, much as she missed him when he launched himsdlf into the
unknown regions that the drug brought him to, apart of her went with him, because she knew how Stan
felt about her.



Returning the ampouleto its case, Stan asked, "What did you think about Norbert's performance?’

"He'sready,” she said. "Y ou've done an amazing thing, Stan. Created arobot alien good enough to
fool thered ones."

"Except for the pheromones,”" Stan pointed out.

"Y ou've taken care of that, too. With the short-range zeta fields you've developed, plusthe
pheromone-dtering qudities of theroyd jdly, the dienswill think Norbert isone of them.”

Stan nodded. "Jugt like it was with Ari." Stan was referring to how his cybernetic ant, Ari, had been
programmed to enter the colony of asimilar-looking ant species, where the other ants accepted him as
thered thing.

"How close are we now, Stan?' Julie asked.

Stan punched up the computer screen in front of him. Numbers flowed acrossit, and linesweaved in
and out and then held firm.

"We're nearing the vicinity of AR-32," Stan told her. "It'stime to get the crew out of hyperdeep.”
"The adventure begins,” Julie said softly.

"That'sright." Stan took out the ampoule of royd jelly again. "We need alot more of this stuff, and
AR-32 hasit for us. It'sfunny how a single substance can be both more valuable than diamonds and
more necessary for life than water. More necessary for my life, anyhow."

He swirled thelittle glass tube and watched the liquid flow. Then helooked at Julie.
"You look very lovely tonight."

She amiled back mockingly. "Pretty asashot glass, asthey'd say in the Old West."
"No, | redly meanit,” Stan said. "Y ou know how | fed about you, don't you?"
"Maybel do," Juliesaid. "But it's not because you ever talk about it."

"I've aways been shy," Stan said. Abruptly he swallowed the ampoule. I'm going to go lie down
now, Julie. Let'stalk morelater.”

Without waiting for her answer, Stan shambled off to hissmal office just to the right of the main
control-room entrance. Within it afolding cot was built into the wall. Helay down on it now, without
bothering to take off his glasses.

With Xeno-Zip there was no habituation. Each time was like thefird. It dways amazed him just how
quickly the stuff took effect. It waslike no other drug he had ever tried, neither medicina nor
recreational, and Stan had tried them all. Alien royal jelly was naither a stimulant nor a soporific, though
it hed effects Smilar to both. Primarily it wasaway of gaining instant accessto dl parts of your own
brain, aroya road to your own dreams and memories. With roya jely you could zoom in on your past
like a skilled photographer zooming in on adetail, readjusting focus to bring up those images that had
faded out Y ou could freeze the frame on what seemed like redlity. Y ou could see what you wanted to
see, as often asyou liked, and then step outside the frame and watch yoursdlf in the act of seeing. Nor
wasthat dl it did. Royd jelly wasapainkiller, too, rdieving the throb of the cancer that was shattering
hislife

Thevid dropped from hisfingers. It fell to the floor, taking no more than a fraction of asecond to
shatter on the deck. And in that microsecond, Stan watched it al happen again.
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First camethe rush. It seemed to move aong his arteries, and Stan pictured himsdlf, atiny manina
canoe adrift on the greeat red waters of his bloodsiream. The vision exploded into athousand fragments,
and in each fragment the scene was repeated. The fragments of his vison came together, like millions of
diamond particles striving to become adiamond, and then exploded outward again like firework displays



arcingin al directions. He could hear a sound that was accompanying this, and he couldn't tell what it
was at first, a deep-throated roar that could have come from no human source. At first he thought it was
the gods singing, great choruses of ancient gods wearing strange headdresses, some with the heads of
ducks and turtles, some jaguars, some foxes. And near them, suspended in shining space, were other
choirs of women-gods, full-breasted Brunhildes and dender Naiads, and their song was full of sorrow
and promise.

Asthe ampoulefdl to thefloor, Stan was dready dozing fitfully. Tiny musclesin hiseydidsjerked
and twitched: REM deep, but of aprevioudy unheard-of intensity. Dream deep, but with awareness.
Blue-green lights played across hisface. It was a broad face, with the beginning of adouble chin. Light
glinted off his glasses and threw a shadow on hissmdl chin. Helooked far younger than histwenty-eight
years, like aschoolboy again, coming back to the big old house where he had lived with his parents
before the devastation wrought by the diens. Again he saw his stern father, the scholar, dwayswith an
ironic little Greek or Latin phrase on hislips, and his mother, with her high forehead, flinty gray eyes, and
hastily pinned-up mass of dark blond hair.

Then he seemed to be walking down along corridor. On either Sde, standing in niches like statues,
werereplicas of his parents at every age and in every mood. Stan could, in hisimagination, freeze the
frame, stop his parentsin midtrack, and walk around them, inspecting them from every angle, and then
dart the tape of memory running again. All thiswhile the ampoule wasin midair.

The ampoule was till falling from his hand, and he could segue instantly from where he wasto
another memory, himsdlf after classin high school, walking aong beside the little brook that ran behind
his home, thinking about everything under the sun except his homework assgnments. Stan looked down
on thework given him by histeachers. He thought it was beneath hisintellectua leve, unworthy of his
efforts. So disdainful was he of school that his parents feared he would not graduate. But he did
graduate—there he was a his own graduation, wearing an English schoolboy's suit his parents had
bought him while they were attending a seminar in London. He had dways hated that suit; he had looked
damned silly next to the casud attire of the other boys.

There were many scenes like that, ready for him to step into, but Stan wasn't in the mood for
childhood memories. There were other things he wanted to look at. Other times. Other people, places,
things

And 0 he moved, the ampoule till falling, moved asa spiritua presence, down the spirding, faintly
glowing corridors of the years. And now he was aman, in histwenties, already awell-known scientist,
and he wasin the doctor's office, buttoning his shirt, listening dumbly as Dr. Johnston said, "I might as
well giveit to you straight, Dr. Myakovsky. Y ou were correct in your surmise about those black marks
on your chest and back. They areindeed cancers.”

"lsmy condition termina?"
"Yes." The doctor nodded gravely. "In fact, you don't have much timeleft. The condition, as1'm sure

you know, isincurable. But its progress can be dowed, and we can ease some of the symptoms. You
aready have the medicine we prescribe for such cases. And thereisaso this™”

The doctor held out asmdll plastic box. Within it, packed in foam rubber, were adozen ampoules of
abluishliquid.

"Thisisroyd jdly. Have you heard of it?'

Stan nodded. "If memory serves, it is produced by the diens.”

"That iscorrect,” Dr. Johnston said. "I must tell you it's no cure. But it should relieve the symptoms.
It could be just what you're looking for."

"Doesit have much intheway of Sde effects?

The doctor smiled grimly. "1t hasindeed. That'swhy it hasn't recelved government approval yet,
though many people useit. Indeed, it has become the most-sought-after consciousness-atering
substance in existence. It gives some an intense feding of well-being and competence. Others experience



levels of their own being not normaly perceived. Still others have an orgasm that seemsto go on
forever." "At least I'm going to die happy,” Stan said.

But of course there were a so the bad side effects. Some people had been known to go berserk on
the drug, or to undergo personality changes so greet that their own families didn't recognize them. Could
that be happening in his case?

And then heforgot his concern as the images swept him up again. There was so much to look at! So
many memories, dl nicdy staged and lighted, waiting for him, the sole audience, to put them into motion.
It waslike owning dl of the theatersin the world, and in each of them a different movie was playing, and
each movie starred himself, Stan Myakovsky, in dl the scenes of hislife. He glided past them, aghostly
presence in hisown memories.
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Red Badger was one of thefirst crewmen revived from hyperdeep. He stretched and yawned, then
carefully unplugged the leads that connected him to the central deep inducer. He looked around. The
rest of the crew was starting to revive. Cheerful music was playing over the PA system. Therewere
sounds of coughing and spitting as men cleared their throats for thefirst timein amost amonth.

Coffeewas available at alittle table. Crew were dways given coffee mixed with a new amphetamine
upon first awakening. It was needed to help them throw off the effects of hyperdeep.

Badger sipped at a black sweetened cup of coffee and felt his head clear.

"You okay, Red?" It was Walter Glint, his Sidekick.

"Yeah, 'mfine”

"Min?'

The Laotian hill woman grunted her assent.

"Connie?'

"I'm greet, Badger," Connie Mindanao said. Y ou figure this might be a bonus run?' "For
extra-hazardous duty? They haven't said yet." "'l hope s0." "Why?"

"I've got aranch housein Bangio I'm trying to pay off."

"There just might be easier ways," Badger said. He looked around. "That'sfunny."

"What'sthat, Red?"

"They usudly post the ship's destination in the crew quarters. But ook for yoursaf—the board's

"Yegh, that isfunny,” Glint said. "But therés anatice there."

Badger said, "l can seeit, dummy. Genera assembly in twenty minutes. The captain and the owner's
gonnatak tous.

Glint said, "Y ou've been on these shipslonger than | have. That's not the way they usudly doiit, isit,
Red?'

"Nope." Badger scratched hisjaw. "I'll bet they're up to something. Thismight be interesting, Glint."

Theloudspeaker sad, "All crew! Assemble a oncein the main theater.”

Stan and Julie walked out onto the raised stage. The crewmen looked up attentively when he rapped
apointer on the lectern to get their attention.

"Our destination isnot far away now," Stan said. "It isasmall O-type star named AR-32 in the
standard catalog. Around it revolves asingle planet, with several good-sized moonsto keep it company.
These moons create violent and unpredictable weather currents on the planet, which has been named
Vigta. Captain Hoban, do you know anything abouit this planet?'



Hoban had been sitting to one side of the stage. He cleared histhroat now and said, "I have heard of
the place, Sir. They used to call it the Festerhole, back when therewere il alot of pirates and
privateers operating in the space lanes. There was once ajdly-gathering operation there involving one of
the bionationals. That was some years ago. To the best of my knowledge it has been deserted since.”

Stan thought, " Good old honest Hoban telling the crew more than they need to know!" Still,
they'd haveto find out sometime what thismisson redlly involved.

The crew stirred and looked at each other. Thistalk of the Festerhole was making them uneasy.
What was this assignment, anyhow? What was it the powers wanted them to do thistime? No one had
spoken about a bug-hunting expedition. That called for extra pay!

There was arisng murmur of protest from the crew. The greatest menace of recent timeswerethe
aiens, those big black monsters who had been pushed off Earth with difficulty, and el sewhere continued
to show their murderous abilitiesin the face of everything Earth had been able to throw against them.

Badger roseto hisfeet and said, "Sir, thiswouldn't by any chance be abug-hunting expedition,
would it?"

"Not exactly,” Stan said.

"Thenwhat exactly isit... Sr?"

Stan ignored the red-haired crewman'sinsolent tone. "Thisis basicaly asdvage operation,” he said.
"WEell betaking aload of royd jelly off awrecked freighter.”

"Yes, dr," Badger said. "And aren't the bugs going to have something to say about that?"

"Our information is that there are no bugs on the wreck. Well go in fast, take what we need, and be
out of there again. There's aso the possibility well find an abandoned hive on the planet. Thejdly inthat
could beworth millions."

Water Glint said, "Nothing was said about bugs when we volunteered, Sir.”

"Of coursenot,” Stan said. "My information is secret. If | told you back on Earth, haf the freelance
savagers from Earth and the colonieswould be there now." "Bugs can be dangerous,” Glint said.

"Not when you take precautions,”" Stan quickly put in. Y ou were warned that this was hazardous
duty. Y ou're not getting time off your sentencesfor stting around in some holiday spot. And remember,
thereésbonus pay inthisfor dl of you. It could cometo quitealat, if the salvageisasrich asl think itis"

"How much?' Badger asked.

That'simpossibleto cdculate before we haveit,” Stan said. "Don't worry, thereis a standard
formulafor crew shares. | intend to doubleit.”

The men cheered. Even Badger smiled and sat down. Thiswasinteresting, he thought. He wondered
what would come next.
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Stan rapped for attention. But before he could get started again, a door opened and aman camein.
He moved rapidly and with a strange grace, a cross between aglide and alope. Hisface was
expressionless. Although dl of hisindividua features were human, the tota result was not human at al.
The crew knew at once, even before the introduction, that this man was a synthetic. Captain Hoban's
introduction clinched the matter.

"People, thisis Gill, an artificid man from the Va paraiso People Factory. Hesthe
second-in-command.”

"Sorry to belate, Dr. Myakovsky," Gill said. "l just finished the energy readings.”
"No problem, Mr. Gill. Take a sedt.”



Gill sat down by himsdlf in the back of the room.

Gill wasasolitary. In recent years the People Factory in Vaparaiso, Chile, where many of the better
synthetics were produced, had been doing an improved job on skin colors and texturing. Gone was that
old look of damp putty that had once characterized synthetic people and had provided abasisfor so
many jokes by bad comedians. Now the only reliable visua gauge for detection of an android wasthe
gpeed of their comprehens on responses. That and a certain mechanica jerkinessto their movements,
sncethefina stage of fairing the input levels and ranges of the synthetics operating systemswasadow,
expendve process, and many employersdidn't care if asynthetic's hand trembled aslong ashe didn't
drop thetest tube or light stylus—or whatever.

Despitethar atificid origins, synthetic men were full-fledged members of human society, with voting
rightsand asexua program.

Stan was about to go on. But just at that moment, from an outer corridor, Mac the dog came trotting
into the room. He had a bright blue rubber ball in his mouth, and he looked around expectantly.

Someone in the crew laughed. "Fetch it here, boy!™
And then something else cameinto the room behind the dog.

It camelopinginonall fours, and at first glance it looked like a beetle the size of arhinoceros. It was
colored ashiny, unrelieved black. Its skull was very long and curved back over its shoulders. It was
toothed like afiend and taloned like the devil itsdlf. It was Norbert. And he looked like he had just come
fromhell.

Therewas slence for onelong straining momern.
And then pandemonium broke loose.

The crew scrambled to their feet and started running for the exits. Their work boots clattered on the
meta deck asthey surged toward the exit door, trying to push each other out of the way.

Stan grabbed the microphone and shouted, " Just stay where you are! Do not make any aggressive
movements! Norbert will not harm you, but he is programmed to resist aggression. Just stay calm!™

It was not acalm-making Situation. Y et even now catastrophe could have been averted. The crew
was quieting down, coming out of its panic, starting to make jokes. Norbert was just standing there,
making no sign that he was going to attack anyone. And then he was bending, dowly picking up the
dog's rubber ball, throwing it back to him.

It could have ended right there. But there was dways awise guy around, someone who had to push
thingsalittletoo far.

Thistime it was acrewman known as Steroid Johnny, an overmuscled hunk in askimpy T-shirt, tight
jeans, and lineman's boots, who carried an unlicensed pressor rod in his boot and liked to cause trouble.

Steroid Johnny saw his chance now. "Come on, Harris," he said to alean, grinning blond man
lounging beside him. "L et's take this sucker down. Shouldn't be no diens here anyhow."

The two men advanced on the motionless robot aien. Steroid Johnny winked at Harris, who went
dinking around to the right, picking up acrowbar from atoolbox as he went The robot's head swiveled,
keeping both men under survelllance. Johnny feinted to his left, then went straight in at Norbert. Five feet
away he stopped and turned on his pressor beam. He directed it at Norbert's back-d oping head.

Norbert was pushed back hard—for a moment.

Then the big robot shrugged his way around the pressor beam, ducked under it, and was moving
toward Johnny. Johnny backed up and tried to get the pressor beam into a blocking position, but
Norbert moved faster, lunged forward, hisjaws opened, theinner jaws shooting out of his mouth. The
pressor beam fell to the deck. Johnny tried to get out of the way, but Norbert already had one big
hooked claw clamped on his|eft shoulder.

Johnny screamed as he was lifted sraight into the air by the skin of his shoulder. He hung therein
Norbert's grip, screaming, struggling to breek free. Norbert'sinner jaws, impelled with al the energy of



his powerful crysted-mesh throat muscles, drove through Johnny's chest, splitting him like aside of bef.
Norbert dropped the red dripping thing to the deck and turned, ready for the next one.

Harris, seeing the way things were going as he ran to attack Norbert, tried to pull up in midstride.
Too late. Norbert swung around like a grotesgue yet graceful ballet dancer and struck out with one of
histaoned feet. The blow landed high on Harriss sternum. Norbert's talons made an audible hissing
sound asthey cut through the air, driven by the force of his heavy shoulder muscles. The talons ripped
Harris apart from the left shoulder blade to hisright hipbone. Harris opened his mouth to scream, but no
sounds came out. His lungs had been punctured in the blow. He made an ugly squishing sound as he fell
to the deck.

Therest of the crew took thisin and froze in position. They had never seen anything move asfast as
Norbert, when he was aroused.

Norbert halted, looking around. He seemed about to attack again. Just in time, Stan shouted out the
shutdown order: "Priority override! Code Myrmidon!™

Norbert froze in position, awaiting further orders.

It was amoment of balanced possihilities. The crew seemed on the verge of panic, ready to run out
of the control room screaming.

Captain Hoban gulped hard and felt nausea at the back of his throat, but he knew he had to control
the men. He got hold of himsalf and said coldly, "Two of you there, get pails and mops and clean up that
mess. See what comes of not following orders? This didn't have to happen. Now get amoveon...."

There was an awkward, sullen moment, and then the crew obeyed. And the ship Dolomite hurtled
on toward its rendezvous with AR-32.
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Subdued, the crew returned to their quarters. The men seemed dazed, unsure of what to think. All of
them except Min Dwin, the Laotian hill woman. She went directly to her bunk and pulled out her
spacebag. From it shetook out along object in aflat leather sheath. She pulled it free. It was a machete,
sharpened to arazor edge.

Badger said, "What are you up to, Min?"
"Those bagtards killed Johnny,” Min said. "'I'm going to get me some officer meat"
"With that? They'll cut you down before you get within ten feet of them.”

"Maybe| can pick up agun. One of those that fires the softdugs. I'd like to see that weird doctor
with the glassestake onein the gut." She started toward the passageway leading back to the main ship's
gations.

"Hold onaminute, Min," Badger said.

She stopped and turned. "Y eah, what isit?"

" Johnny was your man, huh?"

"Yeah. It was arecent thing. Now it's over. What about it?"

"Come over here and St down," Badger said. Reluctantly she complied, sitting on alocker with the
machete balanced on her knees.

"Min, | understand you're plenty pissed off. | am, too. | wasn't al that fond of Steroid Johnny, or his
friend Harris, but | wouldn't have wanted what happened to them.”

"Right. So?'
"Sothis. It was Johnny's own fault, Min."
"1t would never have happened if that professor guy hadn't brought that thing along.”



"Sure. That thing he calls Norbert is obvioudy dangerous. But so what? We work around dangerous
suff al thetime. That'swhat we volunteered for."

"l know. But Johnny—"

"Johnny disobeyed adirect order. He thought he knew better. | hate to say it, Min, but him and
Harris got what they deserved.”

"1 never thought I'd hear you saying this, Red,” Min said. "Who's Sde you on, anyhow? Y ou
suddenly turned into acompany man?'

"I'mjust tdling it likeitis," Badger said. "It'slike somebody told Johnny not to stick hishand into a
buzz saw, and he went and did it anyway. Who would you kill then?

Min twisted her fingers together in an agony of indecision. "I don't know, Red. It doesn't seem right
justtoleaveit.”

"Y ou'reright about that," Badger said. "But now's not the time to do anything about it. Y ou go
walking out of here with that machete, they'll put you down fast and ask questions | ater.”

"Aren't we going to do anything?'

"Surewe are. But not now."

"When, then?"

"Look," Badger said, "don't push it with me. | know you're sad over Johnny. Y ou'll get over it soon

and find someone else. Asfor what we're going to do, we're going to wait and see how things devel op.
When we make amove—if we do—they won't be expecting it Isthat fair enough?

"Yeah," Minsad. "l guessitis. You got any drugs on you, Red?’
"Walter here takes care of my supply. What have you got, Glint?"

Glint had afirgt-rate stock of assorted chemicals. He was the crew's supplier and he aways had
plenty to sell.

"Try thisone," he said, taking apillbox out of his spacebag and shaking out two into his hand. "Thisl|
make you forget Johnny ever existed. If you like them, I'll make you a good price for ahundred. But
these two are on the house."

"Thanks, Walter," shesad.

"Hey, what arefriendsfor?' sad Wdter Glint.
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Gill sat at the control board, hisfingers playing sengtively over the buttons. A tdlltale above his head
gave areadout on orbit and showed adigital display of gravity vectors. Another telltale showed
electromagnetic activity. AR-32, the planet itsdlf, had come up rapidly and now filled most of another
larger screen.

The planet was colored adusty yellow and gray, with occasional black and purple markings
indicating barren mountain ranges. Large livid splotches showed dead seabeds. A faint shadow
darkened the upper right hand corner of the screen; it was cast by Ingo, second largest moon of AR-32,
made of nearly seventy-percent tdluriciron.

While Gill set up the orbiting procedure, Captain Hoban did into a control chair beside him and ran
up areadout on electrical and solar phenomena on the planet's surface. His sad face creased into a
puzzled frown.

"I'm getting some srange sgnds” hetold Stan.

"Where are they coming from?"

"That'swhat's strange. | can't get afix. They keep on shifting.”



"Can you derive any information asto their production?' Stan asked.

"Beg pardon, Sir?"

"1s someone making these Sgndls, or are they natural phenomena?”

"At thisstage| can't tell," Hoban said. "We have no definite data on any other shipsinthe area”

"Therésalot of solar debrisaround, though,” Stan said. "No telling yet what it might be."

Gill punched up another set of numbers. "The westher down there on the surface is even worse than
you expected, Dr. Myakovsky."

Julie cameinto the control room. She had aready changed into aplasted landing outfit The

cobalt-blue plastic form-fitting clothing with its orange flashes |ooked stunning on her. Stan's heart wasin
his mouth as he watched her.

"Are we ready to go down?' Julie asked.

Captain Hoban said, "I wouldn't recommend it, Miss Lish. The surface phenomena are worse than
wewere led to believe. Perhapsif we give the westher time to settle down alittle...”

Julie shook her head impatiently. There's no timefor that. If our worst peril isfrom the weether,
Captain, were doing very well indeed!”
"l supposethat'strue,” Hoban said. Heturned to Gill. "Are you ready to accompany the party, Gill?"

"l am, of course, ready," the synthetic man said. "1 have taken the liberty of asking for volunteersfor
this. There are five of them, and they are waiting for your orders.”

He stood up from the control panel. He wastall, and even with his mismatched features, he was
good-looking. If he had been atrue man, you would have said there was something haunted about his
expresson. Since hewas only asynthetic, you had to figure thereld been something amisswith hisfacia
mold.

"Captain Hoban," said Stan, ""can you show us our target in more detail ?'

Hoban nodded and fine-tuned the controls. AR-32's surface sprang up into high magnification.
Fracta-mapped shapes blew up in size and complexity. Hoban adjusted the magnification again. A tiny
dot on the landscape grew quickly, until, at extreme magnification, it turned into alow dark earthen
domethat rose up from thefiat plain, showing up well against the rugged landscape.

"That'sthe hive," Hoban said. "Not easy to missit. It'sthe biggest thing in this part of the planet.”
"Looks pretty quiet,” Stan mused.

"Were dtill along way from the surface,” Gill reminded him. Things could change by the time we get
there”

"True enough,” Stan said. "But what the hell, thisiswhat we've comefor. Julie? Are you ready?"
"Ready, Stan," Juliesaid. "It'sgoing to beawak in the park.”
Stan wished he shared her confidence.

"Why are you going to the surface?' Hoban asked. "I thought we were coming to look for an
orbiting wreck."

"All ingood time" Stan said. "Right now we've got the hive below usand no sign of lifearound it. If
we can get aload of royd jelly from there, we can teke care of the freighter later.”

"Right on," Juliesaid. "Let'sgo for dl the marbles.”

Stan felt encouraged by the beautiful thief s cheerfulness and determination. Maybe thisthing was
goingtogo dl right, after dl.
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The number-one lander was in its own bay, stacked parallel to the backup lander, just behind the big
hold where Julie had made her last training run with Norbert. Now Norbert walked behind Stan and
Julie, holding Mac the dog in his arms. There was something doglike about the robot's posture; in a
sense he was a mechanica watchdog, ferocious when chalenged, utterly loyd to his master, Stan.
Behind Norbert, and keeping their distance, were the five volunteers for the landing party. They had
been promised a sufficient bonusfor this undertaking, enough for avarice to overcome common sense.
But, of course, if they'd had common sense, they wouldn't have been in space on the Dolomite inthe
fird place.

Captain Hoban, who was dready at the number-one lander waiting for them, initiated the
hatch-opening procedure. The lander, nestled in its bay, was almost a hundred feet long. It contained a
miniature [aboratory and was fully equipped with the telemetry needed for the mission.

Norbert was proceeding to the hatch when Mac the dog came streaking out of the corridor, the
rubber hal in hisjaws. He raced into the lander just ahead of Norbert.

"We'd better get that dog out of there," Hoban said.

"Let him stay," said Stan. "He may be of some use accompanying Norbert once we're on the
urface.

"Just asyou wish, Sr," Hoban said. "1 wish | were going with you.”

"l wish you were, too," said Stan. "But we need you here on the Dolomite. If anything goeswrong,
we're absolutely dependent on you for backup.”

"Don't worry, Stan, nothing's going to go wrong,” Julie said. Her smilewas brilliant. "Don't you
agree, Gill 7'

"Optimism has not been factored into me," Gill said. "I am constructed to understand Situations, not
to have fedings about them."

"Y ou're missing the best part,” Julie said. "Having fedlings about stuff iswhat it'sdl about”

"'ve often wondered about that," Gill said.

"Maybe someday you'll find out. Are we ready?"

"After you," Stan said.

She made amocking little salute and stepped into the lander. The othersfollowed. Captain Hoban

waited until he heard Stan report on the voice channd that the lander was well sealed and al systems
were on-line. Then he returned to the control room and initiated the takeoff procedure.

Thelander fell away from the Dolomite's hull and dropped toward the swirling surface of AR-32.
Stan adjusted hisrestraining harness and called out, "Everybody secure?’

Thefive volunteers from the crew were strapped down in the forward cabin. They were carrying
wegpons that had been issued to them by Gill: pulseriflesand vibrators. All had been given suppressors.
These state-of -the-art € ectronic machines, about ameter long and weighing less than a pound, were
clipped to their belts. The suppressors emitted a complex waveform that confused an dien'svision,
rendering the wearer invisble,

Julie and Gill werelying on deceleration couchesin the main cabin behind Stan. Norbert was
crouched dl theway in the rear, holding astanchion in one clawed hand and cuddling Mac with the
other. There was no segt aboard the lander large enough to hold the big robot dien. But his strength was
such that it was likdlier the stanchion would move than his grip be torn loose.

Then Captain Hoban's face appeared on the screen. "Dr. Myakovsky, are you ready for release?"
"Ready, Captain," Stan said. "Open up and turn usloose.”

Therewas apowerful humming noise from the Dolomite's interior motors, anoise that could be felt
inddethe lander asvibration. The Dolomite's bay doors did open revealing the star-studded sky as
seen from AR-32's upper atmosphere. There was aclick asthe doorslocked in the open position. Then



abright green telltale on Stan's control board cameto life.

"Y ou've got control, Stan.”

Stan felt his ssomach turn over asthe lander pulled away from the Dolomite. G-forcestwisted at his
gut. Sudden sharp flashes of pain went through his chest. A haze of pinkish red enclosed hisvison, with
blackness beginning to form on the edges.

"Stan!" Julie caled out. "We're coming down pretty fast.”

Gill sad, "Hull ionization isbeginning to be afactor.”

Stan got himself under control. His fingers danced on the controls. "Okay, I'vegot it. Gill, givemea
landing vector.”

They were deep into AR-32's atmosphere. Long, thin, ragged yellow clouds, twisting and turning
into fantastic shapes, whipped past the Perspex viewing window. There was arattle of hailstones striking
the hull asthey passed through atemperature inversion layer in the amosphere.

The image of Captain Hoban jumped in and out of focus on the screen. But his voice was steedy as
he said, "Dr. Myakovsky, this planet has a heavy radiation belt. Better kick on through it at best speed.”

"What do you think I'm doing?' Stan gritted. "Sight-seeing?'
"Areyou dl right, Doctor?' Hoban asked. "Y ou don't look so good."

" fed great,” Stan said through gritted teeth. Black dots were swvimming behind his eyes as he fought
to hang on to consciousness. His chest burned with afamiliar agony. He could fedl the straps of the
restraining harness tug at his shoulders as he cut down power and started to bring up the ship's nose.
The amosphere lightened and darkened as they went through more cloud layers. On the computer
screen, theflight path for their landing came in glowing amber.

Gill said, "We're on thefind approach now. Good going, Stan."

Stan forced himself to concentrate, though he was none too sure he could remain conscious. The
g-forces eased as he pulled the lander into position for itslanding run.

Therewas more vighility near the ground. In the tawny yellow light Stan could see house-sized
boulders strewn across atilted plain. They were fast approaching an old riverbed, wide and level, and
that seemed a good place to make the find landing.

Stan adjusted the trim tabs and began the landing procedure. The lander put her nose up and
steadied. Wind gusts shook the ship just asit touched down. There was a crunch asthey smacked the
ground, then abad moment as the lander soared into the air again. Then it came down again, hard, and
thistime it stayed down.

When the lander had come completely to astop, Julie looked around and said, "Welcome to
AR-32, everyone. It may not look like much, but this planet is going to make usrich.”

"Or dead," Stan muttered, but to himsdf.
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Back on the Dolomite, Captain Hoban watched the [ander spin away on the viewscreen. Hefelt
hollow, usdless. There was nothing for him to do at the moment. Gloomy thoughts began to invade his
mind.

Captain Hoban had continued to think about suicide. Thisdidn't surprise him. He only found it
strange that he hadn't thought of it before, during al the bad days of thetrid.

He shook his head. Back then, something had buoyed his spirits, some belief that he was going to
come out of thisal right And then his opportunity had seemed to arrive when Stan visited himin Jersey
City and made his offer, and here he was in space again. But he had a bad fedling about it. His thoughts
werefull of foreboding images, and the men torn apart by Norbert hadn't helped his mood any. He



suspected there would be alot more deaths ahead, maybe even his own. Maybe he wouldn't have to
commit suicide fter all.

On the other hand, he could do it now. Gill could handle the ship all right. Stan and Julie didn't redlly
need him....

Somewhere in his mind, Hoban knew thiswas a crazy line of thinking. He was ava uable person
with reasons for living. He had nothing to be ashamed of . And yet the shame was there, constantly
bubbling up from the depths of his mind, a seemingly automatic process that he couldn't shut off.

It obsessed him that he had been dismissed from his own ship. He still burned with shame when he
remembered how the authorities had revoked hisli-cense. It was all so terrible, and so unfair. Probably
there was no hope of red reingtatement He had let Stan talk him into joining this crazy venture without
thinking it through. When he got back to Earth—if he got back—the authorities would be mercilesswith
him. Maybe held gone far enough.

He was preoccupied with his thoughts, and so was not pleased when he heard a crisp knock at the
door of his stateroom. Now that the lander was away, he'd been hoping for afew minutes alone so he
could get caught up on writing the ship'slog.

"Whoisit?' he asked.

"Crewman Badger, gr."

Hoban sighed. He till didn't know why he hadn't rejected Badger at the prison, when he had the
chance. He had finally remembered where he'd seen him. Badger had been one of the crew of the
Dolomite when hed had his accident in the asteroids, one of the men who had witnessed his disgrace.

Damn, damn, damn.

Hedidn't like Badger, thought he was 9y and untrustworthy. But he had to admit, the man hadn't
given him any trouble before. He did know Badger's type. Hoban had looked over the comment sheets
on the crew, sheets compiled by other captains on other flights. The word on Badger was that he was
cunning, insubordinate, and atroublemaker. There was no specific charge againgt him on the evaluation
sheets, but the implication was clear enough. "Come in, Crewman Badger. What do you want?'

"l have the latest report on the debrisin this area of space, Sir.”

"Why didn't you just put it on the computer, as usua ?*

"I thought you'd want to see this one before it was opened for general access, sir.”

"Why? Isthere something unusud about it?"

"I'd say s0, 9r. Our new radar overlays show there's more than just space junk out there in orbit,
Captain. I'm pretty sure there'sawreck in orbit near us.”

"A wreck? Areyou sure?’

"Can't be absolutely sure a thisrange, sir,” Badger said. "Buit the pictures show smooth metal

surfaces that must have been machined. It looksto melike aQ-class freighter, sir. Or the remains of
one"

Hoban took the radar printouts from Badger's hand and carried them over to his desk. He studied
them under infrared light, then, using agrease pencil, outlined an area.

"Y ou mean thishit right here?
"That'sit, air,"
Hoban studied the readouts more closdly. He had to admit that Badger had agood eye for this sort

of thing. It appeared to be aship'sremains, floating out therein an orbit around AR-32, dong with alot
of other stuff, mostly stellar debris.

This, he decided, might be the wreck that Stan Myakovsky had been looking for. Hoban decided to
find out and have the information for Stan when he returned.

"We're going to haveto check it out,” he said. "Badger, | want you to take one man, suit up, and go



to thewreck'slocation. Seeif you can find itsflight indicator."

"Yes, dr!" said Badger.

"And don't go talking about this with the rest of the crew. That wreck has probably been therea
very long time. No need for them to get excited too soon.”

"Right, sr. No reason to dlarm the crew over something likethis."

Hoban nodded, but he didn't like agreeing with Badger. It seemed more natural that he should be on
the opposite side of anything Badger felt. But he decided that perhaps he was being unfair. All that
anyone had againgt Badger were rumors, and the man's unfortunate persondity. No charge against him
had ever stuck. And his decision to bring the wreck immediately to Hoban's attention had been quite
correct. Badger went back to the crew quarters. His sidekick Glint was drinking a cup of coffee at one
of the wardroom tables. He looked up quizzically when Badger camein.

"Comeon,” Badger told him. "We got ajob to do.”

Glint swallowed therest of his coffee and stood up. "What sort of ajob?”’

"Theresawreck out there. It's going to take spacesuits.”

"Y eah? What's up, Red?'

"I'll tell you about it aswe go," Badger said.
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Stan had brought down the lander within viewing distance of the humped-up mound that wasthe
dien hive, which he was able to inspect closdly through the viewscreen magnifier. Gill and Julie stood
behind him as he manipulated the views.

The hive was not only the largest nonnaturd feature on this planet; it was dso larger than any natura
feature Stan had yet seen there. Even the mountains were no more than afew hundred metersin height.
The hive, standing over athousand meters above the windswept plain, was huge, imposing, with adark
magjesty. The winds scoured it, grinding it down, and there was congtant activity from the dliens, who
stood out aslittle black dots at this distance, building the hive up again like ants repairing an anthill.

Aliens, s0 soon! But, he reminded himsdlf, he had been expecting them ... hadn't he?

"1 hope you're taking note, Ari," Stan said, holding the cybernetic ant on hisfingertip so it could get a
good view.

"l don't know if Ariis" Juliesaid, "but | suream. | didn't know the hive would be so big. And |
didn't know wed run into diens so soon.”

"Weve got the suppressors,” Stan reminded her.

"Sure" Juliesaid. "But are they reliable? It's pretty new technology." She sighed and looked out
acrosstheplain again. "That'sone big hive."

"This one could probably be classified asuperhive," said Gill. "It'sfar bigger than any other recorded
intheliterature onthe diens”

"Why do you suppose?’ Stan asked.

"Thisisonly aconjecture, of course, but it seemsto me the odds againgt surviva on this planet are

S0 greet that the diens had to concentrate their forces, kegp one big hive going father than alot of
gndler ones”

"Saves us from having to make alot of choices about which hive we plunder,” Juliesaid. "Let's get to
it, shdl we?"

Gill shook hishead. "'l adviseyou to wait until the storm activity on the surface has abated



Outside, through the Plexiglas, they could see the raging gae that was the usud wesather on this
planet. The wind had whipped itself into new heights of frenzy. Sand and small stoneswere blown
acrossthe plain like exploding shrapnel. Larger rocks, swept from the low cragsin the distance, tumbled
acrossthe plain like steamrollers gone berserk. Lightning forked and crashed in vivid streamers of
eectricblue.

Benesth the lander, the ground shook and heaved in a nausearinducing motion. Stan thought: "
Volcanic activity, just what we need.” But he wasn't really worried. He had taken an ampoule of
Xeno-Zip before leaving the Dolomite. He fdlt strong and confident, and the pain was gone.

There was aburgt of high-pitched static from the speaker, and then Captain Hoban's voice came on.

"Dr. Myakovsky? Are you reading me?"

"Loud and clear, Captain,” said Stan. "What do you have to report?’

"We spotted some debrisin orbit near us," Hoban said. "Upon further ingpection, | have found the
wreck of a space freighter, just as you predicted. It's broken into severa pieces, but therésamain
section that could even contain human life. | doubt that'll be the case, however. Thiswreck lookslikeit's
been there along time."

"Do you have any identification on it yet?' Stan asked.

"I've sent two men over to check it out,” Hoban said. "With alittle luck well pick up aflight recorder
and find out what happened.”

"Contact me as soon asyou haveit,” Stan said. That could be very important information.”

"I'mwell aware of that, gir. I'll let you know first thing. Sir, ship'stelemetry and remote survey
equipment tells me you've put down the lander on potentialy unstable ground.”

"Everything around hereis ungtable," Stan said. "Except for the rock outcropping the hive stands on.
Y ou wouldn't want me to put down right beside the hive, would you, Captain?’

"Of coursenot, Sr. | wasjust pointing out..."

"l know, | know," Stan snapped. He took a deep breath and tried to get control of himself. Hewas
getting weird flashes now from the drug. It seemed to be taking him on an eevator ride; one second his
mood was up, the next minute down. And too soon, the pain was coming back. Take it easy, hetold
himsdif.

Still, his breath sobbed in histhroat as he said, "1'm going to sign off now, Captain. We have to wait
until the storm calms down before we can carry out the next step. | will usethat timeto get alittlerest.”

"Yes, gr. Over and out."

Captain Hoban's face faded from the screen. Stan closed his eyesfor amoment, then opened them
again. Julie and Gill were both standing nearby, watching him. Stan felt a sudden shame at hisown
weekness, and at the pain that was mounting in intensity throughout histhroat and chest. At amoment
like thisthe only thing he could think of was the next ampoule of Xeno-Zip, nested in its padded box
with the few others he had brought aong.

He shook hishead irritably. It was too early for another ampoule. He hadn't planned to take one just
yet, he didn't know what it would do to him, but the pains were getting very bad, perhaps even affecting
hisjudgment.

"I'll seeyou both later,” Stan said. Even before they turned to leave the control room, Stan'sfingers
were at the table drawer where he kept the box of royal jelly ampoules.
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Julie and Gill returned to the aftercabin. They were adone except for Norbert, who stood silently
againg the curving wall like afuturigtic basilisk, with Mac the dog adegp in hisarms.



"Wdl, Gill," dJuliesad, "what do you think of al this?'

Gill looked up from hisingpection of the armament they had brought. His expression was mild,
quizzicd. "To what, specificdly, do you refer?"
"Stan and hismad trip for royd jdly. Thisplanet. Me."

Gill took histime before answering. "I do not ask myself that sort of question, MissLish. And if |
did.."

"y e
"I 1 did, my conclusonswould have no vaue. | am not like you humans. | am asynthetic.”
"How do you differ from red people?’

Gill looked disturbed, but managed to smile. "No soul, for onething. Or so they say."
"And for another?'

"Nofedings”

"Noneat dl, Gill?Y et you look likeaman.”

" Appearances can be deceiving."

"Don't you even find me attractive?’ Julie asked.

Agantherewasalong pause. Then Gill said, "Thereisan old saying of your people. ‘Let degping
dogslie | would advisethat here."

"Why isthat?'
"Because synthetic people with fedings are something the human race wants no part of "

"That must be some other race," Juliesaid. "Maybe I'm not part of it. | wouldn't mind it at dl if you
had fedings. Y ou could tell me about yours and I'd tell you about mine.”

"Our fedingswould be nothing dike" Gill said.

"Areyou 0 sure?' Juliesaid. "Sometimes I've fdt that 1've been set up to follow some program
written by someone ese. "The Beautiful Thief,' thisoneiscalled. | sometimeswish | could just rewrite
my programming. Do you ever wish that?"

"Yes" Gill said. "'l know what you mean." Then he shook his head irritably. "Excuse me, MissLish,
but I must go finish checking out these wegpons. Dr. Myakovsky isgoing to need us at any time."

"Do what you haveto do," Julie said. She waked away, and Gill watched her go.
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Starlight glittered on his space armor as Red Badger |eft the Dolomite's air lock and soared
weightlesdy toward the freighter wreck. Behind him came his backup man, Glint, illuminating the wreck
with apowerful duolite beam.

Badger gestured, though their destination was plain enough: the gray mass of the wreck, tyingin
severd digtinct parts, blocking the stars.

Getting there was smple: both men, on asignal from Badger, opened squirt cansthat propelled them
across the intervening space.

Badger said into hishelmet radio, "Y ou reading me okay, Glint?'
"Loud and clear,” Glint said.

They landed on the hulk's largest section with a clank of magnetic boots. Badger's power wrench
opened the airtight door that led into the ship.

A lot of thefreighter's metal covering had been pedled back by strong explosions. It was no trouble
at dl, once they were past the externa armor, to dip in between two structural girders and make their



way to theinterior.

The searchlight picked out the bodies of men, trapped in the sudden inrushing vacuum when the
ship's side had been pierced. Exploded bodies lay across girders and floated unsupported in the zero
gravity.

Badger and Glint moved dowly, clumsy in their airtight space armor, their searchlights throwing
brilliant swords of light through the gloom. A corpse, hanging over aloop of high-pressure hose, seemed
to reach out and touch Badger's helmet, lightly, asif just saying hdlo....

The redheaded spaceman laughed and pushed the thing asde. The body floated dowly acrossthe
shattered compartment, itsarms held out loosely in front of it like a swimmer doing the dead man's float.

They reached the flight deck. Here there were more bodies, some terribly mangled by the pieces of
flying machinery that had taken on the power of exploding shrapnd as the ship had come gpart, others
looking strangely peaceful, asif they'd never known what hit them. Death had had a busy few moments
here before the eterna silence of space had entombed them all.

"Here's the control section,” Glint said over the little space-helmet radio that connected the two men.
"Good enough,” said Badger. "L et'sfind what we came for and get the hdll out of here.”

They floated past an operations console that looked as good as new. The ship's name was il
stenciled on the bulkhead, and the paint looked amost new.

"Valparaiso Queen," Glint spelled out. " She won't be going Earthside no more.”
"Tough luck for her," Badger said, histoneflat and unemotiond. "Heréswhat we're looking for."

Under the command console was a pand with three fingertip-sized indentations. Badger pressed
them in counterclockwise order, starting at twelve o'clock. The panel did away. Badger directed Glint to
shine the searchlight insde. Using wire cutters from the tool kit strapped to hiswaist, Badger cut the
leads ingde and withdrew asmdll heavy box made of ametdized plastic substance.

"Thisiswhat we came for. Now let's get out of here.”
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Back aboard the Dolomite, Badger and Glint passed through the air lock and removed their suits.
Glint started walking toward the elevator that led to the ship's command territory. He stopped when he
saw that Badger was not following him.

"What's up, Red? Aren't we going to give thisto the captain?"

"Of coursewe are," Badger said. "But not just yet." He led the way down a passageway to adoor
marked WORK SHOP D—AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

Glint followed him.

"What're you doin?" Glint asked. "Y ou going to fix that gizmo?'

Badger stopped and looked scornful. ™Y ou redlly are some kind of amoron. No, I'm not going to fix
the gizmo. Why do you think | volunteered usfor thisjob?"

"] was wondering about that,” Glint said.

"] want to get alook at what's on thisflight recorder before | giveit to the captain. Fat chance
Hoban would ever tell us."

Glint looked admiringly at his partner, then hurried to catch up as Badger pressed the stud that
operated the door to Workshop D.
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The lander wastoo small to have separate staterooms. There was acubbyholein the rear with a
deceleration couch that pulled down from the wall. Stan had lain down there. When Julie came in hewas
adeep, hisglasses till on, hisround face momentarily untroubled. Julie bent over to shake him, then
hesitated. Stan looked so peaceful there. Hislarge face was calm, and quiet handsome. She noticed
what long eyd ashes he had, and what ddlicate skin, fine-pored like ayoung boy's.

The most recent ingestion of Xeno-Zip had taken Stan's spirit far away, into the limitless
perspectives that were the psychic environment of the drug. He was traveling through a place of pure
light and color, and he smiled at the friendly shapes around him.

Julie gared at him dmogt in awe. She knew that Stan was moving down the visionary tral in some
impossible dreamtime, walking down ahdl of memory filled with al the images of everything that had
ever been or would be. And these images were mdlting like wax in the warmth of the soul's embrace.
Stan was a sorcerer forcing timeitself to stand still and be accountabl e to the moment. He had found
eternity in an ingtant, and he was balancing it on aneedlepoint. He wasin his own time now, atime that
had no duration and no limit. He wasin a place she could never get to. But, she wondered, out herein
theworld of solid objects and fiery forces, how much time did he have left? How much time was at
Julies disposd, for that matter? Could Stan seetheir time linesin that strange place where he was?

"Stan," she whispered to him, "what are you dreaming about? Am | in the dream with you? Arewe
happy?*

Stan mumbled something but she couldn't catch the words. She reached out and touched him on the
shoulder. His eyes snapped open, asif he had been waiting for thissigna. She watched hisfacetense as
pain returned to his consciousness. Then he had himsalf under control and said, "Julie ... What isit?"

" Captain Hoban wants to spesk to you again. He's pulled aflight recorder from that wreck."

"Okay, fine." Stan sat up, then got somewhat unsteadily to hisfeet. Juli€s dender, hard arm was
around him, supporting him, her warm fragrant hair was at his shoulder, and he breathed her fragrance
gratefully.

"Thanks," he said.

"Hey, dont mention it. Were ateam, aren't we?"

Helooked at her. Her eyes were enormous, brilliant, with dark pools at the center. He felt himself
melting into them. A wave of emotion came over him.

"die.."
"Yes, Stan, what isit?'
"If you're doing thisfor my sake ... please don't stop.”
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Thevoices on the flight recorder were very clear.
"What ship isthat?"

"Thisisthe Vaparaiso Queen, Captain Kuhn commanding, thirty-seven days out of Santiago
de Chile. Towhomam | speaking?"

"Thisis Potter of the Bio-Pharm ship Lancet. Do you realize you are trespassing?'

"I think you exaggerate, Captain. There's no trace of your claimin the recent issues of
StarSwap."

"We haven't chosen to go public with it just yet. But there are electronic warnings posted at
the beginning of the quadrant. Surely you inter cepted those war nings?"

"Oh, those!" Captain Kuhn laughed. " An electronic warning hardly constitutes a legal claim!
No, Captain Potter, unless you publish your intent with the federal Department of Interplanetary



Claims, it can't be said to exist. | have as much right here as you."

Potter's voice was low, and hoar se with menace. " Captain Kuhn, | ama man of little
patience. You have already used up my entire store. You have about one second to go into
retrofire and get your ship, out of there."

Kuhn replied, "1 do not take kindly to peremptory orders, Captain, especially from one who
has no legal right to give them. | will leave this vicinity in my own time, when I'm good and
ready. And you may be sure | will file a complaint with InterBureau over your attitude.”

"You will have more to complain about than an attitude, Captain Kuhn, but | doubt you will
ever filethat report.”

"Do not try to intimidate me!"

"The time for wordsis past. The torpedo that puts paid to your pretensionsis now coming
toward you at a speed well below that of light, but fast enough, | think you'll find."

"Torpedo? How dare you, sir! Number two! Full power to the screens! Take evasive action!”

And then Badger had to turn down the volume as the recorded sound of the explosion shook the
walls of Workshop D.
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"What's the latest on the ssorm?" Stan asked.

Gill looked up, hislong meancholy face haf in agreen glow from the ready lights on his control
pand. On the screen above him, datawaves danced in long wavering lines, the numbers changing with a
rapidity that would defy the computationa abilities of any but a synthetic man with amath coprocessor
built into his pogtronic brain. Gill was such aman, and his computationa abilities were enhanced by the
rock-steadiness of his mind, which was not subject to the neurotic clams of love, duly, family, or
country. Y et he was not completely emotionless. It had been found that intelligence of the highest order
presupposes and is built upon certain fundamental emotional bases, of which the desire to survive and
continue is the most fundamenta of dl. The designers of artificid men would have liked to have stopped
there. But the uncertain nature of the materias they were usng—in which minute differencesin atomic
sructures eventually spelled big differencesin output, as well asthe inherent ingtability of colloida
structures—made thisimpossible. Gill was standard within his design parameters, but those parameters
expressed only one part of him.

"Thegormisabating,” Gill said. "Therée's been atwenty-percent diminution in the last haf hour.
Given the conditions here, | think that's about the best were going to get. Infact, it's apt to get alot
worse before it gets better.”

"Then let'sget onwith it," Stan said. He turned to Norbert, the big robot dien, who still crouched
patiently in acorner of the lander. Mac the dog, growing impatient, whined to be put down, and Norbert
obliged. The dog investigated the corners of the little lander and, finding nothing of interest, returned to
curl up a Norbert's taloned fest.

"Y ou ready, Norbert?'

"Of course, Dr. Myakovsky. Being robotic, | am dwaysready."
"And Mac?'

"Heisadog, and so heisadwaysready, too."

Stan laughed, and remarked to dulie, "I wish now I'd had more time to talk with Norbert. His
horrible appearance bdies his keen intdligence.

"Y ou are responsible for my appearance, Dr. Myakovsky," Norbert said.
"I think you're beautiful," Stan said. "Don't you think so, Julie?!



" think you're both pretty cute," she said.
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In the forward cabin of the lander, the five volunteer crew members were sitting as comfortably as
they were ablein the cramped confines. Morrison, big and blond, an lowa farmboy, had unwrapped an
energy bar and was nibbling at it. Beside him, Skysky, fat and balding with awalrus mustache, decided
to eat an energy bar of his own and fumbled it out of his pocket. EkaNu, aflat-faced Burmese with skin
ashade lighter than burned umber, was mumbling over the wooden beads of his Buddhist rosary.
Styson, hislong face as mournful as ever, was playing his harmonica, monotonously repesting one
phrase over and over. And Larrimer, acity boy from New Y ork's south Bronx, was doing nothing at al
except licking hisdry lips and brushing hislong lank hair out of hiseyes.

They had been excited when they volunteered. It was achance for some action, after the confines of
the ship. They'd heard stories about the aiens, of course, but none of them had seen one. They hadn't
even been born at the time of the dien occupation of Earth. Aliens now seemed an exotic menace, a
weird kind of big bug that would fal easly to their guns. Morrison wasfiddling with his carbine. He
decided to insert anew feed ramp. He stripped the receiver and replaced the ramp, then snapped the
connector into place. The ramp toggled through a diagnostic code and then clicked into place. He
shoved amagazine into the carbine, touched the bolt control, and cycled around into the firing chamber.
The magazine's counter showed an even one hundred antipersonnel rounds ready to go.

"Hey, farm boy," Skysky said, "you planning to shoot something?

"If 1 get the chance," Morrison said, "'I'm going to bag me one of them adiens and bring home his
horns.”

EkaNu looked up from hisrosary. "Aliens no got horns."

"Well, whatever they got, | want to bring a piece of it home. A piece of skull maybe. Wouldn't that
look good mounted over the mantel ?'

Styson said, "Y ou better just hope one of them critters doesn't nail your hide up over the mantdl.”

"What're you talking about?' Morrison asked. "Them creaturesain't civilized. They ain't got
mantels”

Just then Stan's voice came over the loudspesker. ™Y ou men! Get ready to embark into a pod.
Check your weapons.”

"Okay," Morrison said, getting to hisfeet. "Time we had oursdves alittle hunting.”

The men wereal ontheir feet, checking their wegpons and talking excitedly. They were clumsy,
some of them seeing modem wegponry for thefirgt time. Morrison—who wastheir natural |eader dueto
his sze and sdlf-confidence, though he was of the same rank asthe rest of them—had to show Styson
how to release the safeties. He was beginning to won-der if the guyswould be dl right, but he figured as
long asthey knew which end to point and what to pull, they'd be fine. What creature could stand up
againd military casdessammunition?
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The number-one lander had three escape pods. These were used for close-up maneuvering, in order
not to jeopardize the lander itself by piloting it around poorly mapped ground feetures. This
standard-model pod was shaped like an enormous truck tire. Itscircular form alowed for the miles of
complex wiring that took up most of itsinterior and alowed it to ride the planet's € ectromagnetic
currents with some success.



Norbert fitted himsdf in, and Mac nestled up to his chest.

"Comfortable?' Stan asked, peering in.

"The question has no relevance for me," Norbert replied. “"When your body is dectronicaly
operated, one posture is as good as another. But Mac isfine, Dr. Myakovsky."

"Glad to hear it," Stan said. "Good luck, Norbert. I'll be sending down thefive crew volunteersin a
separate pod. Thismoment brings us to the whole point of this operation—getting you and Mac and the
men to the surface of AK-32 near the dien hive. Have you got al the stuff you'll need? Did you
remember to check the chargein the inhibitors?!

"Of course, Dr. Myakovsky. They should give me enough time to do what | haveto do."

"Okay," Stan said. "Good-bye, Mac. You'reanicelittle dog. | hope | see you again one of these
days”

"Not likely, Doctor," said Norbert.

Suddenly Stan was furious.

"Just get the hell out of here!" he said, damming the pod's hatch shut. "I don't need your comments.
Did you hear thet, dulie?"

"Takeit easy, Stan," Julie said. "Norbert didn't mean anything. He only statesfacts. Anyway, what's
thebig ded ?'

Norbert's voice came over theradio. "I am ready for the descent, Dr. 'Myakovsky."

Stan turned to Gill. "Cut the pod loose. And then get the volunteersinto their own pod.”

Gill, seated at the control panel, turned a switch. The pod came loose from the landing platform with
asoft explosive sgh of power. It gected straight into the air, dipped for amoment then its

€electromagnetic receptors came up to full and the pod darted across the stormy landscape of AR-32
toward the distant hive.
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Badger and Glint left the workshop and entered crew country from the corridor into the crew's
commissary. A wave of sound and smell hit them. The sound was of fifteen men and women, mostly
young, celebrating their arrivd at AR-32 with song and booze, hamburgers and pizza (these latter
accounting for the smdll), and alevel of noise that had to be heard to be believed.

Cédebrating landfall was an old custom among ship's crews. Columbus's men had celebrated in the
sameway, their arriva in the New World offering them agood excuse for apree. That'swhat the
arriva a AR-32 meant to the crew of the Dolomite, too: a chanceto cut loose and tie one on inthe
secure surroundings of the commissariat, where officers were not permitted and where scanning
procedures were prohibited by the strong Spacemen's Union.

Here the men could say what they wanted, and there were no ship's officers nearby or at the end of
an eectronic listening device ready to take their names and report them for summary discipline. The
union wouldn't allow it, and Red Badger had counted on that when he made his entry.

Long Meg, awiper third class from Sacramento back on Earth, dapped Badger on the back and
pushed a bulb of beer into hisface. "Where you been, Red? Not like you to missa spree!™

"I been out to thewreck," Red said.

"What wreck? They didn't tell us about no wreck."

"No, they didn't,” Red said. "That's very like them, isn't it?’

Meg pushed her face close to Badger's. "None of your bullshit. What wreck are you talking about?'
Badger grinned at her eadly. "That's what the captain sent me and Glint hereto investigate. It



showed up on the radar and he sent meto get the flight recorder.”
"Oh. Isthat dl?* Meg asked. "'l guessthe captain will tell uswhat wasonit dl in good time.”

"l don't think s0," Badger said. "If we knew what was on that recorder, it might change our minds
about afew things."

"Come out with it, Red! What are you talking about?*

" Suppose that flight recorder showed afreighter just like ours, poking around here just like we are,
then being blasted to hell by someone who didn't want them here? What about that, hun?"

"That would be serious," Meg admitted, and severa other crewmen nodded agreement. "Areyou
saying that'swhat it said?'

"I'm not saying nothing," Badger said. ™Y ou can decide for yourselves."

"Y ou took the flight indicator?'

"l lisgened to it in the workshop. And now I'm going to play it for you. Once you've heard it, you can
cometo your own conclusions.”

"1 hope you know what you're doing, Red," Meg said. "I'm sure the captain is expecting you to give
that to him immediately.”

"Don't worry," Badger said. "The message on it is pretty short.”
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The pod, with Norbert and Mac aboard, was dancing around like aleaf in astorm. Norbert had lost
contact with the other pod containing the five volunteers. Wind force threw his pod up into the air, and
crosscurrents spun it like atop. Mac howled, and Norbert just clung tight.

"Hang on, boy!" Norbert cdled. Mac, cradled in hisarms, was whimpering, hiseyesralling, ina
paroxysm of fear.

Norbert had brought along some extra equipment in case of distressto the dog. The trouble was
getting to it. Norbert was practically compressed into the space of the pod, and his size made him take
up more room than an Earthman. Thelittle ship was swinging around violently, but Norbert did not suffer
from vertigo. He managed to reverse one of hiswrist joints and grabbed alarge piece of felt he had
brought along. He managed to wrap this around Mac, cushioning him. The dog gave alittle yelp asthe
cloth came around him, but he seemed to gppreciateit. His spastic movement became calmer, and he
began to adjust to the violent movements.

The pod, descending on automatic, danced and veered in the wind. Norbert was tempted to
manually override the pod's controls and seeif he could ease out the movements. But he decided againgt
it. The pod's autopilot had been designed with a program that softened out itsjerks and dides. He
couldn't hope to do better. He concentrated instead upon providing afirm platform for Mac and keeping
the felt wrapped around the shivering beast without smothering him. Norbert himself didn't breethe, and
he had to remind himsdlf that all other cresturesdid.

The ground was coming up fast now to meet them. Wind shear, this close to the ground, added
another factor to the dangerous uncertainties of the descent. (The pod's own pulsar beams had to dow
them and absorb the shock as the ground rushed up to meet them.) Then they were bouncing acrossiit,
and findly, spinning, they cameto ahdt.

Then Dr. Myakovsky'svoice: "Norbert, areyou al right?

"Perfectly dl right, Doctor. And soisMac.”

"Wasthelanding very difficult?’

Norbert had something new in hisvocabulary, learned from Julie, and he hastened to use it now. "A
piece of cake, Doctor. A walk in the park."



"Hurry up and get thejob done,” Stan said. "We want to get rich and get out of here."
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After Badger played the recorder for the crew, there was an utter silence for abrief moment.
Spaceship crews, with their volatile mix of people from al walks of life, tend to have low boiling points.
The crew of the Dolomite was no exception, particularly sinceit included ahigh percentage of criminals.
"What the hell doesit mean?' Meg asked.

"It meansthat a ship like ourswas fired upon and destroyed. If they did it to them, then why not to
0"

"Wait aminutel” one of the crew said. "They aren't allowed to do that!"

"What doesit matter what they're allowed?' Badger said. "People with power do what they please.”

The crew began quarreling among themselves. Badger waited for them to sort it out. He was pretty
sure what conclusion they'd cometo. And if, by aremote chance, they didn't, he'd steer them toward it.

He knew that cons were always open to the charge that they were being exploited, a supposition
that had proven true too many timesin the past. The crew had listened to the flight recorder from the
Valparaiso Queen and, aided by Badger's comments, cameto their own conclusions.

It was obvious that there was danger out there. Danger that Captain Hoban would soon know
about. Danger that impinged directly on the lives of the crew. So what would Hoban do about it?

After awhile thefirst babble of talk died down, and Walter Glint said to Badger, "Captain Hoban
will seethis soon. What do you think he's going to do about it?"

"Il tell you what helll do," Badger said. "Nothing, that'swhat hell do! Hoban ispaid by the crazy
doctor. The onewho's dways zonked out on fire. The one who's got the robot aien that killed two of
our shipmates. Hoban will do what the crazy doctor tells him to do, because he's gettin' paid plenty to
take the risks. But what risks are you being paid to take? Tell methat, huh?"

It was easy to get a spaceship crew angry, less so to drive them to action. Excited and desperate
though they were, it still required work to goad them into taking the law into their own hands. But they
were hafway there, Red thought.

Badger was starting arebellion, but he didn't know quite what he would do next. The quirks of his
own mind had perplexed him since childhood. Although he was starting thisrevalt, paradoxicdly hefelt a
strong sympathy for Captain Hoban. At one time he had thought he was going to help him. After dl,
Hoban had gotten him out of prison. But that was before he saw the tapes, before he realized the extent
of the danger they were running, before he decided to do what he could to prevent it.

It's necessary to get them moving, Badger thought Before there are more deaths.
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"Dr. Myakovsky? Thisis Captain Hoban. Do you read me?"

"The atmospherics are difficult, Captain, but | am able to understand you. Please note that just afew
minutes ago we launched the pods containing Norbert and Mac and the volunteers. We have them now
in digtant visud range."

"Excellent, Doctor. I'm glad that part of the operation is going according to plan.”

With his sharpened senses, Stan caught the note of uncertainty in his captain's voice. "'Is something
the matter, Captain?'
"I'mafraiditis, Sir. It concernsthe flight recorder that we salvaged from the wreck | reported to you



about. Before saying any more, let meplay it for you, Sir.”
"Okay, go ahead," Stan said.
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Stan, Julie, and Gill listened in attentive silence as the tape ran. They heard the exchange between
Kuhn of the Valparaiso Queen and Potter of the Lancet. Although they knew the tape was going to
reved somekind of trouble, they were unprepared for the explosion of the Val paraiso Queen asshe
received the Lancet's torpedo amidships.

"Let mejust make sure I've got thisstraight,” Stan said, when the tape ended. The recorder shows
that Lancet blew up Valparaiso Queen?'

"There seems no doubt about that, Sir," Hoban said.

"Well, sowhat?' Stan said.

"There seems good reason to believe that Lancet is4ill inthevicnity."
"And you think we arein danger?'

"Given Potter'srecord of violence, it isentirely possible, sr. Evenlikdy."

"L et me point out, Captain, that we are not a defensdl ess freighter. We have the normal armament
againg piracy. If Lancet should attempt anything againg us..."

"1 will point thet out, Sir."
"Towhom?'

"The representative from the crew. They are sending him to ask what | intend doing about this
gtuation.

"Areyou telling methat you played the tape for the crew?" Stan asked.
"No, gr. They took theliberty of listening to it before turning it over to me."
"Well, damn their presumption.” Stan turned to Gill. "Have you ever heard anything likeit?"

"Unfortunately, yes" Gill said. "The annds of space exploration arefull of accounts of insubordinate
crews."

Stan said to Hoban, ™Y ou must point out to them that Lancet's action wasillega and exceptiondl.
Our gtuation is not more hazardous because an overzea ous captain performed anillega deed.
Nevertheless, | think that in view of the men's fedings we propose a specid bonusto them.”

"| agree, Doctor," Hoban said. "I was going to make the suggestion myself.”

"Do what you can with them, Captain. Well tak again later." Stan signed off.

"What do you think is going to happen?' Julie asked.

Gill sad, "Obvioudy therestrouble. But I'm sure Captain Hoban can handleit.”

"l hope s0," Stan said. "We have afew problems of our own to take care of down here."

He turned back to the screen. The others looked now, too. They were viewing the landscape of
AR-32 through Norbert's visua receptors. Norbert's head was turning, checking out the landscape as
he walked forward. Ahead of him, Mac suddenly started barking and ran toward alittle hill. They heard
Norbert say, "Come back, Mac. Wait for me!™

Then the view began to shake as Norbert broke into arun. For amoment they could see nothing but
jagged brown-and-yellow lines. Norbert was watching the uneven ground, struggling to keep his
baance. Then he went over alittle rise. There was a sudden red-yelow explosion and his screen went
into awild array of colors and test patterns.

"Just what we needed,” Julie said. " Stan, can you clear up that view?"



"I'mworking onit" Stan turned the controls. "Gill, you got any ideas?"

"Let mejust try this," Gill said. His hand probed the front controls on the computer. "1 think that's
getting it, Sr. The view isbeginning to come back...."

The confrontation on board ship flared up suddenly. One moment Captain Hoban was talking with
the crewmen and apparently getting somewhere, then the whole thing blew up.

Badger had rapped at the door to the control room. "Sir. Permission to speak to you about a
grievance"

"Now isnot avery convenient time, Mr. Badger."

"No, gr. But the union laws state that grievances of a serious nature are to be settled on the spot.”

"And who determines whether they're serious?'

"A duly authorized shop eward, sir. Me."

"All right," Hoban said. "Comein. Let's get this over with quickly.”

Badger entered the control room followed by Glint and four other members of the crew. They
looked ill a easein the officers area, with its soft lighting and flickering wall scanners. The helmsman
stood donein alittle fenced-off enclosure to one side, scanning the ship. Two engine-room officers were
also present None of the officers was wearing Sdearms. In the inquiry that later followed, Captain
Hoban was faulted for thisomission.

"What seems to be the problem?' Hoban asked.

"Asyou know, wetook the liberty of viewing the ship'slog that | brought back from therest. Y ou've
seenit, Sr?'

"Of course," Hoban said.

"What did you think, Sr?"

"They caught Valparaiso Queen napping. They won't find us so easy.”

"Yes, 9r. But what has that got to do with us? Were not soldiers, sir.”

"We are going about our peaceful and lawful business," Hoban said, hoping it wastrue. "We aren't
out looking for trouble. But if it comes, they'll find usready. That isa perfectly normal Situation in space,
Mr. Badger."

"Sure, acrew hasto be ready for trouble. But it doesn't have to go out of itsway to find it."

"Wedon't haveto run fromit, either,” Hoban said. "But it isan unusud Situation and additional

compensation would not be out of order. | will make an announcement shortly, granting the crew extra
hazard pay."

"That's not good enough,” Badger said. ""We want some assurances now that this Potter isn't going
to blow us out of space.”

Hoban knew it wastimeto befirm. "I don't care what you want, Mr. Badger. You'rea
troublemaker. This stuation will be resolved and we will let you know what our disposition of itis.”

"That is not good enough, Captain.”

"Well, it'sjust going to have to be good enough! You areal dismissed.”

One of the engineerstugged at Captain Hoban's deeve, trying to get his attention. Hoban turned,
and saw that Glint had sneaked over to the wegpons locker and helped himself to some of its contents.
He had pulled out a Gauss needier. Thiswegpon, with its big Side magazine of sted divers, had not been
alotted in the standard issue, where favor was given to primitive dug throwers and the newer beam
wegpons. Glint may just have been fascinated by the handgun's deadly lines, and by the bulbous housing
that contained the magnetic impul se equipment. "What do you think you are doing?' Hoban shouted.
"Put that down!™

One of the engineers reached for the weapon. Glint fired, perhaps by reflex. Sted splintersdrove



through the engineer's | eft shoulder. There was amoment of shocked silence. And then dl hell broke
loose.

The second engineer was diving for the wegpons locker even asthe first was going down. Thefirst
thing his hand encountered was a Wilton tangler. He swung it at Glint and pressed the rel ease stud.

Glint managed to duck out of theway. The tangler bolt, with itsrapidly expanding core of sticky
plastic, soared over hishead like agray bat and wrapped itsalf around one of the crewmen behind him.

The man screamed and tried to tear the stuff away from himself. The tangler held him tight and began
to contract.

Hefdl, Hill inextricably caught in the mess.

Suddenly it seemed that everybody in the control room had picked up aweapon. Threads of light
from beam throwers glanced off metallic surfaces and glowed againgt the Perspex windows. Solid
projectile loads ricocheted off the ship'swalls, darting around like angry hornets. Explosions rocked the
control room, sending up dense, greasy clouds of acrid smoke.

The second engineering officer had the presence of mind to bar the entry port, thus stopping any
reinforcements coming from crew country.

Hoban ducked down behind a spare-parts case bolted to the floor. The crewmen found shelter in
various parts of the control room. The officerswere dug in at various locations. Most of them had
managed to pick up arms.

For awhile there was a strenuous exchange of smal-armsfire, itsintensity in that confined space
enormous. Hoban thought it was like being insde a snare drum that Some madman was attempting to
play.
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It's gettin' too close for comfort!" Badger cried as hisrefugein acorner of the room was zapped
with blue-whiteflame.

"You can say that again,” Glint said. "We better get out of here!™

"I'm thinking abouit it," Badger said. "We might need to regroup, reorganize...."

Machine-gun bullets stitched across the ship'swalls above their heads, showering them with
fragments of metd. There was more noise as a concussion grenade, thrown by Hoban, landed just
outsde of effec-tiverange.

"Okay," Badger said. "Time we got out of here."

The norma egress port was barred, but an elevator to other areas stood with its doors open.

Badger and Glint and the remaining crewmen beat a hasty retrest, and managed to shut the doors and
get the devator moving.

Captain Hoban, wounded in the arm by abeam weapon, refused medica attention and led the
pursuit.

Most of the crew had not joined the rebellion. Those who had been wavering now decided they'd
had enough.

Only Badger and Glint and their close friends, Connie Mindanao, Andy Groggins, and Min Dwin,
wereirrevocably committed.

All together now, they moved down one of the corridors, maintaining arolling fire to keep the
pursuing officers at adistance.

Glint was saying, "Where we going, Red? What we going to do now?"'
"Shaddap,” Badger said. "I'vegot it al doped out." He led them through the now deserted



commissary and out to the rear hold. "Where we goin'?" Glint asked.
Badger didn't answer.
"Therésno placeto go!" Glint said.
"Don't worry, | know what I'm doing," Badger said. "We're going to get out of here.”
"Out of here?' Glint looked puzzled.

"Off thisship,” Badger said. "WEell take one of the escape pods and |leave this desth ship behind.
Well go downto AR-32."

"Yeah, okay," Glint said. Then he thought of some-thing. "But wherell we go after that, Red?
Therésno civilization down therl™

"Wl then make contact with Lancet."

Glint turned it over in hismind. Lancet ? Dimly he remembered that that was the name of the
Bio-Pharm ship that had nuked the other ship, the Val paraiso something. The onethey had gotten the
flight recorder from.

"Red, are you sure we want to do that? Those people are killers!™

"Of course I'm sure. We're on their sde now. They'll give us good money for turning our information
over to them. They're going to be very interested to hear about Captain Hoban and the doctor and what
they're up to. Well be heroes." "I don't know," Glint said.

"Trust me, " Badger said. "Anynow, what else can you do 7'

"l guessyou'reright,” Glint said. Y ou could tell from hisvoicethat it was aload off hismind, letting
Badger make the decisonsfor both of them.

The othersin the party weren't interested in asking questions. They wanted to be led, to be told what
to do, and that was what Badger liked to do, lead people. It made him fedl strong and good, until
something went wrong, which, unfortunately, it did al too often But not thistime. Thistime he knew what
he was doing.

"Comeon," Badger said. "Weve got to get the spare lander.”

Andy Groggins said, "They're apt to be waiting for usthere, Red.”

"If they are," Badger said, "then so much the worse for them.
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Stan sat in the lander and watched through Norbert's viewing screen as the robot's view of AR-32
swayed precipitoudy and began to dide off the screen. The lander was il vibrating after its bobded
descent through AR-32's turbulent atmosphere. Stan felt battered and bruised: sitting at the controls
trying to seer dl that liveliness and power to a safe landing was like going fifteen rounds with the Jolly
Green Giant. Stan still wasn't sure which had won.

He fine-tuned the knobs on the viewing screen, trying to focus on the images Norbert was sending
back from the surface of AR-32. The picture lurched with each of the robot's footsteps, and jumped in
and out of focus.

Stan hated out-of-sync pictureslike that. They seemed to trigger some long-dormant primeval
receptor in his brain slem. He found the oscillations of the picture upsetting his own psychic balance.

Hetried conscioudy to steady himsdlf. He didn't want to go freaking out now, but the way that
picture jJumped was going to do it to him yet, and they'd have to scrape him off the wall.

Then the picture stabilized and the focus locked in. Stan was looking at a pile of wind-polished
bouldersin various shades of orange and pink. WWhen Norbert raised his head, Stan could see ahead of
him anarrow valey of gone and gravel. The swirling clouds of dust made visihility difficult after about



fifty fedt.
"L ook at thisplace,” Stan remarked to Julie. "We haven't seen agreen thing since we got here. |
wouldn't be surprised to learn that this place has no natura vegetation. None on the surface, anyhow."
"If plantswon't grow here," Julie remarked, "how are the dliens able to sustain themselves?”

"| said there was no vegetation on the surface,” Stan said. "Belowground it could be avery different
story. There's an ant speciesthat practices underground gardening. The diens might have followed the
same course of evolution.”

"Thisisn't ther homeworld, isit?" Julie asked.

"| doubt it very much. It's extremely unlikely that they evolved here. No one knows the location of
ther origind home planet.”

"So how'd they get here?"

"I have no idea But however they did, they must have brought their culture with them. And their
nasty habits."

Norbert's picture began to bounce again.

"He's going uphill,” Stan said. "Have you spotted Mac yet?!

"Heran on ahead,” Julie said. "He's out of the picture now.”

Gill sad, "Theres something in the viewer'stop right quadrant.”

Stan studied it. "Y es, thereis. Norbert, magnify that quadrant.”

Norbert did so. The object sharpened, resolving from ablack dot to ablocky shape of lines and
angles.

Gill sad, "It lookslike acow skeleton, Doctor." Norbert walked over toit. Up closg, it did turn out
to be a cow skeleton, though the head was missing. Norbert panned the remains. Mac had found it, too,

and had pulled loose athighbone. The anima'srib cage had been exploded outward under great
pressure from something inside.

"What could have donethat?" Julie asked.
"Probably a chestburner,” Stan said, aluding to the young of the dien species.
"| doubt that cow creature came here naturdly,” Gill put in.

"Of courseit didn't,” Stan agreed. "If those bones could spesk, | think we'd find that cow and alot
of her ssterswere brought to this planet from Earth.”

"Ashogsfor the dien young?' Julie asked.

"No doubt. That's what Neo-Pharm was up to back in those days. And as T-bone steaks for the
crew of the Lancet.”

"Speaking of Lancet," Julie said, "1 wonder when we're going to run into them?”

" Soon enough, no doubt,” Stan said. He studied the image Norbert was sending. "Hello, what's that?
Another cow skeleton?"

"Lower left quadrant, Norbert,” Julie said, spotting it.

Norbert turned obediently and walked over. Within twenty yards he came across the body of an
dien.

It lay facedown in the gravdl, itslong black form dternately concealed and reveded by the windows
of dust that blew incessantly acrossthe valley floor.

At Stan'singtruction, Norbert viewed it through an infrared scanner, and then an ultraviolet, to make
sure the body wasn't booby-trapped.

It appeared to be free of danger. He approached and bent over it, with Mac—hair bristling and
teeth barred—coming aong at his hedls.

"What can you see?' Stan asked.



"Itisandien," Norbert replied. "Thereis no doubt of that. It is perfectly motionless, but not dead.
Thereisno sign of life, but aso no sign of damage or decay. It looksalmost asif it could be adeep, I'm
switching to ultrasonic scanner to conduct asurvey of theinterna organs.”

After ashort delay Norbert reported again. "It'sinternal organs are functioning, but at avery dow
rate. It'slikeit's adegp or unconscious. There are several moretests| could try—"

Whatever Norbert had in mind, it didn't happen, be-cause Mac chose that moment to sense
movement on the other side of anearby hill and ran there, barking. Norbert got up and followed.

When he reached the crest of the hill and looked over, the first thing he noticed was the small,
fatbellied little spaceship, resting on its supports, nose pointed skyward, ready for takeoff.

The second thing he noticed was the diens, adozen or so of them, lying motionless on the ground,
just like the one he had I €ft.

And the third thing he noticed were the humans, three of them, bending over the unconscious diens.

a7

For the men from Potter's ship, the Lancet, it had begun asanorma day's harvesting operation.
Thisthree-man work crew had been down on the surface of AR-32 for haf of their five-hour shift.

After relieving the previous crew, their first task had been to inspect the suppressor gun. It was
mounted on top of the spaceship, where it could be powered by the ship's batteries.

It was ajury-rigged contraption, thrown together by a clever engineer from Potter's ship, a man with
aknack for coming up with useful inventions on the spur of the moment.

Suppressors were anew technology in the continuing war againgt the diens. They had resulted so far
in small modules worn on aman's person. But Potter's engineer had taken the suppressor principle one
step farther. He had theorized that the aliens would be susceptible to a sunning effect from certain
vibratory impulsesif they were narrow-band broadcast at sufficient intensity. He based this hunch on his
study of dien anatomy. It seemed to him that the aliens had devel oped agreat sensitivity to eectrica
cycling pulses. These could excite or stupefy them, depending on the velocity and amplitude of the
waves broadcast. He experimented with e ectromagnetic bombardment.

Now, from its mount on top of the spaceship, his cannon turned like aradar dish, blasting eectronic
impulsesthat kept the diens stupefied while the crew of the Lancet milked them of their royd jelly.

It was not difficult duty, as Des Thomas had remarked to Skippy Holmes, with whom he was
working. "1 mean, if you forget they're diens, it's much the same as taking honey from bees."

"Big bees," Skippy said.

"Y eah, very big bees, but it's the same thing. Hey, Slotz!" Thomas called to the third man of their
crew, who was on top of the spaceship, working with the bracing that held the suppressor in place. No
matter how well you put those things up, the incessant wind eventualy worried them loose.

"What isit?' Sotz sad, pausing with power wrench in hand.

"Y ou dmogt finished up there?"

"1 need some more bracing materid. A flying rock tore some of the support away."

"Well radio it to the ship. The next shift can bring the stuff out. Were nearly out of here.”

Slotz turned back to hiswork. Holmes and Thomas took up positions around the recumbent alien.
Together they heaved the big cresture over on hisside. Arnold took up the scraper, working quickly
around aleg joint. He packed the sticky, light blue residue into a canvas bag. From here, it would be
transferred to aglass container within the potbellied little harvester ship. As Des Thomas finished milking

his alien he heard a barking sound and looked up. He was amazed to see alarge brownish-red dog
running over the top of the hill. Given the circumstances, he couldn't have been more amazed if it had



been an elephant or awhale.

"Come here, boy," he called. "I wonder where your—"

It was at that instant that Norbert came striding over the crest of the hill and down into the harvesting
area. There was a brief tableau: three human crewmen frozen like dummies, Norbert striding forward
like afury from the deepest hell, and Mac, al innocence, barking and capering along like hewason an
outing.

Holmes came unfrozen firdt. "One of them's come awake!" he shouted. "Get that sucker!”

Slotz got off the top of the spaceship rapidly. The three men dived for their weapons. These were
aways kept handy because, athough no aien had woken up suddenly like this before, no oneredly
trusted the new suppressor technol ogy—especially when you took into account how goofy looking its
inventor was.

Holmes got his hands on the carbine he had propped against arock outcropping. He dipped off the
safety, aimed hastily, and pulled the trigger. A stream of casdless forty-caiber dugs streaked toward
Norbert, who was no longer there to receive them.

Thethreat toward him instantly pushed Norbert into predator mode. Y ou could dmost hear the new
program click into place.

Softdugs bouncing off his carapace, Norbert did under the fusillade of projectilesfrom Dess Gauss
needler. A fragmentation grenade bounced off his chest and exploded as it was bouncing away. Norbert
was showered with white-hot fragments of metd, but they didn't have the force to penetrate his
metdlized hide.

Although he wasn't hurt, Norbert was not pleased. Skippy Holmes was the closest, and the
crewman just had time to scream as Norbert hooked hisface at the temples with two curved talons and
toreit off in one economica move.

It was a moment of gratuitous horror, though Norbert didn't view it that way. Just doin' my job, sir.

Skippy buried the raw meet of hisfacein hishands and fell to the ground, gurgling, blood bubbling
from his shattered skin. He didn't suffer for long; Norbert's spurred foot hooked out the man's ssomach
and agood selection of hisinterna organs.

Seeing this, Chuck Slotz gagged and took to his hedls, sprinting toward the harvester's open entry
port, closdly followed by Des.

Norbert came racing after them, and amost made the entry port. It closed in hisface, and Norbert
dammed into it with aforce that shook the harvester on its Sx dender legs and caused the radarlike
suppressor gpparatus on its roof to topple over and fall to the ground in acrackle of sparks.

Sowly, very dowly at firg, the dienslying on the ground began to tir.
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Gill gasped asthe scene of carnage was played over Norbert's visua receptors and relayed to the
screen aboard the Dolomite's lander.

Norbert, sanding in front of the harvester's sealed door, was saying, | am awaiting further orders,
Dr. Myakovsky."

"Yes" Stan said. "Just stand by for amoment.” He turned to Gill. "What's the matter? Why are you
looking that way?"
"l—I wasn't prepared for the violence, Doctor. | had no idea Norbert was programmed to kill."

"How could you have thought otherwise? What do you think we're out here for? A sight-seeing trip?
Gill, wered| programmed to kill."

"Yes, Dr. Myakovsky. If you say s0."



"Y ou, too, are programmed to kill, are you not?"

"In defense of human lives, yes, | suppose | am. Itisjust that | didn't know we were going to
exercisethat option S0 ... lightly."

"Werehereto get rich,” Stan said. "Whatever it takes. Right, Julie?"

"That'sright, Stan,” Julie said, then turned to the artificia man. ™Y oull sharein the money we g,
too. Even an artificia man can use money, right?"

"All sentient beings need money,” Gill sad dryly.

"That'sright,” Julie said. "Anyhow, we'rein it now, and it'sus or them. Y ou know what Potter will
doif hefinds us? The samething he did to the Val paraiso Queen.”

Gill nodded but didn't answer.

"Think about it, Gill," Stan said. "Don't get humanitarian on ustoo soon.” He paused, then added, "If
it'sredly againgt your principles, perhapsyou'd like to wait in the back bay until this phase of the
operation isover? | wouldn't want you to do anything foolish."

"Do not worry about me, air,” Gill said. "1 have no sentiment about matters of killing. Sentiment was
not programmed into me. | was surprised, that isall, but now | understand. | am ready to do whatever is
necessary to protect you and Miss dulie.”

"Glad to hear it." Stan wiped hisforehead. Helooked like he himsdlf was having alittle trouble
getting used to killing. Only Julie showed no Sgns of upset.

Gill hesitated. "Sir, we have no visud contact with the crew volunteers.™

"Damnit!" Stan said. "Does everything have to go wrong at the same time? Norbert! Can you get
into the harvester?'

"The door islocked, Doctor," Norbert said.
"] doubt it's a very advanced locking mechanism. Give me a close-up of the lock.”
Norbert leaned forward, focused on the locking mechanism and switched to the X-ray mode.

Stan studied the picture for amoment "It looks like pretty standard stuff. Tell you what, just rip off
the keypad and you'll be able to turn the handle manually.”

"Yes gr."
"Better hurry up about it. It would be best to prevent those guys from getting in touch with Potter."
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Insde the harvester, Slotz and Thomasfell over each other getting to the radio. Thomas got there
firgt and flipped the transmission switch.

"Lancet? Comein, Lancet !"

Slotz, standing just behind Thomas, heard a banging sound on the entry port and made sure he had
hiscarbine.

"Hurry up, Thomas! | don't know if the door will hold him!™

"I'mtrying,” Thomas sad. "But I've come up with nothing so far.”

"Theantennal" Sotz said. "It came down with the suppressor gun when the dlien dammed into the
ship."

"That'sjust great,” Thomas said. " So we can't tranamit. And it'stwo hours before the next shift
comes down."

"Maybe we can hold out.” Sotz found afresh magazinein his pocket, gected the spent one from his
carbine, and snapped the new one into place.



The hammering suddenly stopped. The men heard asound of metd ripping. "He'stearing off the
lock cover!" Sotz cried. "Nobody can do that,” Thomas said.

"Trust me" Sotz muttered. "Hesdoing it."

There was sllence for amoment. Then a clicking sound.

"Hé's through the cover! He'sworking the unlocking mechanism!™ Sotz shouted.

"Whaddaya want me to do about it?" Thomas said. Into the radio's dead tranamitter he shouted,
"Mayday, Mayday!"

Then the door dammed open with great force and Norbert was coming in, atowering black fury.
Slotz tried to leve the carbine, managed to get off one round that glanced off Norbert's shoulder and
ricocheted around the cabin like an angry bee. Then Norbert was on him. The robot dien caught the
back of Sotz's head, leaned forward, mouth open, second jaws extending through his davering mouth.
Sotz, eyeswide and wild, tried to pull himsdlf out of the way, but there was no budging Norbert's grip.
The second jaws shot out like a piston and smashed through Slotz's open mouth and continued through,
snapping the man's spinelike adry stick.

Seeing what had happened, Thomas scrambled away from the radio. He had apulseriflein hishand
and hetriggered it. A tongue of brilliant light licked out against Norbert's chest. It had no apparent effect
on the robot, but at that close range the heat was reflected back into Thomassface. He shrieked as his
hair caught fire. And then Norbert was on him, two taloned hands on his shoulders, hind legs raking the
man's middle with razor-sharp claws. Smultaneoudy fried and eviscerated, Thomasfell to thefloor,
dead before he landed.

In the ensuing silence, Mac came trotting into the harvester, looked around, seemed unimpressed by
the blood and gore that coated the walls, and trotted up to Norbert.

The robot aien patted him once on the head, then said, "That's all for now, Mac. | haveto report.”

Theinterior of the harvester was a shambles. There were bits and pieces of crewmen scattered all

over the struts and inner bracing members. Bright arteria blood lay in puddles on the metal floor. Blood
lapped at the corners of the room, and the self-cleaning units were clogged withiit.

Mac sniffed around, whimpered, then barked excitedly. He was getting alot of mixed sgnas. Findly
he decided something was wrong, but held have to let somebody el sefigureit out. He found a corner
and lay down with hismuzzle on his paws. Norbert came aong behind him, stopped, and surveyed the
damage he had caused.

Stan, back on the lander, was following visudly. His voice was low. He was coaching Norbert.

"Y ou're doing fine, Norbert. We want to check out the whole ship for possible damage. Y ou're
redlly quite violent once you get started, aren't you?' "Not intentionaly, Doctor.”

Julie leaned over Stan's shoulder. "What's that in the background, Stan?"

"I'm not sure.... Norbert, make a hundred-and-ei ghty-degree turn and do asow pan. That'sit. Now
freeze. And magnify. Okay, freezeit right there. And correct the color. Good!"

Juliesaid, "Plagtic storage units. Each of them would hold—what? Five liters?' "More like seven,”
said Gill. "There are hundreds of them stacked there,” Stan said. "More on the other sSde of the hold.”

"Arethey royd jely?' Julie asked. " Can we be absolutely sure of that?!

Stan replied, "There redly seems no doubt. What € se would they befilled with? Cloverleaf honey?
The harvester is packed with the stuff. They must have been just about ready to take off back to Lancet

"Good thing we got herewhen we did." Julie laughed. "They've done our work for us, Stan. Were
rich!"

Stan grinned. "Wed better not start trying to spend it just yet. Norbert, have you completed your
asessment of the damage yet?!



"Yes, Dr. Myakovsky."
"Any problems?'

"I'm afraid that in the fight this unit here was destroyed.” Norbert indicated the interior suppressor
gear, which was strewn around the cabin, most of it broken into fragments of crystal and plastic.

"Ahwdl," Stan said, "Can't make an omel ette without breaking eggs, as some famous man once
remarked. Do you know who said that, Gill?"

"I'mafraid | don't,” Gill said.
"And here | thought you knew everything. Well, well..." Unexpectedly he beganto giggle.
"San," Juliesad, "what'sthe maiter?’

Stan pulled himsdlf together. "Whom the gods would destroy they first make mad. | don't suppose
you know who said that, either. Well, never mind. Of all the stuff you could have destroyed, Norbert,
I'm afraid you picked theworst | think that's the interior equipment for the ultrasonic suppressor.”

"Areyou certain?' Julie asked. "How can we know for sure?'

"There ought to be aserid number here somewhere." Stan examined the bits of twisted metal. "Yes,
as| thought. Now we need to go to the next step.”

"Isthat difficult?' Julie asked.
"Easy enough ... Norbert, give me a picture through one of the portholes.”

Outside, Stan could see ayellowish-brown haze with dark shapes moving through it. Half the diens
were up, the otherswere reviving swiftly. They moved duggishly at firgt, then with increasing vigor,
toward the harvester.

"Clear up thefocus," Stan snapped.

"Sorry, Doctor ..." With the focus cleared, Stan could see the digtinct dark aien shapes milling
around outsde the ship.

"Okay," Stan said. "The suppressor is kaput and the dliens are awake. That's okay. Basicdly, our
jobisover. Welve got the harvester. It was alittle messy, but we got it. We need only pilot it up to the
Dolomite and get out of here. Norbert, check the controls."

The robot alien moved to the control panel. After amoment he said, "I'm afraid we've got trouble,
Doctor."

Stan could seefor himsdf through Norbert's visual receptors. The battle insde the harvester had
wrecked some of the controls.

"Oh, Stan," Juliesaid, "can Norbert fly that thing out of there?"

"Sure, if conditionswereright,” Stan said. "But I'm afraid it's not going to be as easy asthat The
controlsare dl screwed up.”

"Can't hefix them?'

Stan shook his head. " Sure, given time, but we don't have much of that. First we're going to haveto
get into communication with the Dolomite again. Gill, have you had any luck in raising Captain Hoban?"

"I haven't gotten him yet, ir,” Gill said. " Something serious seemsto have happened to the Dolomite

"That'sjust great,” Stan said. "l wish hed call.”

"Hewill,” Gill afirmed. "1 know Captain Hoban. He would make contacting us hisfirst priority.”
"Well, it givesusalittletime. A chance to do something I've long wanted to do.”

Julielooked at him. "Stan, what are you talking about?'

"l want to take alook ingde that hive" Helooked hard at Gill, asif daring him to chalenge him. Gill
felt momentarily uncomfortable and glanced at Julie, who gave an dmost imperceptible shrug. Gill
reminded himsdlf that it was difficult to assess the Stuation and impossible to pass judgment on humans.



"Jugt asyou say, Sr," Gill said at last.

"Norbert, are you standing by?' Stan demanded. "I am, Dr. Myakovsky."

"Okay. | tekeit dl your systems are functioning properly?'

"All my readings arein the green,” Norbert reported.

"Isyour suppressor working properly?'

Norbert checked. "It is, Sr."

"And Mac's?'

Norbert bent over the dog. "It isfunctioning correctly.”

"Then turn it off and open the harvester port.”

"G

"Norbert, are you having syngpse failure? Didn't you hear me?"

"It issuch an unusua order, Doctor, that | wanted to be certain | understood it correctly. When |
turn off Mac's collar, that will render him visbleto thediens.”

"That's exactly what | had in mind," Stan said. "We're going to make the dliens alittle present of
Mac."

"Givehimtothediens?'

"That'sright. Y ou aren't going soft on me, are you, Norbert?"

"No, gr. But isit necessary?"

"Of courseitis. They'll probably take Mac directly to the queen. They give the queen dl the best
suff firdt, don't they?"

"l think so, Sir. So it isreported in the literature.”

"That'sright," Stan said, with alaugh. "For amoment | forgot you weren't one yourself."

Gill and Julie looked at each other. Gill frowned dightly and looked away. Julie pursed her lips. She
didn't much like what was happening. But what the hell, it was no business of hers.

Stan explained. "Mac will represent food to them. A tasty little morsd fit for aking. Only in this case
it'saqueen. That'swho they'll take Mac to. And you, my dear robotic friend, will follow them.
Protected by your own suppressor, they won't even see you. Without suspecting athing, they'll lead you
through the labyrinth to the royd birthing chamber. Through your eyes|'ll get the first pictures ever taken
of the queen of thishive. I'll be doing a unique service to science. That's worth any number of little dogs
like Mac. He's just acommon mutt. But you, Norbert, are unique.”

Stan turned to face Julie and Gill. Light glinted off his glasses. Hisface was drawn. Hisvoice, high
and strained, rose as he asked, " Does anyone here have any objections?’

Gill looked away and didn't answer. Julie looked faintly annoyed as she said, "Givethem Mac or a
kenndful of mutts, it makes no difference to me. But would you mind telling me, just to satisfy my own
curiosty, why areyou doing this?!

"It'stheonly way | can'be sure of getting Norbert into the hive quickly without him having to spend
God knows how long looking for away in. The outside of the nest is sealed againgt the weather, asyou
might have noticed. Did you check that out? The diens must have awhole system of tunnelsfor gettingin
or out There must be ahundred miles of tunnd in something that big. Thisway I'll have Norbert lay
down an dectronic path.”

Gill said, "What purpose will that serve, Doctor?"

"Two at least,” Stan said. "First, with Norbert videotaping as he goes, well provide science with an
invauable record of lifeinsde an dien hive. And second, we can come back here whenever weliketo
collect morejely.”

"Now youretaking, Stan,” Juliesaid. "l knew you weren't just antidog.”



"Of course not. Asamatter of fact, I'll have Norbert try to rescue Mac when they've reached the
gueen's chamber."

"That might not be possible” Gill said.

Stan shrugged. "L et's get going. Norbert, do it!"
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"Nope," Morrison said. "'l can't get areading.”

"Let metry," said Larrimer. Hefiddled with the controls. But it showed no trace of thefirst pod, the
onewith Norbert and Mac aboard.

Almogt as soon asthe five volunteers from the crew had entered the second pod, they lost visud
contact with thefirgt, and found themselves flying blind into awhirling sandstorm. Overheed,
purple-black ranks of clouds had formed, and soon their visibility was further cut by heavy, driving rain.
After therain let up, the ground below steamed, and athick mist arose from the land.

Definitely not flying westher. But the pod was equipped with autopilot and alanding program. Their
direction finder was daved to the first pod's beacon. All they had to do was sit tight and the pod would
take them to Norbert.

In theory.

In practice, the autopilot was unable to compensate for the driving wind, awind that roared loudly
enough to be heard indgde the pod. The autopilot'slittle computer had dl it could do to keep them from
piling up on the ground below. It brought them down safely, then the comedy of errors began.

First Larrimer, who had been entrusted with the radio, found out that it would not transmit or
receive. Not enough power, maybe, or maybe interference from the eectrical storm overhead. Maybe it
had even taken one bang too many during their hectic descent.

"Well," Morrison said, "they can probably find useven if we can't find them."
"Areyou sure of that?" Skysky rubbed hisbad head nervoudly.

"Sure I'm sure.” Morrison spoke with a confidence he didn't fedl. They'd want to retrieve the pod,
anyhow. Those things cost money."

EkaNu looked up. "No," he said. "Pods are considered expendable. So are crew, sometimes.”
Not a cheering thought.

"Anyhow," Morrison said, "al we have to do isfind Norbert. The professor is not about to abandon
hisfavoritetoy.”

That cheered them up alittle. Morrison brought out an el ectron detector and tried to tuneiit to the
trail Norbert was supposed to leave. The little machine buzzed steedily, but showed no sign of a
direction. Morrison turned it in every direction. It till didn't indicate anything.

"Maybe the hull shidding is stopping the signal,” Morrison said. "Weve got to go outside anyway, SO
maybeit'll be better there.”

"Gooutsdein this?' Larrimer asked, jerking histhumb at the mist that rolled in adow wave across
theplain.

"We can't say here" Morrison said. "If they did try to find us, they wouldn't stand a chance. Our
only hopeisto find Norbert and await pickup with him and the dog."

"Gresat," Styson exclamed. "What about if we run into aliens?'

"Weve got our weapons,” Morrison said, "and we have suppressors. What more could you ask
for?'

The others grumbled, but it was obvious that they had to make amove. First Morrison told them to



check their weapons, and there was a clatter of metal on metal asthey shoved magazinesinto their
carbines and set the plasma burners on standby.

"Ready?' Morrison asked. "Okay, here we go."
He cracked the hatch. It opened smoothly, and they stepped out one by one onto the plain.

Thefirgt thing they discovered was that they couldn't see worth shit. It wasn't quite as bad as that,
actudly. About threefeet vishility, Styson estimated.

Cautioudy they stepped out of the pod and tested out the land. It was solid underfoot. Moving only
afew feet away from the pod, they formed acircle around the electron detector and tried to get a
reading. The thing buzzed, and the needle swooped erratically, but there was no definite and
unambiguous signal. At last Morrison decided to follow the biggest needle deflection and hope for the
best.

"It'sthisway,” he stated. He didn't know where he was going, but he knew they had to go
somewhere. He was beginning to think this volunteering hadn't been such agood idea. The bonus had
sounded good, but you don't get to spend it if you're dead.

Insinglefile, staying close to each other, the volunteers moved across the plain. All five men had
wespons at the dert. The mist billowed around them like white wavesin asea of clouds, sometimes
covering them completely, which was like walking through a sort of impal pable white cotton candy.
Sometimes the mist would begin to dissipate, and then the men could see each other's heads and
shoulders, rising ghostlike out of the whiteness, with wisps of mist clinging to them. But then the mist rose
again and buried them. Morrison, in the lead, was following a compass course he had st after taking his
best guess as to what the eectron detector was indicating. It didn't occur to him that it might not mean
anything at al. That would betoo unfair.

Styson, bringing up the rear, kept on turning around and trying to look behind him. He was sure
something big and terrible was going to materidize out of the mist and snagp him up. It wasacrazy, kid's
sort of thinking—he knew that—but he couldn't control hisfear. His hands tightened on his carbine. He
wished he was holding his harmonica. That dways gave him confidence. But it wasin his pocket,
because he needed both hands to hold his carbine. Now his fingers tightened on .the weapon, and he
checked to make sure dll safeties were off. He missed his harmonica, but he knew it was alot more
important to hold on to the weapon. Stood to reason ...

And then the migts closed down again and the men logt dl visihility- Styson staggered along, carbine
held out in front of him like a blindman's cane, trying to peer into the numbingly white world in which he
found himsdlf. What arotten job this had turned into!

And then he bumped into something.

Styson stumbled, then regained his balance. Larrimer had been next inline. He called out, "Larrimer,
isthat you?'

Therewas no answer. Whoever was ahead of him was just becoming visble, adark shadow in the
pae glimmer of the surrounding mist.

"Whoever it is, try to keep the pace up,”" Styson said. "We need to get out of here.... Who isthat,
ayway?'

He reached out and poked what he thought was Larrimer on what he thought was Larrimer's
shoulder. There was amovement, and the shape ahead of him turned. The mists started to dissipate, and
Styson saw something too tall to be Larrimer or any other man, something so tdl that he had to crane his
neck back to seeit.

No mistaking what it was now. It was an dien, and there was something about its quick, questing
movements that decided Styson that thiswas not Norbert. Thiswasthe red thing.

Hetried to get his carbine up, but the ding had somehow gotten tangled around hisleft arm. And the
massive creature was too close to him, anyhow. He closed his eyes and made aquick, fervent prayer.



Moments later he opened his eyes. The alien had walked right past him, brushing againgt him asiit
did so. It continued to move away, still looking around asif seeking something.
"Hey, fellad" Styson cdled out. "We got company!”

The men ahead of him were aware of this. They had spotted aiens before Styson did, but had kept
quiet in order not to dert the creatures. Alienswere primarily visual hunters, but no one knew to what
extent they could also use their hearing. Thisdidn't seem the timeto find out. Now, as Styson caught up
with them, they shushed him into silence.

Morrison continued to lead. The mist thinned, and soon they could see black shapes moving through
white cotton. Aliens, moving in the same generd direction the men were going, walking singly or in smdl
groups. They passed the men and paid no apparent attention to them. One went by within afoot of
Morrison and never turned its head. Morrison was starting to fee amodest confidence.... And then it

happened.

The migt closed down again. The men fumbled their way forward, fighting to keep their balance, and
then there was aloud gurgling sound followed by silence,

"What wasthat?' Morrison asked. "Damned if | know," Larrimer replied.

"Isanyone missing? Call out your names, but not too loud.”

Three men responded to Morrison's request, but the fourth, Skysky, did not answer.

Morrison risked shouting. " Skysky? Are you there, Skysky?"

Nothing.

"Watch yoursalves, boys," Morrison said. "I think we got trouble.”

It made no sense, Morrison thought, but it seemed like an alien must have grabbed Skysky, broken
his neck before he could do any more than gurgle, and taken his body away.

The suppressors were supposed to hide them from the diens.

But Skysky was definitely gone.

So, one of two things. Either Skysky's suppressor had failed, or he had walked right into an dien,
and that close, it had been able to figure out what Skysky was.

A six-foot breeding organiam.

Don't think about that.

"Y ou gottareally watch hard,” Morrison said, asif the men needed to be told. " Skysky must have
gotten careless. The mist islifting again. Maybe we can find someplace to hide.”

The mist disspated swiftly. The men could see about fifty yardson dl sdesof them. Thevishility
continued to improve, and Morrison told them to fan out. The men complied and, following Morrison's
lead, continued to move steadily toward something that looked like abrown breast on the horizon.

They were passing groups of aiens, but now were able to keep a better distance. The diens
continued to ignore them.

Until one dien stopped ignoring them.

It stopped in midstride, swiveed, turning its huge head dowly, and then locked in on something. It
turned toward it and began to run.

When Styson looked to hisleft, he saw an dien coming straight for him—not for anyoneeseinthe
group, but him. He threw up hisrifle and fired. The casdless round broke through the alien's shoulder,
amogt severing the arm at the shoulder joint. It just seemed to make the creature angrier than it aready
was. Aliens start out angry and build from there.

Ignoring the arm dangling from its Sde, it grabbed Styson around the waist with its good arm. Styson
screamed and tried to get the carbine into line. The aien opened itsjaws. The secondary jaws looked
out for amoment, then rammed into Styson's face.



Styson had tried to duck at the last ingtant, so the secondary jaw caught him in the left eye rather
than the mouth. The tooth-lined mouth punched through to Styson's brain, and when it withdrew, it took
afair amount of gray matter dong with it. And then the aien turned away from Styson and revolved its
head again.

The other four men had frozen into position, not daring to move while the alien was prowling around
Styson, unable to shoot without hitting their comrade.

It turned out that shooting wasn't necessary. Not a that moment, anyhow. The dien turned and
loped away, rgjoining the group it had |eft earlier.
Morrison got the men moving again.
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Their bresthing space was short. Aliens continued to stream past the three crewmen. But now, some
of those closest to the humans were dowing down, turning their heads thisway and that. Morrison
prayed that they had stiff necks or something. But no such luck. Two of the diensturned away from the
stream and Started toward the group. After amoment athird one joined them.

"Shit!" Morrison said. There was no doubt where that bunch were going. Straight at him. He started
firing when they were il thirty yards off, then pushed the selector and fired agrenade. In fact, hefired
off al his grenades, something he hadn't meant to do, but he wasn't used to these weagpons, which were
military style. The grenadeswent lobbing in theair, and most of them came down behind the diens.
Morrison's last one hit an dien in the chest and, amoment later, exploded initsface. The dlien was
thrown backward by the force of the explosion. He picked himsalf up, but hisface, such asit was, was
ruined. His mouth was gaping open, and through hisjaws protruded the smaller secondary jaws. They
hung limp at the end of their muscular tube. The tube gppeared to have been bitten through. The dien
was not out of it yet, though. Shaking its head, it moved again toward Morrison, limping but till deadly.

Morrison didn't have time for that one yet. The two closer oneswere coming up fast. He took the
oneto hisleft, blagting casdess projectilesinto its chest. He could hear firing near him. It was EkaNu,
who had moved up to join him. Farther away, Larrimer tried to join them, but along black arm came out
of nowhere and caught him in midstride. He jerked around like atrout on ahook asthe dien brought
him closeto hisface. Then it released the facehugger, and Larrimer fell to the ground, moaning and
twitching. The dien hoisted him to his shoulder. Larrimer knew he was going to have the worst death he
could have imagined, hanging just bardy dive from awal in the hive while anewborn grew within him,
getting ready to egt its way out.

Morrison and Eka Nu had their hands full with the two aiens, who were coming at them at afull
charge. Morrison saw his projectilesdam into the dien, and il it kept coming. He fired until the
meagazine was empty. Hefired the last rounds with his eyes closed. When he opened them, the alien was
dead at hisfeet Eka Nu hadn't been so lucky, however. The alien on his side had kept on coming on all
fours, had grabbed Eka Nu around the shoulders, hugged the crewman to him, then turned him. The two
stared face-to-face for amoment, then the facehugger hit and Eka Nu knew no more.

Morrison found himself done. He was panting, exhausted, trembling. The guyswere dl gone He
looked around. He didn't see any diens. Maybe they had left Maybe he could till find ...

Then something moved on the ground. It was the alien he had winged. He was till coming, crawling.
And behind him, half a dozen otherswere starting over.

Y es, Morrison thought, | guess you could say the suppressors had failed. No other explanation.

| did the best | could, he thought as he turned the carbine so its muzzle faced him. He preferred a
dug in the mouth to afacehugger.

The harvester's entry lock gave way under repeated blows from the outside. The door flew open.



Big-bodied, ghastly, and weird, three diens crowded into it, their eager, evil facesturning at al angleson
short powerful necks, checking out the place, dert for danger. They ignored Norbert, protected by his
suppressor. The dead crewmen from the harvester required no attention.

Stan, watching from the lander, said, "All right, Norbert. Do it now."

Norbert lifted Mac, removed his collar into which a suppressor was built, and handed him to one of
thediens. The alien showed no surprise, quietly accepted Mac from Norbert'sarms.

Handling the dog carefully, the dien turned, left the ship, and joined the others outside. Then, asif in
response to an inaudible sgnd, they dl started marching acrossthe plain. Stan, Gill, and Julie watched
on their screen asNorbert fell into line behind the group of diens carrying Mac. Watching from the
lander through Norbert's vision sensors was uncannily like being within the robot dien himsdlf, feding his
body sway and move asit negotiated the uneven ground. Stan had to adjust the audio because the wind
out there on AR-32's plain had risen swiftly after the mist dissipated and now was shrieking like a
banshee, pushing and pulling againg the line of diens, dowing but not stopping them as sand was
aternatdly pushed into moundsin front of them and then suddenly scoured away.

They were moving toward the hive, which was now and then revealed as Norbert changed the angle
of hisvison from the ground immediately in front of him to the hazy horizon line. The hivewas il quitea
long way away, perhaps a hundred yards, when the diens stopped and began looking around.

Stan leaned close to the screen and stared but he couldn't tell what they were looking for aspecialy
coded pheromone signd, perhaps, because they fanned out and continued searching, their heads turning
back and forth like hounds following a scent.

At last one of them found something. A silent signa seemed to pass between him and the others, and
they al moved together to a piece of ground that looked no different to Stan's eyes than any other.
Rooting in the soil, theleading alien didodged alargeflat piece of stone, reveding ashalow tunnel
leading into the earth.

The tunnel doped downward for perhaps twenty feet, then leveled out. 1t had been made with some
care. Thelight, friable soil washeld in by flat rocks, some of which were highly phosphorescent.

"L ook at how theroof is shored up,” Stan remarked to Gill.

That's more technica skill than we ever gave the diens credit for."

"Itispossble, gr," sad Gill, "that their tunnd-building abilities are genetic, asisthe case with the ants
you have studied.

"Yes," Stan sad. "Can you see what they're doing, Ari?' Helifted the cybernetic ant on hisfingertip
and moved his hand toward the screen. "These are like big cousins of yours, aren't they?'

Ari raised his heed, but it wasimpossible to tell whether or not he was thinking anything.

Down in thetunnel, Norbert was reporting that the passageway was widening as they moved closer
to the hive. Soon other branchings appeared as the diens moved; asif by ingtinct, making their way
through the increasingly complex maze without hesitation.

"Norbert, you've been laying down an eectronic trail, haven't you?' Stan asked.

"Y es, Doctor. Ever snce we were on the outside of thistunnel. But I'm not completely sure the job
isgetting done.”

"l hopeitis. It could comein handy. Don't you think so, Julie?'

"Sure, Stan," Julie concurred. "But | don't understand why you're sending Norbert in there. Weve
aready got what we camefor.”

"Y ou mean the harvester full of roya jelly?Y es, that was the purpose of our mission, and we have
accomplished it. But we gill have some time on our hands until Captain Hoban gets back into

communication. So why not choose this moment for the advancement of science? It will profit &l of
mankind to know what theinsde of ahiveredly lookslike."



"That's true enough, Stan,” Julie said. "'l didn't know you cared that much about science, though.”
"Julie, therésalot | carefor that | don't put into words. Y ou ought to know that."
"l guess| do, Stan. Y ou're not redly interested in getting rich from thismission, are you?"

"Not asinterested as you, my dear. But that is be-cause | may not have much tiempo para gastarlo
, asthe Spanish say. But doing thisis better than staying home trying to argue the doctorsinto giving me
abetter prognoss. At least here | can bewith you, and | can't tell you how much that meansto me.”

Stan coughed, sdlf-conscious for amoment, then glanced again at the screen. "Norbert is getting
deeper into the hive and we till haven't heard from Captain Hoban. | think this might be a good moment
for meto take abrief ngp." Without further ado, he got up and went to the cot in the lander's rearmost
living area,

Julie and Gill watched for awhile in silence as Norbert, on the screen, continued to penetrate deeper
into the hive. At lagt Julie said, "What did it mean, that thing he said in Spanish?’

"Tiempo para gastarlo,” sad Gill. "It meanstimeto enjoy it."

Julie shook her head. "Stan'sgot alot of knowledge.”

"Yes," Gill sad. "But perhgps not much time.”

There were four crew memberswith Red Badger as he set up his next plan. Walter Glint was there,
of course, and Connie Mindanao, limping from abeamer scorch in the sde, and Andy Groggins and Min
Dwin, both unwounded. That was a pretty good force to match against thefive or six loya men Captain
Hoban probably had available.

That was the good news. On the bad side, they had been forced back to arear area of the ship. It
would be difficult to mount an attack through the corridors, with Hoban and his officers now armed and
ready for them. And probably the rest of the crew would come in on Hoban's side, now that the first
attempt at atakeover had failed. Things might have been different if Hoban hadn't responded so quickly.
Badger, who had thought the captain to be a burned-out case, had to reeva uate the Situation now.

Red was annoyed that hisfirst plan hadn't succeeded. His people hadn't moved fast enough, and
Hoban had been unexpectedly decisive. Now the best move was to get off the Dolomite and plan to
contact Potter on the Lancet. Trouble was, getting off the ship wasn't going to be quite as smple as hed
likeit to be.

There wasjust one lander |eft, the backup, now that Myakovsky and his people had goneto the
surface of AR-32. It was sure to be guarded. Captain Hoban would have radioed the crew guarding the
rear facilities, putting them on the dert. How many were there? Two or three, including the sergeant of
the guards? Badger knew they'd have to get around or through them somehow.

"When we reach the storage bay, no firing until | say s0," Badger told the others. "I've got alittle
plan that just might work."

"Whatever you say, Red," said Glint.

Badger led them down the gleaming auminum corridor, over deep-piled carpeting that seemed to
soak up sound, past flickering lighting fixtures. The everpresent hum of the ship's machinery sounded in
the walls like somnolent wasps. The only thing that told of the recent action was afaint smell of
propellant and burned insulation in the otherwise antiseptic air, that and the labored sound of Connie
Mindanao's breathing as she waited for the antipain shot to take effect.

At last they reached the transverse corridor that led to the pod bay. A faint hum warned Badger that
al was not well here. Helooked carefully and noted the violet-edged nimbus that extended from the
wdls

"They've turned on the beam redtraints,” Badger said.
Glint came up from the rear and examined the Situation.
"They sure did, Red, but they don't have them on full."



Badger looked again. "Y ou'reright, Walt. They must not be running full power through the ship's net.
Probably because of the damage we caused in the control room. Those beams should be visbleto a
distance of 9x inchesfrom the sde of thewall."

Min Dwin looked the Situation over and reported, "Their circle of interdiction will extend beyond
ther visblerange.”

"Sureit will," Badger said. "But ther€ll till be ahole we can get through.”

The entrance to the corridor waslike atdl O. Theviolet flame burned on al sdes of it, surrounding
it entirely, but leaving the middle of the hole open.

"Well haveto divethrough,” Glint said. "Make sure not to touch the sides or the bottom.”

"Shouldn't be too difficult,” Badger said.

"Maybe not for you," Connie Mindanao said. "But I've been wounded. How am | going to take a
good jump through?'

A crud littlelight glittered in Red Badger's eyes. "Well take care of it for you, won't we, Glint? Grab
her other arm.”

Although she protested, the two big crewmen grabbed Connie. They siwung her back and forth and,
on the command from Badger, threw her headfirst through the corridor. Connie gave a shriek of protest
as her foot trailed in the violet glow, but landed safe on the far side.

"Now the rest of us," Badger said. "Thelander is just around the next bend. We're dmost there!”
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"Do you ever get sick of us so-called red people?' Julie asked suddenly.

Gill looked up, startled. He had been intent on the screen, watching as Norbert followed the group
of diensthrough the tunnels. Gill wanted to be ready to report to Dr. Myakovsky when the doctor
awoke from his nap. But Julie's question seemed worthy of serious thought and he gave it, though not
taking his eyes off the screen that showed Norbert's progress.

"I'mafrad,” Gill said at last, "that | do not understand the question. It implies a precondition: that
thereis something in human behavior that | might get sck of. To what are you referring, Julie?'

"Wow!" Julie laughed. "1 didn't expect to get that much out of you. But it isn't an answer."

"] am asking you to define your question, MissLish."

"Y ou know very well what | mean,” Julie said.

Gill found himself caught up and bewildered by the complexities of human thinking. It seemed to him
that Julie was saying one thing and meaning ancther. The technica semanticistis who had programmed his
response bank had not given sufficient attention to the problem of ambiguity. Perhapsthey couldn't solve
it. Gill and Julie looked at each other for afew momentsin silence. Then Gill spoke. "Y ou arereferring,
perhaps, to the fact that human actions are not wayslogicd in terms of advantage? That they
sometimes gppear to be downright salf-defeating?’

"Okay, that'soneway of sayingit," Julie said. "What do you think of that?"

Again Gill paused before answering. "' can only believethat illogic isessentid to being human, since
it isthe one thing we synthetics are not capable of "

"Y ou can't go againg logic and programming, isthat it?"

"Itis, MissLish."

Julie didn't answer at once. Presently she reached out and took Gill's hand. Startled, the synthetic

man let it go limp. Julie hed it like she had never seen ahand before. She sudied it, turning it dowly this
way and that.



"What an amazing piece of congtruction thisis." She marveled. "How perfectly the skin has been
rendered and textured. It's hard to believe that anything as cunning asthis could belong to someone not

"Yea itis" Gill sad.

"Isit? Or areyou just being modest? A very human trait, | assure you."

"l don't know," Gill muttered. "Onething | do know is, Dr. Myakovsky loves you very much.”
"Yes" Juliesad, "l think he does. It'swhy hel'shere, isn't it?"

"l believeitis MissLish."

"But why thenam | here?"

"1 do not know," Gill said. He hesitated. "It isadifficult way to get rich.”

"Do you know of any easy ways?" Julie asked. "Do you know any better waysto passyour timeon
Earth than doing what I'm doing now?"

Gill shook hishead. "I know nothing about these things."

Julie frowned and let hishand drop. "I like you, Gill, though you're very naive about some things.
Look, Norbert seems to have reached the queen's chamber.”

"Youreright," Gill said. "I'll go wake up Dr. Myakovsky."

"| gppear to be in an anteroom deep in the middle of the hive," Norbert reported. "I can seethe
queen's chamber just beyond. These surfaces and angles resemble nothing in my memory bank, Doctor.
They seem to have been constructed according to acompletely aien system. But that would stand to
reason, wouldn't it?"

"You'redoing fing," Stan said over theradio. "l just woke up and I'm pleased to see your progress.
None of the diens has sensed yet that you're not one of them?”

"No, Doctor. Though their examinations grow more stringent the deeper we go into the hive."

"| think we have them foxed," Stan said, sounding very pleased with himsdf. "This anteroom you're
in appearsto be an interesting place. Can you fix thefocus?| can't make out what's on thewalls.”

"They are large containers," Norbert said. "They appear to be made from awaxy substance smilar
in molecular makeup to royd jelly. They appear to befilling those containerswith jdly."

"Might they be storing water?" Stan asked.

"I don't believe s0," Norbert said. "The containers seem to be holding liquids of dightly different
colorsand densities. The aliens grow quite excited when they go near these containers. They haveto be
urged by what | take to be the guards to move on. | think that these containers hold roya jelly deposited
by certain especialy potent queens or queen types. These may be more efficacious than the common run
of thejdly, and be prized by the queen accordingly.” "With your equipment,” Stan asked, "can you
ascertain which isthe purest?' "Therésno difficulty in that, Doctor.”

"Then draw me off asample. This soundslike the pureroyd jdly | need.”

After amoment Norbert said, "It isdone.”

"Good," Stan returned. "WEeIl meet up soon. Bring the sample with you. What are they doing with
Mac?'

"Thedien holding him has brought him into the queen's chamber. Heis offering him to the queen.”

"That isthe queen ahead? Theimageisnot digtinct.”

"Thereisadiffracting vapor in thisroom, Doctor. It isdifficult to make out anything clearly. Takeit
easy, Mac!"

Stan said, "Why did you speak to the dog?”

"To get him to be quiet, sir. We don't want to mar matters as he is presented to the queen. Sheis
receiving him now. Although | am not expert in dien physiognomy, 1'd say she finds pleasurein the gift



She's holding him up to her olfactory receptors—"
"Y ou should havekilled him firgt," Julieinterrupted.

"] was not instructed to do so," Norbert said. "No matter. Heis beyond pain now. Doctor, one of
the guardsis coming over to me. It isto be another inspection.”

"Well, you've passed them before.”

"Yes, ar. But there are three guardsinterested in methistime. 1t must be because | came so closeto
the queen. Or maybe it was when | took the sample. | am stepping up my production of pheromones.”

"Good ideg," said Stan. "Isit helping any?'

"It doesn't seem to be doing much good. They are making odd head movements. | do not know
what it means”

"What the hdll has gone wrong?' Stan asked urgently. "What are they doing now?'

"They seem suspicious. They have seized me. What do you want meto do, Doctor?"

"Damnit," Stan spat. "1 should have gotten you out of there before thisl Norbert! Break free and get
out!"

"Yes, gr," Norbert said. The big robot whirled, tearing himsalf free from the aliens hooked claws.
Then, dropping to dl fours, he began scuttling down the corridor.

A reverse sensor in the back of Norbert's head clicked on and showed the view: the long winding
tunnel curving behind, the three dliens scurrying on dl fours after him.

Norbert was running full out. Stan had never seen him go so fast before. A thrill of pride went
through him as he witnessed his creation in action. With speed like that, surdly ...

Stan could tell from the jarring movement of his sensor lenswhen the dien guard landed on
Norbert's back. Stan winced as though the blow had landed on him. How could the guard be that fast?
he wondered.

To Norbert he said, "Fight him off! Get out of therel”

"I'm trying, Dr. Myakovsky. But there are three of them—"

Abruptly the screen went blank.

Stan cried, "Norbert! Can you hear me? Comein!"

"Nothing," Gill said. Hetouched adia, shook hishead. "Hes off theair.”
"He'sdead!" dulie cried.

"l didn't want thisto happen,” Stan screamed. "Not Norbert! Not Norbert!"
Julie said urgently, "Stan, get ahold of yoursdlf."

Stan shuddered and let out a deep bregth. He seemed calmer. "Can you get Captain Hoban?' he
asked.

"Not yet, sir," Gill said.

Julie had stepped out of the control areafor amoment. Now she was back, and her hair was
flowing around her head like anetwork of dectrica sparks had gottenintoiit.

"Stan," shesaid. "l just checked the short-range weather forecaster in the rear cabin. 1t'sgoing
haywirel" "Just what we need,” Stan groaned.
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"Theresthe Bay port, just ahead,” Andy Groggins said. He had run ahead of Badger and the rest of
the party. He had a dug-thrower with telescopic wire stuck under hisarm. Strapped to hiswaist wasa
Geissneedle. Hed tied a bit of cloth around his forehead to keep sweat out of his eyes.



"WEell just ease our way init," Red Badger said. His synthide shirt wastorn, reveding his hairy
freckled chest and prominent paunch. His small eyes gleamed as he pressed forward. He had aKrag
beamer under hisarm, its selector pointing to rapid intermittent.

The corridor widened at this point. There were separate passageway's leading to "stores' in one
direction and to "power" in the other.

Asthey came out into the wide opened area between corridors, avoice caled out, "Freeze, you! "

Badger sood motionless. The others, coming along behind him, managed to dink into the shadows.
But Red Badger fdt very exposed. He didn't let his gpprehension show, however.

Hetook two casud steps forward and said, "It'sal right, the captain sent us." "He didn't tell me
nothin' about that," the voice said.

Badger had it located now. It was coming from apaint locker on the far side of the corridor. The
guard who was stationed here must have taken refuge when the trouble began € sewhere in the ship. But
where was his partner?

"l don't blame you for being cautious,” Badger said. "But I'm telling you it'sdl right. Were here to
relieveyou.”

As hetaked he peered ahead, trying to figure out how long it would take him to blast through the
paint locker and kill the man insde. Too long, he decided. The guard could get himinasingle
well-placed burgt first.

"Stop right there and drop your weapons," the guard called out.

"Y ou're making amistake," Badger said, and kept on coming. "' Captain Hoban told usto secure this
areaasquickly aspossible. Damn it, man, thisis serioud!”

"Stop right now, or—"

At that moment there was a double burst of dugthrower fire as Glint and Connie opened up amost
smultaneoudy from opposite sSides of the corridor. They held down their firewhile the paint locker
rattled up and down and bounced against the corridor wall, findly letting up only after blowing the door
off the hinges and seeing the single guard insde fall out onto the deck.

"Let'sgo," Badger said, leading the way to the pod. "We're getting out of here.”
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"It's Badger and hismen," one of the engineers remarked, reading the terse information that flowed
tothe TV screen from dl parts of the ship. "He'skilled the guard.”

"Damnit!" Captain Hoban said. "'Can you see what they're doing now?"

"They'vejust entered the pod.”

"Sedl the ports!" Hoban ordered.

"Too late. They've dready opened them.”

"Closethem agan!”

The engineer punched buttons then shook his head. "They've locked them into place. They're
blagting off."

Hoban watched on the screen as a schematic came up, showing the Dolomite's landing pod lifting
out of itsbay and maneuvering away from the ship'sside.

"l can dill pull them back with the short-range tractors,” the engineer said, hisfingers poised on the
controls.

Captain Hoban hesitated. At thisrange, he knew that the tractors would pull the pod apart. Badger
and the others wouldn't stand a chance. He didn't want to go that far. There would be a court of inquiry



over this. He needed to keep hisrecord clean.
"Book their departurein the ship'slog,” he ordered.
"1 don't know that they'll makeit," the engineering officer said. "The weather'sreally bad out there.”

Hoban looked and saw that an entire weather front had moved in while they were dedling with
Badger. Long ragged clouds covered the planet's surface, clouds that were whipped and torn apart by
thewind's violent action. Lightning flashed, huge jagged blue-violet bolts, several mileslong, lancing out
of the black-bellied cloudsinto the naked land below. Although the Dolomite was well aboveit, Hoban
gave an involuntary shudder at the Sze of the storm.

"Try Dr. Myakovsky again," he ordered. "We haveto warn him."
"I'mtrying, Sr," the officer said. "But no luck sofar.”
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"I'm getting something", Gill reported "Thank God," said Julie.

"Isit Hoban?" Stan asked.

"Yes | think itis"

Stan swung around in hisbig command chair and took the microphone from Gill's hand. "Hoban?
What's going on there?"

"Sorry for the delay in transmission, sir,” Hoban said, his voice echoing eerily around the lander's

cabin. "Weve had arevolt onboard. It'sin hand now, but agroup of crewmen have seized apod and
areon their way to the surface.”

"Nothing much they can doto us,” Stan said. "Listen, Captain, something redlly important has
happened here. Weve lost Norbert.”

"Y our robot dien?1'm sorry to heer it, Sir, though | was never that fond of him.”
"At least he died doing what he was built to do,” Stan said.
"What about the dog?' Hoban asked.

"Y es, the dog's gone, too," Stan said brusquely. "Why is everyone so upset about the dog? The
dog's not important. Weve got troubles of our own.”

Therewas no reaction to that. Stan cleared his throat and wondered how soon he could take
another ampoule. Then he brought his attention back to present matters.

"Captain Hoban, we've found what we were looking for. The beekeegpers have done our job for us.
Norbert took over a Bio-Pharm harvester ship. It's packed full of royd jelly. Wererich, Captain.”

"Yes, ar. If we can just get out of here now. Can you get up to our orbit?"

"Negative," Stan said. "Were il in the lander, which is barely maneuverable in thisweether. Taking
shelter in the harvester is our best bet, but it's going to take some doing to get there."

"Yes, dr," Hoban said. "l copy.”

"Secondly, preliminary visud inspection shows the flight controls of the harvester were badly
damaged in thefighting. | doubt it'll fly, but itl provide more refuge than the lander. Y ou'll haveto come
downtous"

"Yes, gr," Hoban said, without enthusiasm. "What about the volunteers?"

"Weve lost touch with them," Stan answered. "As soon aswe get ourselves out of here, they'll be
our first order of business.”

Hoban didn't likeit, but it didn't seem the time or place to voice a disagreement.
"It ought to be smple enough,” Stan said. "What you need to do, as soon as the wegather stabilizesa



little, is send the backup lander down here to pick us up. Our Situation hereis nonetoo stable."

"We can't send the backup lander,” Hoban said. "I told you, sir, Badger and his men took it. Can
you maneuver a dl inyour lander, Dr. Myakovsky?'

"l don't know," Stan said. "They weren't made for that sort of thing. And the weather down hereis
getting pretty severe.”

"lt'samagor storm," Captain Hoban told him. "Theworst of it is heading your way."

"Damn!" Stan spat. "'Y ou can't maneuver the Dolomite to pick us up, can you?"'

"Not in thiswegather. None of us would stand a chance.”

"All right." Stan paused. "Just aminute, let methink."

It was then that the storm front burst in dl its fury upon the lander and the unprotected splinter of
land it rested upon. Despite its weight, the lander was rocked to its foundations. The earth benegth it
rippled and swayed. lights went out and were replaced by the dull red glow of emergency lighting. Julie
screamed as another motion of the storm shot her legs out from under her. Gill caught her before she
was dammed into a support.

"Into the pod!" Stan shouted, referring to the small escape vehicle that the lander carried. "Gill, get in
there and get power up.”

Gill paused for amoment, looking at the five-point stedl door separating them from the lander's rear
compartment. "Maybe | should stay and try to help the crew?"

"They don't have achance," Stan said. "We need your help to keep usdive! Now move!™

Thethree of them, Stan, Gill, and Julie, struggled back to the pod and, during abrief lull, got in. Stan
dammed home the hatch and Julie dogged it into place. Gill waited until they were dl strapped in, then
blew open the lander's exit doors. The storm swept in.

Gill took the pod out under full acceleration. There was amoment of intoxicating freedom as the pod
pulled away from the ship, then thefull fury of the ssorm caught the little craft.

Stan just had time to secure himsdlf into acommand chair by magnetic clamps, then the pod was
launched into the air like arocket from alauncher. Asit turned, Stan could see the land benegath the
lander collapse, throwing the vehicleinto adeep pit that suddenly yawned benegthiit.

Glancing around, he saw that Julie was secured on a decel eration couch. A moment later theinternd
lighting went out.

The storm blazed at the pod's windows. There were long, stunning lines of force, outlined by a
driving rain, lashing in a them. The pods spun around, its automatic stabilizersworking hard to keep it
on an even ked. The ground came up sickeningly below them, and the pod's jets blazed, avoiding the
collison. They were airborne, and the sky through which they tore was colored ocher and purple. It was
aworld without sability, a place where titanic forces battled as though it were the beginning of time.

"Can't you get her down, Gill?" Stan called out above the deafening clatter.

"I'mtrying, Doctor," Gill said, busy over the controls.

"Youcandoit, Gill!" dulie cried.

"We hope," Stan said.

Gill'slong fingers played across the controls. The pod seemed to flutter and skitter like a crazed bat
intheluridly lit space between the harsh ground below and the beetling thunderheads above. Thelittle
craft spun like aleaf driven by astorm. Julie had to shut her eyestightly to control the vertigo and nausea
that racked her asthe pod trembled and shook and rattled like a riveting machine gone berserk.

For Stan the pain was almost unbearable as his tortured lungs strove to replace the air that the
violent maotions of the slorm were driving out of him. He had never known such pain. And ye,
paradoxicaly, he was d S0 experiencing amoment of great exhilaration, afeding of himsdf asa
conquistador of the new age, persevering through pain and hardship as anew world and new



opportunities cameinto sight.
Y es, hethought, it has al been worth it. The pain reminds methat I'm dive. Thisisthe way to go.
But | dowishit would stop!

And then, abruptly, they entered a space of quiet air and Gill was able to maneuver the controls.
Suddenly the pod dropped thirty feet and hovered for amoment on its jets, bare inches above the
ground. Then, with an dmost grudging sigh—as though the insensate machine had enjoyed its experience
of being airborne in the midst of fury—it settled to the ground.

Gill set the clamping system that secured the ship to the bedrock it had settled upon.

Hesad, "Last stop, Grand Central Station. All passengers prepare to detrain.”

Stan unbuckled himsdf shakily. "Why, Gill, | didn't know you had asense of humor.”

"l don't,” Gill said. "My wordswere for the purpose of helping you and the others keep your spirits
up."

"Commendable,” Stan said. He closed his eyesfor amoment, enjoying the blessed rdlief of relative
slence and no mation. Then he asked, "Everyone okay? Then let's take stock.”
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Red Badger and his people sat together on the semicircular couches that dmost filled the main
section of the pod. Red had remembered to bring aboard a carton of emergency rations, eachin a
self-heating duminoplex container. He passed these around now. Walter Glint had ahaf-full canteen of
raisin wine hedd brewed himsdlf in the ship's locker room, before the hyperd eep procedure, using copper
tubing he'd liberated from the heat circulation system. He passed around the brew, and Min Dwin came
up with some narcosmoke cigarettes. In alittle while they were quite a cheerful bunch. If only they'd
been able to raise some dance music! It was one hell of aparty shaping up.

Badger liked to party aswell asanyone. But the unfamiliar duties of command distracted him from
redly letting go. He turned to the little all-wave radio receiver tucked away in one of the pod's storage
compartments. He needed to keep his people content, because he was counting on them to see him
sarely through this

Although he wouldn't et on to the others, Badger was more than alittle disturbed by how things had
gone so far. He had counted on seizing the Dolomite in hisfirgt attempt, when surprise had beenin his
favor. Back then, taking the initiative had seemed the thing to do.

That was not how matters had worked out, however. Now they were alone, isolated on asavage
planet that favored no life except dien. Badger had been thinking furioudly, trying to find away to wrest
victory from the jaws of defest.

Then he thought he had it.

He st the sweep aarm on the radio to wide scanning and began searching the radio waves. It
required no master radio operator to find asigna in a place as barren of radio activity asthisone. Red
locked onto the signal and began transmitting.
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Adams, the Lancet's radio operator was atall gangling youth with red hair and aprominent Adam'’s
apple. He cameinto the main control room without knocking, because Captain Potter had posted
standing orders that messages of urgency were to be transmitted at once and without the usual protocol
that prevailed on theintersielar ships.

"Yes, what isit, Adams?' Potter snapped. The captain wastdl and strongly constructed. His



features were handsome and coarse, from the big knife of anoseto the heavy tufted eyebrows that gave
hisface asnister character. He wore amidnight-blue uniform with gold flash marks on the deeves,
showing hisyears of service in the Intergpace Mariners Association. His voice was low-pitched, harsh,
and resonant, the sort of voice you paid attention to thefirst time you heard it.

"Radiosgnd, gr," Adamssaid.
"Isit from the people on the harvester?"

"No, sir. We gtill haven't been able to establish contact with them. Their radio doesn't respond. |
dont think it looksgood, sir."

"Nobody gives adamn what you think," Potter said, his voice dropping to asawmill rasp. "Whao's
the message from?”'

"A man who calshimself Red Badger," Adams said. "He says he's acrewman from the Dolomite.”
"Dolomite? Never heard of it. What location did they give?'
"They're descending to the surface of AR-32, air.”

Potter stared at the crewman, eyes narrowed, dark brows creased. "That's quite impossible,” he
sadat lagt. "Thisplanet is our exclusive preserve.”

Adams was about to reply, but percaived just in time that Potter was talking doud to himsdlf.
"I'll speak to him;" Potter said. "Put it through for me.”

Adams went to the console and made the necessary adjustments. Badger's voice came through on
the loudspeaker.

"Captain Potter? Sir, thisis Crewman Badger from the ship Dolomite. Sir, aStuation has arisen
which I would like to acquaint you with."

"Go ahead," Potter said, and listened carefully as Badger told about the revolt he had led on the
Dolomite.

"Wedidn't think it wasfair, Sr, Captain Hoban taking usinto an areathat was under the exclusive
control of Bio-Pharm. The men asked me to speak for them. | talked with Captain Hoban, sir, in fair
and reasonable terms, asking him to get aruling from Bio-Pharm before taking usinto thisarea. Can't
say more reasonable than that, can |, sir? But Captain Hoban didn't see it that way. He ordered me and
my men put into irons and held to face crimina charges back on Earth. We didn't agree, therewasa
fight, and me and some of the men came down to the planet.”

"Y ou're on the surface of AR-32 now?"' Potter asked.

"Yes, gr. And we're not the only ones. There's a Dr. Myakovsky down here, too, in his own pod,
ar. Hes cometo this place to steal your royd jelly. He and Hoban are crimina's, and they want to put us
on charged!”

"That's very interesting,” Potter said. "Do you happen to have their exact location?"

"I'm afraid not, Sir, Snce me and my mates had to leave ship in ahurry, so to speak. But I'll bet
anything they're heading for the hive, where they sent that robot of theirs."

"What robot are you referring to?"

"The onethey cal Norbert. Looksjust likean adien, Sir, only it'snot ared one. Thereésalaw againgt
that, isn't there? The damned thing dready killed some of my shipmates.”

"Therésalaw againg it, dl right," Potter muttered. "My law, if no other!”

"Beg pardon, Sir?"

"Never mind. What isthis robot supposed to do?"

"Collect royd jdly, sr. And leave an eectronic trail showing Myakovsky whereto go.”

"Damnit!" Potter sputtered. "They could get what they came for and be out of here before we could
gop them.”



"No, sr," Badger said. "'I've heard them talking to Captain Hoban on the radio. They plan to get
through the hive by following an eectronic sgnd that their robot isto lay down for them. But if me and
my mates was to wipe out thet eectronic trail ..."

"l liketheideaof that," Potter said dowly. "Can you do it? Y ou would be rendering me avauable
svice"

"Indeed we can, sr. Were hoping it'll be taken into consideration when you pick usup. You are
going to rescue us, arent you, Sir?"

"Y ou can count on it," Potter said. "There could be areward in thisfor you. Does that sound good,

Mr. Badger? Get in there and wipe out that trail. Then come to coordinates 546Y by 23X. Well
rendezvous with you there. Y ou men will be rewarded for your good work."

"Thank you, sir! Y ou'll be hearing from us soon.”

The transmission ended. Potter turned to Adams. "Well, what are you standing around for? Get
back to the radio room! And not aword of thisto the crew, or I'll have your hide!™

"Yes, ar!" Adams saluted smartly and backed out of the room.

Potter waited until he was gone, then looked around the control room. The only ones present were
his chief engineering officer, Ollins, and the hdmsman, Driscall.

"Driscoll," Potter snapped.

"G

"Y ou've heard nothing of this."

"No, ar!"

"Y ou can take abreak now, migter. Ollinsand | will finish out your watch.”
"Yes, gr. Thank you, Sr." Driscoll sluted and |eft the control room.

Lieutenant Ollinswas agrizzled old veteran of many space flights who had served with Potter
before. In fact, the two men came from the same town in Tennessee. Ollins relaxed when Driscoll was
away from the control room. Potter afforded him great privileges when none of the men were around.
When they were, it was spit and polish and punctilio al the way, because that was the sort of man Potter
was.

"Wdl, Tom," Potter said. "Seemswe've got abit of astuation on our hands.”
"Seems 0, gr," Ollinssaid. "But unless| missmy guess..."

"Yes? Go ahead, Tom."

"Unless| missmy guess, Sit, you've thought up an interesting way to take care of it."

Potter permitted himsdf asmile. "I don't know if I'd say ‘interesting,” Mr. Ollins. But ‘thorough'...
Yes | think you'l find my way very thorough.”
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Rain hammered againgt the pod's hatch like shot from a battery of shotguns. The pod quivered and
shook as the storm shrieked and sworeto itself, its voice falling to awhisper then rising to abanshee
wail. Stan and the others were suited up in al-wesather outfits that would give them some protection
againg the dements, though not much againgt the diens. It wastimeto go.

"Okay," Stan said. "dulie, you fed up to this?'

"I'm perfectly ready for agtroll,” Juliesaid airily. "It'sjust about sunset, isn't it?!

"Yes" Gill sad. "I've checked out the hive on remote sensing. The activity isreaching a peak.”
"A perfect timefor ustodropin,” Juliesad.



Stan felt awarm glow go through him when he looked at her. She was young, beautiful, and very
brave. They werein about as difficult aSituation as he could imagine, but shewasn't givinginabit toiit.

Heturned to Gill. "What wegpons do we have?'

Gill opened alocker and showed what he had brought. " Five chemicd dugthrowerswith fifty dug
clips. These are somewhat old-fashioned weapons, but they arereliable. And their fifty-caliber dugs
pack awallop. | brought three Gauss needlers. They're recoilless, and their stedl diversought to havea
good effect againgt the diens. | was only able to bring one Gyroc, and a bandolier of point
seventy-five-caiber spin-stabilized rockets. Two high-impulse laser rifles, both fully charged, and that
completesthe arsena, except for half a dozen concussion grenades. | would have liked a greater
seection, but that was al that was available at the moment.”

"Y ou have done admirably,” Stan said. "That's quite an array.”

"And, of course, | dso havethelight tracker, a heavy-duty communicator. Aswell asthe
suppressorsto get us past the aliens undetected.”

"Very important, thet last,” Stan said. "What range do the inhibitors have?'

"They'll dampen at close to one-hundred-percent strength for gpproximately three metersin dl
directions.”

"And how long will they last?'

"That'sthe bad part,” Gill said. "They may be good for half an hour &t full strength, but it could be
less™

"Well, welll just have to move quickly and hope we have some luck. Julie, have you reached Captain
Hoban yet?'

"Jugt getting him now." Julie spokeinto her wrist enunciator. "Can you hear me, Hoban?'

"Loud and clear," Hoban's voice came back to them. "I was beginning to worry. What happened to
you people?’

"Nothing good,” Julie said. "But were on AR-32 and were still dive and in one piece. Three pieces,
| should say."

"What are your plans?' Hoban asked.

Julieturned to Stan. He said, "We haveto get out of the pod, Captain. The sormisshakingit to
pieces. What news do you have about your mutiny?"

"The mutineers grabbed our backup lander and took off for AR-32. It'll beamiracleif they weren't
destroyed on their way down."

"A miraclefor usif they were,” Stan said. " Captain, we have our suppressors and theré's only one
thing we can try that'll bring this off. Were going to go through the hive, following Norbert'strail. Thet'll
get us out of the storm, which will destroy us otherwise. We should be able to follow Norbert'strail to
thefar sde, where the harvester is. Well board that and come up to you. Y ou, meanwhile, will take
geosynchronous orbit at the harvester's coordinates. I'm transmitting those coordinates digitaly. Please
acknowledge."

Stan'sfingersflew over the computer's keys. Soon he heard Captain Hoban's acknowledgment.
"I'vegot it, Dr. Myakovsky."

"Good. What do you think of the plan, Captain?’

"It ssemsto methe best, given the circumstances. Does Gill concur?”!

The android nodded. "There'sreally nothing elseto do,” he added in aquiet voice.

"It's perfect,” Julie said. "What have we got to lose but our lives?'

"Signing off, then, Captain,” Stan said. "Seeyou in an hour or so, | hope.”

Heturned to Gill. "Have you any objections?*



"As| said, Doctor, given the circumstances, there's nothing else to do."

"But you wouldn't have gotten usinto thisfix inthefirgt place. Isthat it?"

"l didn't say thet, Sir.”

"You didn't haveto." Stan looked out the port at the lurid sunset that had just begun flaming behind
the upthrust bulk of the hive. He reached into an inner pocket and brought out asmall auminum case,
likeacigar case only dightly larger. Opening it, he extracted an ampoule of royd jelly.

"Well," hesaid, "timefor alittle ride down the street of dreams, en?* Helooked at Gill and Julie,

who werewatching him. "I need it," he said defengivey. "It'sthe pain...." Abruptly he pulled himsalf
together. He returned the ampoul e to the case and put the case back in his pocket.

"No, I'll doit sraight,” Stan said. "That ought to be ever so much more amusing. Ready, then? Gill,
crack the port!"

Gil undogged the hatch. It took hisand Juli€'s combined strength to pushit dl the way open againgt
thewind pressure. And then it was done, and the three of them staggered out into the raging storm.
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There was no easy way to hold aconversation as Stan, Julie, and Gill made their painful march
across the wind-whipped plain toward the great rounded mound of the hive. Behind it the sunset flared,
sending streamers and columns of radiance around the basalt-blue solid-looking clouds that seemed to
march acrossthe plain like giants.

Julielooked at the sunset in awe. She did not consider hersdlf anature lover, yet thiskindling of
shapes and colors that seemed too intense to be natural dmost brought tears to her eyes. The display
touched off amemory.

Shewasalittlegirl in the high, carven house of Shen Hui. It was one of hisholiday housesin Shan
Lin Province, and there was apool in the garden in which golden carp moved back and forth, and a
wind chimein anearby temple sent forth a sad melody that seemed to speak of ancient days and
old-fashioned manners.

It was only then that Julie thought of her mother, whom she had never known, but who visited her
amodg nightly in dresmswhose memory shelost upon awakening.

They walked for along time, bent into the driving wind, and came at last to the base of the hive.
Looking up at the great, pitted, gray-brown surfaces covered with branchlike vines, Stan saw that it
resembled some exatic plant. It was pockmarked with puckered holes, many of which were large
enough to admit aman. Stan wondered if the hive might not be an organism initsown right, symbioticaly
connected to the diens, coexigting with its own weird life-forms.

It was an interesting fancy, but Stan thought it was more logica to assume that the dienshad
congructed the hive, following ingtinctud ingructionslaid down in their DNA aeons past.

Stll, it pleased hisfancy to imagine that the hive and the diens were two different types of living
matter. What a startling possibility! He could see the headlines now, heralding hisdiscovery....

He smiled wryly and reminded himself that hisonly job now wasto stay dive, to kegp on going until
he could find the pure and unadulterated royd jelly that might extend hislife—if therewas any truth to his
conjectures.

He and Julie walked around the hive until they found an opening. It loomed ahead of them, adark
and ragged hole that plunged into the depths of the hive,

"Areyou ready for this?' Stan asked. Gill didn't answer. Julie said, "If that's where you want to go,
I'll gowithyou."
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There seemed no way into the hive. They found what looked like a pathway that spirded up itssde.

They climbed up thelong, narrow ramp that looked to be part roadway, part vine. It went up the
sde of the hivein long doping curves, and there were rough-barked vinelike things along the side that
served as handholds, and other things that looked like snapped-off tree limbs and might have provided
footholdsfor taloned feet.

Using these as handholds, they haf hiked, half climbed, up the side of the hive. The sorm was lill
buffeting them, itswind gusts swirling in from al directions. The danted rain made the footing dick and
unsafe. When Julie was able to spare a glance to the side, she saw the gresat plain of AR-32 spread out
below, al bathed in strange red-and-violet sunset colors, cut through here and there with deep, black
fissures.

She was leading the way, with Stan in the middle and Gill bringing up the rear. Stan was short of
breeth aready, and Julie, listening to him labor as he walked, decided it didn't augur well for the future.

She was worried about Stan, but he had gotten them into this Situation. She just hoped he was well
enough and sane enough to get them out of it.

Then they reached an opening camouflaged againgt the side of the hive by adense growth of vines.
They pushed inside and found a broad roadway that curved inward and upward.

The spirding roadway terminated in awide opening that seemed to lead deeper into the hive. Julie
was less than ten feet away from the opening when something within it, adarkness against the darkness,
stirred and moved.

She whispered, "Oh, shit," and froze.

Stan noticed that she had stopped and also halted.

Gill stopped, too, peering upward, trying to make out what was the matter.

As dulie waited, barely breathing, an ugly dark head with along backward-doping cranium poked
out of the hole above her. Itsfangs were clearly visible, gleaming white, impossibly sharp and packed
together, dripping with green métter.

Then the dlien'smuscular body came out dowly, foot by foot, and its claws grasped the spiraing
track on which Julie and the others were standing. The dien began to descend, moving directly into their
path.

"l think it can't seeme," Julie said, praying that it wastrue. The indicator on her suppressor showed
lessthan half an hour |&ft in the batteries.

Wel, shethought, half an hour isalong time. But then she wondered, What if the gauge is simply
stuck at the half-hour mark?

The dien cameright up to her, so close she could smell the acrid tang of its hide.

Julie moved to the far edge of the narrow pathway.

Taking agrip on one of the vines at the Sde, she leaned far over, giving the cresture room to pass.

Its ferocious blind-looking face passed within inches of her, itshard black flank brushed her side,
and then it was past, descending toward the ground. Stan and Gill, below her, moved to give it room.

Julie dipped into the opening at the top of the hive, the othersfollowing close behind. The
passageway widened out to atube about ten feet in diameter. It curved downward and to the left, and
soon therewas only aghostly memory of light for them to see their way by.

About twenty feet down, the tunnel widened into a cave. It was difficult to make out its dimensions
in that shadow-infested place, perhapsfifty yardslong by twenty wide, but it could have been twice that,
the remaining dimensons|ogt in the gloom.



There were things growing between the floor of the cave and itslow celling. Then they moved into a
wider area, where they could stand upright.

Stan and his party paused here to redistribute their loads, make afina check of their wegpons, take
adrink of water, and have alast conference before plunging deeper into the hive.

Stan was disturbed that Norbert had been unable to lay down an electronic trail. But he wastoo
tired to worry about it much.

Helay down on the uneven ground. He needed amoment to catch his breeth. It was tough going,
there was no doubt about that. His chest burned incessantly. It had been along time since held had a
dose of royd jelly. The case with the ampouleswas ill in his pocket; it felt comforting there. He wanted
one now, badly. Anything to get out of thisincessant pain, which seemed to radiate out from his chest
and course down hisarms and legs, following the pathways of his arteriesand veins.

He pulled out an ampoule and hastily swallowed its contents. And then he had to scrambleto hisfeet
as he heard sounds from somewhere in the tunndl.

They had to depend on searchlights now to find their way, for thelast of the natural light was cut of f
asthey rounded another turn.

And came face-to-face with another dien. It was moving toward them on dl fours, its ugly head
questing right and left, sseming to be sniffing the stale, earth-flavored air. It was clear that it had picked
up ascent or cue, but apparently it couldn't tell where it was coming from. The creature did past them
likeliquid black iron, and they moved on in slence.

Therewasasort of grim interminability about that nightmare journey into the hive. Juliefelt thet time
itself was standing till asthey proceeded into the silence of that awesome congtruction. She felt shewas
on adream descent into depths that corresponded in some way that she didn't understand to the depths
of her own being.

Abruptly she came back to attention. Her searchlight picked out incomprehensible shapes as she
moved ahead. There seemed to be huge things with tall sooped shoulders and folded wings towering
above them. There were oval things scattered here and there, like ostrich eggs, only with a strange
cross-hatched texture of fine lines. There were plants with wide, white faces, and they turned toward the
searchlight beam asif it reminded them of something they had once known avery long time ago.

Stan sad, "Thisissomeweird place, huh, Gill?*

Gill shrugged. "'l suppose this hive has been in existence for along time. Centuries, maybe. It stands
to reason that alot of different life-formswould have tried to establish themsalves here. It's one of the
few places on this planet that's out of thewind."

"l wish | could get avideotape of this" Stan said.

"You planningtodoaTV specid?’ Julie asked.

"It would be afirst. What's that up ahead?'

By thelight of Stan's searchlight, he saw that the floor of the cave abruptly declined and became a
large hole. Stan gpproached it cautiously and played hislight dong it. The sides doped down sharply for
about five feet, reveaing that the interior of the hole wasfilled with a mixture of substances. Stan's
flashlight picked out bones and body parts, vegetables in advanced stages of rot or desiccation, bits of
wood and rock, and other kinds of debris he couldn't make out.

"What isit, Stan?" Julie asked.

"It appearsto be amidden. A garbage dump.”

"Ugh!" Jliesad.

"No, it'sredly very interesting,” Stan said. "A midden can tdll you al about the life of the hive. Look
at al that stuff! 1sn't that acow carcass down there? And what's that over there... 7'

He focused the searchlight beam and looked again.



"It lookslikeadog collar," he said &t last.

The three of them were slent for amoment. The memory of Mac the dog hung inthe air like
something evil, something they would have preferred to forget.

"| supposethisiswhere they threw Mac when the queen was through with him," Stan said. "That's
certainly his collar with the suppressor attached. We can use that for ourselves.”

Heleaned over the pit to pick up the collar. Suddenly the ground crumbled beneath him. Stan
scrambled for footing, fell backward, hisarmswindmilling wildly. Julie lunged for him and dmost
managed to grab hisankle, but lost her grip as Stan pitched over the edge with a bloodcurdling yell.

For Stan, that moment of faling into the diens garbage pit was so intensdly terrifying asto be amost
pleasurable. In the split second amillion things flashed in front of his eyeslike high-speed movieimages.
Some residue of theroya jdly in hisveinskicked in, and he had amoment of pureillusion.

He dreamed in that instant that he was on amountaintop, and on al sides of him were birdsand
beasts, waiting to hear what he had to tell them. Mac wastherein hisdream, sitting up on his hind paws
begging, histonguelolling out Stan himsalf seemed to be wearing arobe made out of aluminous golden
materid, and he was not entirely surprised to find agolden hao circling his brow, casting amellow light
of itsown. He was about to address dl of the birds and beasts, tell them it was dl right, when he struck
the bottom of the pit with aresounding jar.

"Stan!" Julie cried. "Can you hear me?"!

Gill cameup besde her. "Ishedive?’

"l don't know yet Stan!”

Stan stirred, then fell back.

"Stan! Cdl out if you can hear me," Julie cried.

Stan didn't answer, but something else did. Something that spoke in asibilant hiss, with many
overtones. It was not asingle voice. It was many voices. The hissng voices were like the tumultuous
waves of an acid sea. Julietried to direct her light Gill was beside her, his hand on her shoulder.
Suddenly hisgrip tightened.

"What isit?' she said, and then she saw it, too.

There were passageways into the lower part of the midden. From them, heads peered; the

characterigtic heads of diens. Thiswas agpparently ashortcut into alower leve of the hive. Thediens
must have heard the noise Stan made while he wasfalling.

The dienshad come out to investigate. It waslike before when they had met the dlien coming into
the hive. Only thistime something had changed. It took Julie amoment to figure out what it was. Then
she shuddered in horror.

"Gill, my God!" she said. "The suppressor must have quit. They can seehim!”
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When Stan recovered consciousness, he had one delicious moment of thinking he wasten yearsold
and had just awakened from a particularly terrifying dream. How grateful he wasto find himsdlf in his
own bed! There, just across from him, was his computer, agood one, which his parents had bought for
hislast birthday. His floppy-eared toy puppy was there, though of course he wastoo old to play withiit.
Stll, Mr. Muggs watched while Stan did his experiments.

Now Stan stretched luxurioudly and tried to think how he'd spend his day. There were some
spiderwebs down near the brook that he wanted to investigate...

His outstretched fingers touched something wet and sticky. He recoiled, turned his head, looked. It
was Mac, dead. He had pushed hisfingersinto the sticky wound in Mac's throat. What he had thought



was his computer was actualy the skeleton of acow. And there were aliensglaring at him, seeing him,
and sarting toward him....

"Gilll" Julie screamed. " Start shooting! But for God's sake don't hit Stan!”

Julie wasfiring as she spoke. She had undung the plasmarifle she had been carrying by its strap
over her shoulder. Red-orange flame lanced out from its muzzle, painting the garbage pit in lurid colors
and huge dancing shadows.

The concentrated fury of the plasma blast danced around the aiens, who had begun advancing on
Stan from a passageway that led into the midden. Red, acetylendike cutting flames poked and probed at
them, lancing through their bodies, stabbing into arms and legs. Gill wasfiring Smultaneoudy, casdess
carbine roundsthat blew the diens off their feet, sending them halfway up the pit, to tumble back againin
awelter of severed arms and heads.

The plasmafire and the casaless rounds wove a dance of death around Stan's recumbent body. The
fire gpproached him and then, dmost ddlicately, backed away again.

Julieran around the circumference of the pit, firing to keep the diensfrom coming up on Stan from
behind. Gill held his position, blasting away clear for Stan, who finadly sstumbled to hisfeet and made his
way to the Sde of the pit. He tried feebly to climb back out.

"Can you hold them, Gill?" Julie asked.

"I think s0," Gill muttered.

Julie dung her plasmarifle and reached out for Stan's hand. Their fingers touched and clasped. No
sooner did Julie have agood grip than she heaved, putting into it every ounce of strength in her dender
body. Stan seemed to fly into the air, landing on the edge of the pit.

While hetried to catch his breath, Gill finished off the last of the diens, scattering armsand legs
everywhere. Then heturned to help Stan. Stan tried to get to hisfeet, then Sumped again to the ground.
Before anyone could grab him, he did again into the pit.

"Oh, no!" Juliesaid. "Hold my ankle, Gill, I'll get him."

They tried, but couldn't reach. Stan appeared to be on the edge of unconsciousness. His eyelids
fluttered briefly behind histhick glasses, which miraculousy had not been knocked off. Hisfingers
clawed at the debris-strewn surface. From behind him, there was another hissing sound. An dien
suddenly appeared, two others behind it.

"Kill it Juliecried.

"l can't!” Gill sad. "Stan'sintheway!"

"He'sinmy way, too!" Julie began to run around the side of the pit, trying to get aclear shot.

Theleading alien looked somehow different to her from the others. But &t first she couldn't determine
how. Then Gill threw a phosphorus flare and she saw that the dien had half his shoulder chewed off.
There was aso damage to his midsection and head.

But what she wasn't prepared for was the look of those wounds. Instead of flesh and blood, there
gppeared to be cable and metd fittingsin the wound, and small humming servos.

For amoment she couldn't process this information. Then she understood.
"Norbert!"
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Since they pulled him out of the midden, Stan had drifted into adifferent place. He seemed to beina
gpaceless space and atimelesstime. It was aworld filled with little blue-and-pink clouds. There were
garsin the background, and pools of water. He was not surprised to see Norbert standing in front of
him. Nothing could be strange to Stan any longer. He had passed beyond weirdness, into a place where



all effectswere the same, al part of the great symphony of death, whose opening notes he could hear as
though coming to him from agrest distance, but getting louder, louder.

This couldn't have been anillusion because it answered him.

Norbert said, "Yes, | am here, Dr. Myakovsky. | am functioning at only twenty-seven percent of
capecity.”

Stan blinked and hisvision cleared. He wasin the dien garbage midden, lying on hisback on
mounds of refuge. In front of him, bending over, was Norbert.

"It must have been quite afight,” Stan said, surveying the robot.

"l would say so, Doctor. | killed three of them in arunning battle through the hive. Unfortunately,
they did damageto methat | fear will prove termina.”

"Areyou afraid?' Stan asked.

"Not in the personal sense, Doctor. By fear, | meant regret that | will no longer be able to serve you
asyou designed me."

"Can't you turn on your sdlf-repair circuits?' Stan asked.

"| tried that, Doctor. They are down. And you did not equip me with self-repair unitsfor the
sdf-repar units”

"In the future well have infinite backupsfor dl systems,” Stan said. "Including human ones, | hope.
Induding mine"

"Areyou dl right, Doctor?"

"I've definitely had better days" Stan said. "My sdlf-repair circuits aren't working right, either.” He
felt something in his hand and held it up. "L ook herel Mac'scollar! I've got it!"

"That'sfine, Doctor,” Norbert said. "I have something, too."

"What isit?" Stan asked.

"This." Norbert reached into the gaping wound in his shoulder and drew out agooey massthe color
of honey.

"What isit?" Stan asked.

"Royad jdly from the queen's birthing chamber,” Norbert said. "1 was unable to provide a proper
container. I'm afraid it's gotten some ail on it, and some blood.”

"Doesn't matter,” Stan said. He reached out and took the mass. It had awaxy consistency. He put it
in his mouth, made himself chew and swallow it. He experienced no immediate effect.

"Great work!" Stan said.

Behind him he heard big objects move and dide around as something came from the interior of the
hive

"Better get going, Doctor,” Norbert said. "They're coming. I'll cover your retreat aswell as| can.”

"l don't see how," Stan grumbled.

"l improvised awegpon. | hopeit will suffice.

Stan pulled himsalf onto his hands and knees and worked hisway toward the edge of the pit. Behind
him he could hear szzling energy beams as Norbert and the others fought off the dliens. Norbert was
buying himtime,

Stan tried to pull himsdf up the Sde of the pit, but the crumbling structure gave way under him and
hefell to the bottom again. Pain washed over him in great uncontrollable waves, and in each one he

thought he might drown, only to come back again and again, each time more feebly, to the surface of
CONSCIOUSNESS.

Hefdt Juli¢shand in his, and then Gill's hand. He wasllifted into the air. Below him he heard
Norbert's battle till raging, and the shrill screaming sounds that the aliens made asthey died in the



violet-edged boltsthat Norbert'simpromptu weagpon cast. But the aliens kept on coming, and as Julie
and Gill pulled Stan out of the pit and beat a hasty retreat down atunnel, they heard the sounds of
Norbert being pulled down and torn apart.
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Glint asked, "Isthisthe place?’

Badger checked the crude map he had drawn following Potter'sinstructions. Y es, there were the
two fan-shaped rocks, and over there was the fissure cut likeacurly S.

"Werea the spot dl right.”
"Okay," Glint said. "But where is he? Wher€'s the rescue pod?'

They were stlanding on awide flat rock shelf. It stood practicaly under the shadow of the hive. The
wind had died down for amoment They could look out over the nearly featurel ess landscape. Toward
the west there was aline of lime-green haze, possibly sent up by some natural circumstance. So much
about a place like AR-32 was smply incomprehensible.

Y et, even on Earth, despite his thousands of years of occupation, despite his long acquaintance with
bird, fish, and fowl, things could still surprise man aswel. Strange animalsturned up every yeer.
Mysteries abounded. Even the status of ghosts was still uncertain. No one had ascertained for sure
whether or not the Y eti or the Jersey Devil redly existed. Were there such things as werewolves and
vampires?

But on AR-32, the anomalous and the unexpected happened al thetime.

Y ou tended to think of such things on a planet like AR-32. Mankind had known of the place for less
than ten years. No genuindy scientific expedition had ever visited it. Only commercia vessalscdled, and
for the sole purpose of stedling (though they caled it collecting) the diens jelly. The men who went on
such expeditions were as hard-bitten alot as conquistadores of old Spain. Like them, they cared little for
what lay below them or what it might mean in the scheme of things.

It was not unusual that Badger and his men, who were as much of the conquistador type asthe
crewmen on the Lancet, were surprised but not absolutely astonished when a creature raised its head
from behind arock and looked at them. "What in hell isthat?' Meg asked. Badger and the others
turned. The creature was Sitting there looking at them. It had alarge head somewhat the size and shape
of ahogshead. Eight little skinny legs came down from its Sdes, terminating in blunt claws. Something
about the creature was reminiscent of apig, right down to theway it snuffled and oinked at the
crewmen. It had asmal curly tall. It was colored pink, and it had a black saddle marking in the middle
of its back.

"What do you suppose that thing is?* Glint asked. Badger said, "It's some critter indigenousto this
planet, | think. Boys, I'll bet we'rethe first ones ever to look at thisthing."

"Gwan!" Meg said. "One of the Lancet people might have seeniit firg."

"No way to provethat,” Badger said. "But thisthing could berare, and never take to hanging around
the places where humans live and work. Like the bobcat and the wolverine on Earth. If therésanimals
likethat on Earth, why not here?"

"Here, fella," Meg cdled. "Why'ncha come over here?"

The piglikething lifted itslittle triangular ears and stared at them with bulbous blue eyes. It lifted a
forepaw and pawed the ground. Then it trotted over to Meg.

"Hey, ain't that nice?’ said Meg. She reached over and scratched the creature above its ears. It
made a high-pitched grunting sound that had about it atone of approval. No mistaking that sound for a
cry of pan.



The others crowded around. "Cute, ain't it?" said Glint, who had raised hogsin Arkansas.
Meg said, "I wonder why it cameto us?'

"Can't tell about dien life-forms," Badger said. "I wonder if we should take thisfellow aong with us.
Back on Earth sdl him to acircus, make alot of money off'n him. | wonder what he eats?"

"I'm sure hed tell usif he could,” Meg said, scratching the creature's back. "Where do you come
from, fellow?'

The creature cocked its head at them asif it were trying to understand. It seemed to belistening to
something. Or for something. It was hard to tell which.

Badger listened, too. And after afew moments he heard a high-pitched buzzing sound, like locusts,
only heavier somehow, meaner. As he listened the sound changed. It turned into a heavy thumping, asif
athousand bass drums were advancing up the ridge. Then Badger redlized that the two noises were
going on smultaneoudy. He wondered what it could be, and suddenly he didn't want to know.

"Lock and load!" he shouted to the men. "I don't like the sound of thig!"

The creatures came over the top of thelittle hill, acouple dozen of them, though of course that was
only thefirst wave. They were different from the creatures they had seen before. They were the size of
large dogs, and their heads were big and shaped like raptor birds. They had no feathers, however, just
two tails apiece, and those tails appeared to be barbed. Their mouths were filled with long sharp
teeth—that seemed to be arule here on this planet—and they were making a buzzing sound asthey
came.

Behind them came another group of creatures, alittle smaler than the others, about the size and
genera shape of wopdchucks, and colored alime green with bluish features. They dl had mustaches,
like walruses. They made a booming sound as they walked, but Badger couldn't see how they produced
it. They came on, dl of them, and they didn't look friendly.

"Hit 'em with it!" Red shouted, and he and his three buddies began to pour infire. They had the
casdless carbines going so fast that the firing mechanisms began to grow hot, but they ignored the pain
and kept on firing.

Onething was plain from thefirdt: these creatures were hard to hit. They weren't coming on fast, but
their dodging and swerving made them difficult targets. Nevertheless, Red scored a hit, and had the
satisfaction of seeing one of the woodchuck blow up like an overinflated beach ball.

Meg scored, and then Glint, who shouted in triumph.

Then one of the raptor-headed creatures got under the one of hisfire and grabbed hisfoot. It bit,
twisted.

Glint'sfoot came off at the ankle. He stared at the stump, too surprised to feel pain yet, and tried to
take a step away. But he toppled over and they were on him, adozen of them, biting and tearing. One
longnecked creature buried hishead in Glint's belly. Glint screamed and tried to tear it away, but the
bird-thing was stronger. It got its head deep insde Glint's belly, and then pulled the rest of itsdlf in. Lying
on theground, Glint went into convulsions.

Badger dropped his empty carbine and picked up aplasmarifle. He turned it to full fire and sprayed
the area. He caught Meg, out on the periphery, with his blast and saw her wither and collapse before he
could turn it off her.

"Damnit, sorry, Meg!" he shouted. It wasjust the sort of unfortunate thing that happens sometimes
in combat.

Meanwhile, Min Dwin, firing from the hip, was seized from behind by an aien. It caught her by her
long hair, and sheturned, still firing, and put four roundsinto the creature's head, had the satisfaction of
seaing it blow gpart. But it fill held her hair inits dying claw, and from its ruined head agout of acid
sprayed, catching her full in the face.

"My eyes!" she screamed, and fdll to the ground, clawing at her face. She writhed for amoment,



then lay till. The acid had penetrated to her brain.

Andy Grogginstried to turn his carbine to face an dien that had just come up on hisside. Hisfeet
were yanked from under him. An dien had him by the ankles, another seized hisarms. They tugged in
opposite directions, and Andy triggered off his entire magazine, Spraying the areaand nearly catching
Badger, who had to dive to escape the blasts. Then Andy roared as his|eft leg was ripped off at the hip.

The dien who had been pulling hisfeet fell backward. The other caught its balance and came at him.
Badger triggered off aburst and blew the creature away. Groggins was dead before the carbine's
reverberations died away.

Looking around, Badger saw that he was aone. The otherswere dead. The original beast, the
barrel-shaped thing, was nearby, sitting on its haunches and watching expectantly.
"Damn you, you Judas goat!" Badger said, and blew it away with a short burdt.

The areawas a shambles of blood and gore. All Badger's people were dead, and he expected to go
next, but the attack had ended. There were no aliensin sight now except dead ones, and no other
crestures, either.

Badger stood there, sobbing with fatigue and anguish, and saw a shadow appear asif from nowhere.
Helooked up.

Thereit was, Potter's ship, the Lancet, and he had a chance to get out of this. "Drop aline! Pick me
up!"

They were down leve with him, and he saw four of the crew watching him from one of the big
glasste windows. He screamed at them, and finally they opened a hatch and threw out arope ladder.
Badger scrambled up with hisremaining strength and collapsed insde the ship.

"Did you get all that on tape?" Potter asked.

"Yes, gr," the second-in-command said.

"The scientistswill be interested in these crestures,” Potter commented.

"Yes, gr," the second-in-command said. "But the killing of dl those men wasalittle gruesome,
wamntit?'

"Oh, edit that part out," Potter scoffed. "And mark it in thelog that we didn't reach the surfacein
time to save the rest of the mutineers.” He turned to go, then stroked his chin. "Not that one ever really
wants to rescue mutineers. They set abad examplefor the rest of the crew. But don't put that in."

"Yes, gr." The second-in-command sa uted and began to walk off. "We did pull one of them out.”

"Take him to the medics," Potter said. "WEell get hisstory later.”

"Yes, sr." The second saluted and | eft the control room.

"And now, Dr. Myakovsky," Potter said to himsdlf, "It istime to dedl with you.”
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Stan and his group went through a maze of pathways. They found no sign of Norbert's el ectronic
trail. No sign of Norbert, either. He had dropped behind, after making agdlant and againgt the dliens.
Stan had last seen him submerged under awrithing mound of black dien bodies.

Stan's breathing was laboring, he could hardly drag himsdf dong. When wastheroyd jelly going to
kick in? Julieand Gill helped him al they could, but they needed to keep their hands free to use their
wegpons. Because now more and more aliens were gppearing, coming out of different turningsin the
tunnels. They came in ones and twos, no mass attack yet, but it was probably only a matter of time.

It was clear that the suppressors were no longer doing their job. Stan, Julie, and Gill had to be
congtantly on the dert, because the creatures were attacking silently, suddenly springing out of the



shadows.

Julie was leading the way. Her searchlight beam probed ahead into the profound darkness. She
thought she had never seen such darkness before. Even the darkness she saw when she closed her eyes
was not as deep as this. Thiswas the darkness of evil, the darkness that cloaked a place where
unspeakable creatures performed horrifying rituds. Thiswas the darkness of childhood terrors. Thiswas
the darkness out of which monsters swarmed, the place where they tortured little children, and ate them,
and then spit them up to make them live again so they could kill them anew.

Glancing back, Julie saw Gill faling back to hep Stan, fighting half turned around to keep the diens
from running up their backs. He showed no expression when the searchlight beams occasiondly
illuminated hislong, seriousface. The android did hiswork methodicaly, but then he wasn't redly
human, it was dl the same to him, he had no fedlings, not redly. Hed act just the sameif hewereonan
assembly line screwing down machine parts. He's lucky, Juliethought, because it's not all the same to
me, no matter how hard | try to make it so.

And Stan? In away he was lucky, too. Too exhausted to care any longer, and in too much pain, to
judge from histwisted features and the swest that dripped from hisface. Shefdt so sorry for him, and
yet, in away, she envied him. He wastoo far goneto fed theterror that engulfed her mind and turned
her legstojdly.

Gill plodded aong, an efficient machine doing what it was supposed to do. His peripherd vison was
enormoudly extended, and when he caught movement at the outer edges, he whedled and fired inasingle
economica movement. WWhen agroup of three or more diens came at him, he switched to the small
thermite bombs he carried in a pouch on hisleft Sde, setting the proximity fuse with histhumb just before
he let them go.

It was like a dance—turn, swing, fire—the only dance he had ever done. Turn, whedl, extend the
am. Boom! Blam! Turn again, gracefully duck, turn, fire, fire again, then go forward....

He heard Stan gasp and dip. Gill scooped him up and put him back on hisfeet. "Can you go on?"

"Yes. Thanks..." Stan was saving his breath.

Gill was worried about the doctor. That dose of pure roya jelly hadn't seemed to help any. He knew
how much Stan had been expecting to find some sort of divine dixir that would cure his cancer. Gill had
no particular hope that thiswould happen. 1t wasillogica. Theroya jelly wasnot acure; it served
merely to diminish the pain. Why should a pure strain do more than the other, adulterated strains?

He knew that humans liked to entertain farfetched notions. All of the humans, in away, werelike
those Spanish conquistadpres he had learned about during his hypnopaedic learning sessions, those men
in armor who had painfully trekked across the American plains, searching for the Seven Cities of Cibola,
imaginary placesthat had never existed outside the dreams of mythographers.

Stan'sbdief inacurefor hisdisease was like that. It wasforlorn, even silly. No android would be
capable of such fally. Yet Gill didn't think that made him better than Stan. Quite the contrary, it made
him subhuman, because he could not participate in the delusions, both the pathetic and the sublime, that
made the human race what it was.

The dienswere massing behind them. Gill had to dow down more and moreto flight rearguard
actions.

Julie pressed on ahead, hoping that the turns she took were leading them toward the outside of the
hive rather than deeper into it.

Gill switched the plasmarifleto automatic fire and laid down a sheet of flame ashalf adozen diens
came crawling out of apit and, rearing to their feet, loped toward him.

Stan sumbled and fell, and lay Htill. Gill scooped him up and draped him over one shoulder, leaving
onearm freeto aim and fire the heavy plasmarifle.

By now the aienswere coming from side turnings aswell asfrom behind. The little party wasn't



surrounded yet, but it looked imminent. Gill threw hislast thermite grenade, shifted Stan higher onto his
shoulder, and noted that the charge in the plasmarifle was a most depleted. He turned, ready to fight to
the end.

Then dulie cried, "Thereslight ahead! Were amogst out of it!"

Gill turned and saw the faintest glimmer of grayness penetrating the profound gloom of the hive. He
let go of the depleted plasmarifle and pulled achemica dugthrower out of a side pouch. Four quick
shots blasted a close-packed group of dienswith high explosives. Then Gill turned and ran, with Stan on
his shoulder, toward the light.

Hisfeet did on the hard-packed clay of the tunnel's floor, and then suddenly he was out of the hive
and into the sepulchral gray light of AR-32.

Behind him he heard Julie say, " Get out of theway, Gill."

He managed to stagger afew steps farther. This gave Julie achance to reset her plasmagun to full
heet. She held it steadily, hosing the entrance to the hive through which they had come,

It took Gill amoment to understand what she was doing. Then he put Stan down, rummaged in his
pouch, and found a plasmarifle refill. He reloaded and swept the spot where Julie was beaming.

The beams glittered and coruscated on the hive face. The diens were forced back, deeper into the
cave, towait until the noise and hegt died down.

But Julie had something esein mind. She kept on firing until, with a sudden thunderousroar, the
cave mouth collapsed. A cloud of dust and smoke arose, and then it was quiet.

Julieturned off her wegpon, asdid Gill. "That'll doit for alittle while," shesaid. "Until they find
another exit fromthe hive" Stan said.

"Well, it's better than nothing. Now, wherein hell are we?"

Stan pointed. "Y ou've done agreat job, Julie. Look down there."

Julielooked, and saw, less than ahundred yards away, the squat hull of the harvester.

"Now we're getting somewherel” she said. "We just have to get aboard.”

"Yes" said Gill. "But theres adifficulty.” He pointed again.

It took Julie amoment to seeit. But then she saw the small black dots moving at the base of the

hive. She could finally make them out: aiend They had found ancther exit from the hive sooner than she
expected. And they were blocking the way to the harvester.

She asked, "What now, Stan?" But Stan was unconscious again.
Julieand Gill looked at each other, then glanced up as a shadow crossed them.

It was aship. For one moment Julie's hopes flared. But then she took in the ship's markings and
design, and agreat despondency came over her. That was not the Dolomite. That was the Lancet,
commanded by Potter, the Bio-Pharm man. It hovered in the air, and nothing about it stirred. It seemed
obviousto Juliethat Potter was going to et them die here, watching and maybe videotaping their fina
agonies.

Stan revived and sat up. "The harvester, did you say?"

"It's right down there." Julie pointed.

Stan looked and nodded. He struggled to hisfeet. "Weve got to get there. From there, something
may be possible”

"Thereare quite afew diensin theway," Gill pointed out.

"So | see” Stan said. "Have you ever heard of the old American Indian stunt of running the
gauntlet?!

"l don't believe 0," Gill said.
"Y ou're about to learn history in avery practical way," Stan announced. "Load what's | eft of the



ammo and well be on our way."
Despite the mortal danger of their position, Julie could have kissed him at that moment.
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Stan gave the signd and they were off, trotting down the rocky path that led from the edge of the
hiveto the plain. Fifty yards away, more or less, was the harvester. In the sky above them, the Lancet
hovered, slent, watching.

And then the diens came.

They came singly and in pairs, and then in threes. They seemed to crawl out from under rocks and to
gppear out of holes. They camein slent ferocity, fangs bared, talons extended, forming arough line
between the hive and the harvester. Stan and the others ran through the line, blasting as they went. They
had al shifted now to rapid-fire wegpons. Never did Julie display better hand-eye coordination. She
managed to move at full stride, at the sametime keeping alook on al sides of her and releasing sizzling
bolts of energy at anything that moved. The rocks turned white-hot under the glancing energy beams.
Thediens surged forward, and died. Julie and Gill weredoing fine....

And then Stan collapsed.

He had been doing very well, for aman in his condition. But hisillness and genera debilitation were
not to be denied forever. Pain coursed through his chest like asea of fire. He gritted histeeth and tried
to continue, but now everything was turning dark before his eyes. He couldn't see where he was going.
Hisfeet sumbled on the rocky surface, apebble turned under hisfoot. He felt himsdlf faling, and a
black pit seemed to yawn in front of him. He threw hisarmswide ashefdl, but before he hit, Gill
scooped him up.

"Don't stop for me!" Stan said.

"Order denied," Gill said, setting him on his shoulder and running again.

They cut their way through the ranks of the dliens. Flesh, blood, and bile spilled in dl directions. It
was like afree-for-al in adaughterhouse. Julie hadn't imagined there was that much gorein thewhole
world. Scattered parts of dienslay everywhere, amsand legs, long ugly tails, heads with the teeth il
snapping. And gtill they came on. Julie thought that every dien on the planet must be here, or onitsway.

She wasfiring two weapons now, cutting a path for hersdlf through agrowing mound of living
matter— the locked bodies of diens, till trying to get a them. Gill, running ong hard on Julies hedls,
with Stan bouncing up and down on his shoulder, was cutting wide swathsin the clustered diens. Julie
saw her |eft-hand wegpon flare and die. Firing right-handed, she snatched avibraknife from her waist
pouch to set it on high. The blade had to make physical contact to do any harm, but it had cometo that
now with the aliens pressing ever closer. It seemed to her that thiswas the end; aliens pressed in and she
had no ideawhere she was. And then Gill was shouting, " The harvester, Julie!”

They werethere. Gill raced up the landing platform and dumped Stan inside through the entry port.
Then he turned, feet braced, firing a bazooka-style weapon that gave out greet gouts of green flame.
Julie ducked into the harvester under hisarm.

She saw Stan, lying on the floor, unconscious again. Something big and black and many-toothed
was bending over him. It was an dien, damn it! The harvester wasfilled with the crestures—two, no
three of them. She cut them down. "Gill!" she screamed. " Get ingde so we can close the door!™

Gill cut and dashed and backed through the door. Julie cut down an aien and now there was one
left. 1t stood in the doorway, towering over her, and just at that instant her gun began to fall.

She must have screamed, because Gill dung a handgun across the harvester to her. She caught it,
aimed, and triggered it in one rapid moment. The dien wasin her face, but she had no choice: at extreme
closerange she blasted him.



The dien'sthroat exploded. One wildly waving claw came completely off. Hisforeimb, severed at
thewrigt, waved wildly in theair. The milky white acidic substance that was the blood of the dien
spewed forth in a stream.

Some of the acid hit Julie. She screamed and went down, and it seemed to her that she could hear
Gill ydling something, too, and then she didn't know anything anymore.
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Stan returned to consciousness angry that the dose of pureroyd jelly hadn't done anything for him.
Luckily he still had some of the older product left. He'd take some of that soon.

Hewas not redly surprised that the pure royd jelly hadn't helped him. He had always suspected that
it was too good to be true, the ideathat some other form of the jelly would cure him in some miraculous
way. It just doesn't work like that, he told himsdif.

His mind raced back to earlier days. He thought of al the work he had done, al his
accomplishments. Hed had alot of chancesin the poker game that was hislife. Could he have played
his cards some other way? He didn't redly think so. And it was strange, but he knew that for some
strange reason there was no place held rather be than here, right here, at the end of a glorious venture,
with Julieand Gill, hisfriends.

Gill was a the other Side of the harvester, looking after Julie. There redly wasn't much he could do
for her. Just see that she was comfortable. Most of the acid had missed her, but some drops had fallen
along the side of her neck and penetrated deep under the skin. Her face was ashen, her breathing
|abored. Her vitd sgnswerediminishing.

Gill found himsdlf struggling with new emotions, things he had never felt before. He redlized that there
was acomfort in being asynthetic man. The trouble with android status was that nothing ever felt very
good. There was ho joy, no exultation. But the advantage was that nothing ever felt very bad, either.

Strange, though. Now he wasfilled with unaccustomed emotions: pity for Julie, and something else,
some tender feding that he couldn't quite identify, couldn't quite find aname for. He touched the vein on
the side of her neck. It pulsed, but not strongly. He reached over to make Julie more comfortable and
only became aware then that hisleft arm was missing ahand and half its forearm. He had been too busy
to notice when the hand went off-line. It was that advantage, again, of being a synthetic: you felt no pain.
Now, looking back, he could reconstruct how it happened. The harvester's hatch had been closing, and
he had just managed to get insde. But not quite al of him had madeit. One hand had still been outside
asthedien'sbig claw closed over hiswrist. Stan had pulled, and the aien had pulled back.

There had been adeadly tug-of-war, with the dien pulling one way and Gill the other, sawing his
arm back and forth aong the door frame. None of the others had been in aposition or condition to help.
Stan had been out cold, and Julie, staggered by her acid bath, was out of action, too.

Gill and the dlien had fought their deadly game. Gill hadn't been exactly sure what happened next.
Presumably the door edge had severed some of the cablesthat controlled his arm movements. Or the
combined pulls of Stan and the dien had pulled the skin welds on hisarm gpart. Suddenly, and with an
audible pop, hisarm had let go severa inches below the elbow. Cracks had appeared in the tough
gynthetic skin, and had immediately widened. Fine-control cables had come under tension, pulled taut
until they sang, and then snapped.

Cables and wires had coiled around Gill'swrigt, then pulled free when Gill pulled what was [eft of his
arm the rest of the way insde the ship and the hatch dammed shuit. It had been a good sound, that sound
of the hatch closing. After that, Gill had been too busy looking after Julie and ascertaining Stan's
condition to pay much attention to his own condition. He looked to himsalf now.

He could see that there was no way of fixing himsalf. He could havetried ajury-rig if held had spare



cableswith him. But in the close confines of the pod he hadn't brought aong the repair and spare parts
kit that every synthetic tried to keep with him at al times. And even if held had the cables, hewas il
lacking severd transistors and capacitors. Reluctantly he took the arm off-line. He had no motion in it at
al. From the shoulder down, it was as dead as a hundred-year-old Ford.

"Gaveyou alittle trouble, did they?' Stan's voice came from over his shoulder.

Stan had revived, caling on reserves he never knew he had. He had even gotten to hisfeet. Hewas
filled with a strange knowledge; that he was both a dead man and aliving one. The two sides of himself
were warring now, each trying to establish dominance. Stan thought he knew who was going to win.

Somewhat unsteadily he crossed the harvester and gazed at Gill's wound.

"Pulled it right off, did they?'

"Yes, ar. Or perhaps| did."

"Comesto the samething,” Stan said. "Doesn't give you any pain, doesit?"

"No, Doctor, none at dl. | register the loss of my arm solely as an analogue of loss, not asthe redl
thing."

"It'sabstract for you, isthat it?" "1 suppose you could say that, sir." And yet, Gill knew it wasn't quite
true. No human could really imagine what it waslike to be a synthetic. And to be a synthetic suffering
loss—that was really beyond their scope. Except, he thought, maybe Julie could understand it.
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"Well, Gill,” Stan said, "I think it'll be best if you look after Julie for the time being. | have some work
todoontheradio.

"l don't think much can be donefor her, sir. Not without regular medica facilities™

"No, | suppose not," Stan said. "Maybe there's not much that can be done for any of us. Still, we
must avail ourselves of every twist and turn. That'swhat it'slike being ahuman, Gill. Y ou avail yoursdf
of every little opportunity. Y ou assume you're not dead until you can no longer move. | hopeyou're
taking note of dl this™

"Indeed | am, Doctor," Gill said. "Isthere anything | can do for you?"

"I'm afraid not," Stan said. "Unless you happened to bring along areplacement body. No? | didn't
think so. But theroyd jdly isfinaly starting to take effect I'm al washed up, Gill, but I'm fedling alot
better.”

"Glad to hear it, gr."

"Thanks. Well tak more later, Gill."

Stan turned to the radio. Gill watched him, and he was disturbed. It seemed to him that Dr.
Myakovsky wasin some sort of shock. He was hardly registering hisgrief at Julie's condition. Wasit a
calousness about him that Gill had missed? Gill thought it was something €lse. He had noticed that
humans from time to time went into a condition they called shock. It was when something terrible
happened, either to them or to someone close to them. It was how humans shut down when they
experienced overload. But synthetics could never shut down.
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As Stan turned to theradio it suddenly burst into life. An unfamiliar voice said, "Hello? Isthere
someone aboard the harvester?”

Stan sat down at the instrument pand. "Y es, there is someone here.”



"1 thought as much. Thisis Potter, captain of the Bio-Pharm ship Lancet. Y ou are trespassing on
Neo-Pharm territory. Identify yoursdlf at oncel™

"l am Dr. Stanley Myakovsky," Stan said. There are only three of us here—mysdlf, awoman, and
an android. We are dl that isleft of a survey expedition sent to inspect the hive on AR-32."

"I knew you were here, Doctor," Potter said. That saysit dl, | think.”
"Maybe you don't know everything, Captain,” Stan said. " Our ship was damaged during the recent
storm. Werequire help badly.”

"I understand,” Potter said. "I am sending men to pick you up. Be prepared to leave the harvester.
That isdl for now."

Stan put down the microphone and turned to Gill. "He says he's sending help. | suppose you can
guesswhat kind of help Potter isgoing to offer.” Gill didn't answer. He was watching through one of the
view pandsasthe Lancet's primariesflared briefly and the great ship dropped dowly and mgestically
down through the sky in ashining glitter of landing jets. The big ship settled effortlesdy on AR-32'splain.
Soon after the landing, there was asparkle of bright lines along the ground, and then something almost
trangparent that looked like the ghost of awall erected itself around the Lancet.

"l seeyou have your force field up,” Stan said. " A wise precaution, | can assure you.”

"We're able to throw some protection around your ship, too," Potter said. "My men are coming

A bay door in the Lancets side cracked open, then let down to the ground, forming alanding ramp.
Stan watched a dozen men come running down the ramp. Carrying bulky weapons, they were masked
and shidlded, and wearing full space armor.

"Y ou waste no time, do you, Captain?’ Stan said.

"Y ou're damned right," Potter said. "The sooner | get you people out of the harvester the better.”
"Oneway or another," Stan said mildly.

"What was that?"

"Oh, nothing," Stan muttered. "But it looksto me like your men are running into alittle difficulty.”
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The armed men were moving across the corridors between the force fields that lay between Potter's
ship and the harvester. The force fields shimmered faintly in the pelting rain. Low, flat lighting, grim and
without shadows, illuminated the scene, and this was aided by the search beam from the Lancet, which
flooded different areas with its sulfurous, yellow light. The men moved at abrisk trot, hemet shields up
S0 they could communicate better. Their troubles began dowly and built fast. Thefirst man to scream
was hardly noticed, so rapidly were the others moving. But then the squad |eader became aware that
something was amiss. His name was Blake and he was from Los Angeles. He was used to skulking
around smoking ruins and walking down ruined streets. So he wasn't entirely surprised when he saw one
of the men throw hisarmsin the air as something long and black snaked out from seemingly nowhere
and grabbed him around the neck. But what had it been? Blake wasn't sure. He stared, gaped. Another
man screamed, and was dragged away shrieking. Then Blake realized that somehow the diens had
gotten into the uninterdicted corridors between the force fields, and were grabbing soldiers asthey
crossed from onefield to another. Seeing this, Blake shouted some orders. Hislittle squadron was
aready cut in haf. He ordered the remaining soldiersto fight back-to-back. They were closer to the
harvester than to the Lancet, so he ordered them to continue.

Y ou could see that the men didn't want to go. What had begun as anice little bug fight had turned
into adaughter of humans. It wasn't fair! But there was no one to complain to.



They fought, their wegpons flashing and flaming, and they caught agroup of diensasthey were
preparing to charge, caught them dead on and blew them to hell and back. The air rained black body
parts. The acid from the aliens wounds sprayed far and wide, and the ground sizzled benegath them.
Luckily the soldiers were in acid-proof armor, or the acid would have made short work of them.

The sun came out as the daughter continued, and the men seemed to be holding their own. Then the
aliensgot around the other side of the forcefield, and the soldiers were caught between two attacking
dien groups.

They continued fighting, faling one after another. The lucky ones were dead when they hit the
ground. Some of the others, wounded but not yet dead, weren't so lucky. Aliens draped them over their
shoulders and retreated to the hive. These soldiers would make fine hosts, just what the queen needed.

Seaing this, Blake fought hard to keep his composure. It was unnerving, seeing friend after friend
pulled apart, torn to bits, or dragged away unconscious to be glued to thewall of the hive with something
small and deadly growing inside him, after the facehugger had doneitswork.

Blake turned back. It was al happening too fast. When he looked around, he saw the last of hismen
collapse, scream, and get dragged off. Blake saw his chance and sprinted to the harvester. He got there
before the diens, but just barely. He pounded at the door. "Let mein! Please, please, let mein!™

Stan's mild-mannered face peered back at him through the viewport. Hislips moved. Blake couldn't
hear the words, but Stan was saying, " Sorry, | can't open the door. | don't have the strength to closeiit
agan."

Blake pounded again, and then the dienswere on him. A claw came around his shoulder and
grabbed hisface at the forehead. It pulled, tearing the skin right off. Blake fdt hisnose pull away, felt his
lipsleave hismouth, felt dl this, and then another claw had seized him by the neck; it was pulling out the
tendons of hisneck! And then Blake felt no more.
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Potter was shouting, his voice grating on the spesker. "Damn you! What have you done to my men?"

"Not athing, Captain," Myakovsky said. "They brought it on themsalves. Nothing | could do for
them. Can you get us out of here, Captain?'

"It seems scarcely worth my time," Potter grumbled. "1 ought to nuke dl of you."

"But then you'd lose the contents of the harvester,” Stan said.

"True enough. But | could always come back for it, after things have cooled down."

"l have abetter plan,” Stan said. " Something that will be of useto usal.”

"Hurry up and tell mewhat it is," Potter said. "I don't like leaving my ship down here.”

"It'stoo complicated to explain over radio,” Stan said. "But | think you will likeit listen, | have an
android here who has been damaged in recent fighting. | could send him over to you. HEd explain the
wholething.”"

"l don't know if I should even bother." Potter was obvioudly thinking aloud.

" think you'll beinterested in my scheme," Stan continued. "And after dl, it won't take very long.”

"All right," Potter said. "Send him over. This better be good.”

"It1l bevery good," Stan affirmed.

"How are you going to get him through the dliens? If my own men couldn't make it, how do you
expect your android to get here?"
"Modern technology isawonderful thing," Stan said evasively. "Hell beright over, Captain. Signing
off."
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"Julie" Gill said. "'Can you hear me?'

Julie's eydidsfluttered. Pain contorted her face. She gave along shudder and then looked around.
"Oh my God, isthiswherel am?| was having such anice dream, Gill. Theresthislake | know of. |
went there just oncewhen | wasalittle girl. | remember fieds of spring flowers, alittle [ake. Therewasa
rowboat. | was drifting in the rowboat, and there were willows hanging down over the boat. Oh, Gill, it
was o pretty!"

"I'msureit was" Gill sad.

"Have you ever had adream like that?" Julie asked.

"No, | have nat," Gill replied. "I do not dream.”

"Well, you can have hdf of mine," Julie said deepily. "It wasn't redly alittle lake, | don't need it
al.."

"Where's Stan?'

"He'sright over there," Gill said. "He'strying to save you."

Julie grimaced. "I'm afraid he's cut it alittle too fine thistime. Poor Stan. He has such gresat idess.
But I'm glad | came, anyhow. He's not long for thisworld, you know."

"l know," Gill said.

"It'stoo bad. He's such abrilliant man. But they've done nothing but crowd him. He hasn't had a
chance. Except thisone. And | think thiswasn't much of achance.”

"l supposenot,” Gill said. Shelooked at him. "Y our arm! What happened?' "Raninto alittle
trouble” Gill said. "Y ou're using understatement, just like ahuman.” "'l supposeit rubs off,” Gill said. "A
lot of thingsdo. | fed..."

" e
"| fed like | understand alot more about humansnow,” Gill said. "It's.... interesting, isn't it?"
"l supposeitis,” Juliesaid. "Areyou dl right, Gill?'Y ou've got avery strange expression on your
face"
"I'mfing" Gill muttered. "It'sjust that ... well, even an android can run out of time."
Suddenly Stan's voice came from across the cabin. "Gill? What are you doing?*
"Jugt looking after Julie, Sir.”
"That's good. But she needs to rest now. Come over here. | have someingtructionsfor you."
"Yes, Dr. Myakovsky." Heturned to Julie. "Julie..."
"What isit, Gill?"
"Try not to forget me." Gill stood up and crossed the room.

Stan Myakovsky was huddled up in the control chair. He gppeared to be experiencing no pain for
the moment. But he had changed. Gill noticed that the doctor seemed to have shrunk inside his own skin,
to befdling in on himsdf.

"Now pay atention,” Stan said. "Forget about Julie for amoment. | have work for you to do.”

"Yes gr."

"Y ou are going over to the Lancet to parlay with Captain Potter."

"Towhat end, Sr?'

"Ah, yes" Stan said. "Negotiations usudly have apoint, don't they? Ourswill be different. Theré's
nopoint a al."



"But what do you want me to accomplish, sir?"

"Oh, that | can easily tell you,” Stan said. "1 want Potter to take his ship away from here. | will retain
the harvester. | will find some way to make rendezvous with Captain Hoban, and we will go back home
with our ill-gotten gains. How does that sound to you?"

"Wonderful, sr. But I'm afrad—"

"Yes, | am, too," Stan said. "The captainisnot going to likeit a al. That'swhy | have something
elsein mind. Come over hereto the workbench, Gill. | have amodification | must makein you.”

Gill hesitated. "A modification, Sr?"

"Y ou heard me. What isthe matter with you?"

"1 wouldn't want to change my thinking on certain issues.”

Stan looked at Gill then glanced over a Julie, who was resting with eyes closed. "I think |
understand. Y ou've undergone quite alittle course in humanization, have you not?"

"I don't know what to cdll it But I've never experienced anything likeit."

"1 won't change any of those quditiesyou call emotiona, Gill. They arerare and specid, | agree with
you on that, and sometimes they are along time coming to men—and to androids, never. Or just about
never. No, it'syour command structure | need to modify. And something | need to wireinto you. It will
makeit easer for you to do what you will haveto do, unlessthings go alot better than | imagine they
will."

"l wishyou'd explain alittte more” Gill said, letting Stan take him by hisremaining hand and leed him
over to the workbench.

Stan checked out hisingtruments. "Better not to explain too much,” he said, fitting magnifying lenses
over hisglasses. "I'll know what to do when the time comes. And so will you."
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There were heavy ground mistswhen Gill left the harvester and started histrek to the Lancet. The
ship loomed eerily in the mounting migts. Gill walked between the force fields. There were diens out
there, and he walked past them. The dienswere searching, but they didn't ssem to know what they
werelooking for.

Gill knew that he had a certain amount of natural immunity, since androids did not smell like men.
But to be on the safe side he had taken the last suppressor. Gill touched it on hiswrist for luck. He
wasn't supergtitious, but he knew that men were, and of late he had been seeking to emulatethemiin
every way.

The suppressor was working. It had been Mac's, but that was quite awhile ago and now Mac was
abundle of wet fur on agarbage hegp in an dien hive.

Gill knew he had to keep his mind on business. Usudly, thiswas no problem for an android.
Artificia men weren't bothered by random thoughts, stray insights, weasdl redlizationsthat cameto them
like thievesin the night. Not usualy. But thistime was different.

Gill found that his attention was divided. Part of him was observing the terrain he passed over, noting
the presence and position of the aiens, watching as he drew nearer to the Lancet. But with another part
of hismind hewasthinking of Julie, seeing her as she had been just aday ago, vibrant and laughing, filled
with life. He had felt something specid for her then.

What was it? Was it what the humans called love? How could he find out? No human had been able
to explain love to him. Even Stan grew embarrassed and turned away when Gill had asked him to
explain the concept and give it aquantifiable value.

Humans were so strange, o filled with odd compunctions that covertly ruled their behavior. And



now he had the most understanding of them he would ever have. It al came from stray thoughts, hetold
himsalf, and he worked hard to banish Julie'simage from his mind as he approached the entry port of
the Lancet.
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Two of Potter's crew, heavily armed, were waiting for himin the entryway.
"I don't know how the hdll you got through,” one of them said.

"I'vegot apass,” Gill told them. They just stared at him. Gill decided that hisfirst attempt at that key
human quality, humor, hadn't been a success. But he reminded himsdlf that he was new at it. Perhaps he
would get better as he went aong.

The two guards looked through the port visor. They could seethe diens, dowly drifting toward the
ship, forming up againg the dmost invisiblewadls of theforcefied. They didn't do anything. Just sood
there, their heads facing the ship, and it was as though some greet power of attraction held them there.
They were surrounding the force field that protected the harvester, too, more and more of them, and the
sght of them was singularly uncanny and disguieting.

"We better tell the captain about this" one of the guards said. To Gill he said, "Come on, you. Raise
your arms. We're going to search you."

Gill did ashewastold. "I carry no wegpons,” hetold them.

"Sure. But welll just check you anyhow. What happened to your arm?”

"I logt it a the movies," Gill said. Again, the guards did not laugh. They just stared at him like he was
crazy. Gill wondered what he was doing wrong. This humor thing was going to take some studying.
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"Julie, can you hear me?"

Julie had been lying on the deck of the harvester near one of the heaters. Stan had found ablanket in
one of the back bays and wrapped it around her. She looked better than she had since the accident.

"San?' shesad. "I'mvery cold.”
"Let meseeif | canfind another blanket,” Stan said. "1 dready have these heaters going full blast.”

He stood up to go, but Julie reached out and grabbed hisarm. "No, don't leave me, Stan. Wereina
lot of trouble, aren't we?"

"To oneway of thinking, yes, we are. But to another, werein no trouble at al. We're together, and
we're going to stay that way. Here, dulie, | have something for you. For us both, actualy.”

He reached into hisjacket pocket and brought out the little case containing the Xeno-Zip ampoules.

There were six of them. He uncapped one and lifted Juli€'s head so she could drink. When she took
down the first ampoule, he matched her with one, then uncorked another.

"We aren't supposed to take more than one, are we?'
"I've got aspecid dispensation,” Stan said. "Don't worry, it'll do usno harm.”

Julie swallowed the contents of a second ampoule. She shuddered, then laughed. ™Y ou wereright,
Stan. | fed alot better.”

"Me, too," Stan said, sitting down on the deck beside her and holding her close to share the warmith.
"Thisisnice, igntit?"
"It'svery nice, Stan," Julie said. "We never found much time for thisbefore, did we?'



"Unfortunately not. Sometimesit takes along timeto realize what agood thing is."

"Aslong asit happens sometime," Julie said. "Don't worry, Julie. Were going to get out of this.” "I'm
sureweare," Julietold him. "One way or the other." She could fed the pain leaving her body. How
miraculous the Xeno-Zip was! What apleasure it wasto be free of pain.

She knew it had to be the same way for Stan. For the moment they were both young and strong and
were going to liveforever. Thiscould only last alittle while. But perhaps, she thought, it'll belong
enough. Theradio kicked into life. "Dr. Myakovsky! Areyou there?' It was Captain Hoban from the
Dolomite.

"l havetoissue afew last-minuteingructions,” Stan said to Julie. "Excuse me, my dear, I'll be back
assoon as| can.”
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Inthe Dolomite, Hoban had been working hard to keep the location of his ship asecret. He had no
doubt what Potter would do if he knew there was another ship in the area, and where it was Situated. He
had no intention of sharing the fate of the Valparaiso Queen, the wreck that silently circled the planet.
He hadn't known quite what to do. But then Stan's message had come to him, and he had no choice but
to make contact.

"Sir," Hoban said, "I need to tell you, by radioing me, you have compromised this ship's position.

Y ou shouldn't have done thet, Sir."

"Now, now," Stan said. "l have a plan whereby Potter and his crew will be neutrdized. There will be
nothing to prevent you from making rendezvous with us a these coordinates as soon as possible.”

"l understand, Sir," Hoban said. "But there is a problem. From your present location, it isgoing to
take me at least twenty minutesto get to you."

"Aslong asthat?' Stan exclaimed. From where he sat, he could see through one of the viewports as
the aliensmassed in front of the force field, not trying to get through it—that would have been
impossible—but coming together in ever-growing numbers, those behind pushing away thosein front
They were crowded as close to each other asthey could get and some of them were mounting on the
back of others, and others were climbing on top of those.

Stan saw at once what was going to happen. They were going to keep on piling themsalves up until
they were ableto topple over therim of the force field, which was only about twelve feet high. Then
they'd comefor him and Julie.

Hedidn't want to think about it, so hetook refugein andysis.

This swarming behavior was probably some sort of ingtinctual mechanism for getting them over
barriers that were otherwiseimpassable. It wasredly very interesting. Ari had to seethis.

Stan took out the cybernetic ant, poised him on afingertip, and lifted hishand so Ari could see
through the viewport.

"Seewhat's hgppening, Ari? Areyou taking it all in? Future generations are going to be very
interested in what we have done today.”

Thelittle creature gave no sign that he was listening, yet he showed a certain aertness.

Stan continued, "Y ou've been agood companion, Ari. Sllent and uncomplaining. Who could ask for
anything more? | only wish Norbert were here, too. Y ou'll haveto tell them how it waswith us, Ari. If
you get out of this, thet is"

Ari, asusud, wasdlent.

"San!" Juliecaled.

"I'll beright over,” Stan answered. He broke the connection with Hoban and changed frequencies.



In amoment the sullen face of Captain Potter appeared on the viewscreen.,

"About time you called, Myakovsky. | don't have much patience.” "Not much moreisrequired,” said
Stan.

"1 will listen now to your offer."

"Yes, Captain. What | suggest isthat you forget al about this matter and take your ship some
distance from here. While you are gone | will take this harvester ship and get away. Y ou needn't worry
about losing theroyd jelly aboard. There's plenty of it down herefor you. Y ou can easily milk yourself
another harvester load.”

"That'sgreat,” Potter said. "And just why should | do that?*

"Because | havealega claim to this stuff which isevery bit as good as Bio-Pharm's clam. And
because | want you to."

"l think you'veflipped out.”
"Y ou're not going to do it? No harm in asking, was there?"

"Y ou're wasting my time," Potter spat " There's no deal, Myakovsky. | don't need to negotiate with
you. I'm teking what | want."

"Right," Stansad. "Gill?'
Gill's face appeared in the viewscreen. "Y es, Doctor?"
"Activate Subroutine Diogenes," Stan said. " Signing off, Captain Potter.”

"That doctor of yoursisredly crazy," Potter said to Gill. "He must think he till swings some weight.
Y ou can just forget any order he gave you. Things are going to be alittle different now."

"Yes, they are" sad Gill. Thetimewasfindly at hand.

He put hisremaining hand to his mouth and popped in one finger. With asingle wrench, he tore the
finger off.

"What are you doing?' Potter said. " Stop that!"

" Subroutine Diogenesisbeginning,” Gill said, tearing off a second finger. ™Y ou know the old story
about the rich man's house?'

"What are you talking about?"

Off came another finger. "In the rich man'shouse" Gill said, "aguest hasa problem if he wantsto
gpit." Off camethefourth finger.

"You'recrazy," Potter said. "Stop or I'll shoot.”

"Intherich man'shouse" Gill said, "therésno placeto spit but in hisface." Thefifth and last finger
came off. There was afrozen moment in the control room of the Lancet. Then Gill blew up. Literdly.

Theexploson of theartificial man enclosed the Lancet in arasy glow shot through with yelow
diamonds.
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"What wasthat?' Julie asked.
"Just somebody knocking at the door,” Stan said.

It came again: aheavy booming sound. Stan noted that the aliens had gotten over the top of the
force field, scrambling up on each other's shoulders and toppling over. Now they were pounding and
tearing at the entry port to the harvester. Stan could hear the metal start to buckle under their blows.

"It'svery loud,” Julie said dreamily.
"| think our friends are becoming agitated,” Stan said. "It won't be long now."



"Isthere any more of that royd jdly left?" Julie asked.

"Let mejust see.... Yes, my dear, we have another two ampoules. Here, let me uncork that and hold
it for you.... That's better, eh?'

"Much better," Julie smiled as Stan swallowed hisampoule.

Theradio squawked into life. "Doctor! What in hdll isgoing on! Potter'sship ..."

It was Hoban. Stan said, hisvoice very low, "It was nice, eh, Captain?"

"What did you say, Doctor?

"Gill made asatisfactory explosion, didn't he?* Stan said. "Gill did his part very well. How close are
you, Cgptan?"

"Ancther five minutes.”

"I'm afraid | don't havethat long," Stan said. "I hope | won't be alive to seethelast act. Hoban, it's
been a pleasure knowing you. | hope you have no trouble clearing your name on Earth and going on with
your brilliant career. Tdl them on Earth ..."

"Yes, Doctor?"

"Oh, tell them anything," Stan said, suddenly testy. "Over and out." He shut off the radio, then turned
to Julie. "Good-bye, sweetheart.”

"Seeyou again soon,” Juliesaid.

They kissed. And they were il kissng when the entry port shattered and the aliens came into the
harvester.
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Stan thought that was dl. But it wasn't, not quite. There was along blank stretch. He was vaguely
aware that Julie was dead. All the others were dead, too, of course. Ari? He didn't know what had
happened to Ari. And asfor himself, he was surprised to find he was looking down on acorridor floor.
He redlized that the diens had suspended him to the wal. Hewasin no pain. Theroyd jely was il
working. But something was growing insde him. He could fed it.

Hewas about to give birth. And die.

Now Stan summoned up al his courage and dl his remaining strength. He opened his mouth and
ydled. It wasalong, hard, satisfactory yell. He could fed hisbody vibrating as he yelled. And apoem
cameto hismind....

| would have mourned the loss of my life

If I had not been already dead.

And then he felt the chestburster come crashing through his chest, its expressionless face dready
questing for food. And then there was only darkness, and it waswarm, like Juli€skiss.

When Captain Hoban findly brought the Dolomite down to AR-32's surface, he found the remnants
of Potter's crew. Juliewas dtill dive, and Badger was missing, but everyone e se was dead. Along with
Julie, only Ari, the cybernetic ant, was | eft.

Once he was back in the ship, Hoban wasted no time trying to read the ant's memory files. But they
were locked with an unbreakable molecular combination. Only Stan knew the combination, and Stan
had forgotten to unlock the filesto permit thefind details of his story to be known.

Hoban's Afterword



That wastheend of it, al except for cleaning up what was | eft. When Gill blew himself up, he
disabled the Lancet's control system. It took several daysfor Potter and his remaining men— those who
hadn't been killed, in the blast—to repair it. It gave me the time to bring the Dolomite down to the
harvester, where Stan and Julie had made their last stand.

We had abrisk firefight with the two dienswe found inside. But we managed to put them down
without further loss of human life. They were carrying containers of royd jdly. All therest of the diens
were gone.

Wedidn't know at first where they had disappeared to, or why.

It took usawhileto figureit out. First we had to get Julie in the ship and into emergency medical.
Wedid that, and she finally came through it dl right. She was nearly well when we got back to Earth. |
don't know what she's doing now; we lost touch.

| did see Badger again. He cameto vist me one day shortly after | bought my new house on the
Pecific Pdisades. | had been reingtated, and | was doing well again as a spaceship captain. | oweit al to
Stan. 1t wouldn't have happened if he hadn't stolen that ship, which brought the whole thing to the
atention of the authorities and resulted in the reopening of my old case. Thistime ajury found for me,
and againg Bio-Pharm.

Badger arrived when | was between flights. He just wanted to say hello. Wetalked awhile. Potter
had brought him back to Earth in the Lancet, after he'd fixed the damage Gill caused.

"Hedidn't like me," Badger said cheerfully, "but he couldn't very well kick me out. | wasthe one
who'd tipped him off to you and the doctor."

"And got Stan killed,” | pointed ot.

"Hedid hisbest to get mekilled,” Badger said.

"That was not intentiond .

"No?Well, neither was my blowing the whistle on you to Potter. | wasjust trying to save my own
life"

| didn't know what to say to that.

Badger was curious about one thing. When we'd gone back to get Stan and Julie, why had we only
found two diens, instead of the hordes that had been swarming over the harvester? And why hadn't they
gotten to Julie?

"That bothers me, too," | said. "No onewill ever redlly know. But I've got atheory.”

"I'd liketo hear it," Badger said.

" figure theréd be communication of some sort between the diens and their queen. | think she sent
them an order that overrode everything else they were doing.”

"Why do you think that?'

"You know al that roya jelly that Potter's men had packed into the harvester? It was gone, all of it. |
think the queen told them thefirgt thing to do wasto recover dl the stolen royal jelly and bring it back to
the hive. Then they could go back and finish off whatever humans were lft. But we had come and gone
by then. | can never proveit, but that'swhat | think happened.”

Badger stared at me, taking it in. | began to laugh. Badger said, "What's so funny?'

"It'snot redly funny,” | said. "But it isironic. Thet theroyd jely that was ultimately responsible for
Stan's degth should aso be responsible for saving dulieslife.”
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